After Blakee DRAGON

We dreamed a dream of fire made flesh—
we gaveit wingsto soar on high—

an earthquake tread, and burning breath—
athunderbalt that clove the sky—

its belly seethed with ancient bile; itsbrain wasforged in human guile and human strength with VVulcan's
art beat out the hammer of its heart.

We dreamed a dream of hide and horn— the wonder of athousand tales— we built from prehistoric
bones— we armored it in iron scales— and al our rage, ambition, greed reshaped our dream into our
need with mortal hands to seize the fire— to more-than-mortal power aspire.

And when the heav'n threw down the sun and seared whole cities from the earth, when slence fdl of
endless death and wail of demons brought to birth—

when far above the shattered skies the angels hid their rainbow eyes—
did we smile our work to see?

Did Man who made the gods make Thee

Prologue

Fernanda

That night, she dreamed she was back in the city. It was not the first such dream: she had had many inthe
weeks since sheleft, some blurred, beyond the reach of memory, some clearer; but this was the most
painfully vivid. She was standing on the mountainside wrapped in the warm southern dusk, in ablue
garden musky with the ghosts of daytime flower scents. Here were the villas and paaces of the
aristocracy, set among ther terraced lawns and well-watered shrubberies. There was a house nearby:

she could see the golden arch of door or window floating somewhere behind afiligree of netted stems. Its
light drew her; and then she was close by, Saring indgde.

There were three people in the room: awoman, ayoung man, and agirl. They were Stting close together,
deep in talk. She knew them all—she knew them well, so well that it hurt to ook at them—the youth with
his averted profile, just as he had appeared the firgt time she saw him properly, and the woman with silver
glintsin her long hair, though she was not very old, and the girl with her back to the window. Hersdlf. She
wore the vell she had been given on the last day, hiding her cropped head, but the colors and patterns
that had always seemed so dim and elusive poured down her back like some inscrutable liquid script,
tinted in rainbows. It had the power of protection, she had been told. Her unspecified anguish crystalized
into the horror of imminent doom; she saw hersaf marked out by the vell, designated for afuturein which
the others had no part. Shetried to enter through the glasdess window, but an invisible barrier held her
back; she cried out—Take it off! Take off the veil !—but her voice made no sound. The whorls and
sgilsof the design detached themsdlves from the materid and drifted toward her, swirling together into a
maelstrom, and she was rushing into it, sucked down and down into deep water.

And now the blue that engulfed her was the ultramarine of an underseaworld. Great weeds arosein front
of her, billowing like curtainsin the currents of the wide ocean. They divided, and she passed through into
acord kingdom. But beyond the branching fans of white and scarlet and the groping tentacles of hungry



flowerets she saw isolated pillars, rooflesswalls, broken towers. She floated over gaping roomswhere
tiny fish played a hide-and-seek with larger predators, and the spotted ed and giant octopuslaired in
cdlar and well shaft. And aheed, in the shallows, the sun turned the water al to golden green, and she
made out the gleaming spire of aminaret, the curve of afractured dome. Then at last she found what she
knew she had been seeking. Helay in adim hollow beyond the reach of the sun, and stones weighted the
rags of hisclothing, and hisdark hair moved like filmy weed in the current, and white shells covered his
gyes. Shelifted the onesthat pinned him down, and removed the white shells, and kissed his cold, cold
lips—awitch'skiss, to break the spell—and his eyes opened, and gazed at her. The water receded like
waves from abeach, and he waslying on an apricot shore under asky of bronze, and hisarmswere
reaching for her . ..

The dream faded toward awakening, and, as dways, there was amoment in between, amoment of
unknowing, when the past lingered and the present was void, awaking to hope and the brightness of a
new day. Then redlization returned, and al that she had gained, and dl that she had logt, rushed over her
inaflood of suffering reborn, so she thought her spirit wastoo frail athing to endure so much pain. And it
was the same every day, every waking. She remembered that it was her birthday, her seventeenth.
Tomorrow she would return to London, to schoal, to study, to the dow inexorable unrolling of her
predictable life. Shewas adiligent student: she would take exams and go to university and succeed ina
suitable career. And one day perhaps she would marry, because that was what you did, and have
children, and live to beforty, fifty, ninety, until, unimaginable though it seemed, shewasold and tired, and
the dream came from which there was no awakening. A life sentence. Maybe eventually the acuteness of
her losswould dull to an ache, and the routine of her daily existence would numb her fedings and deaden
her heart; but in the morning of her youth she knew that this moment, this emptiness was relentless and
forever. She had been told she had the Gift, setting her apart from other mortals—that if shewilled it she
might live ageless and long—but that fantasy had gone with the city, if indeed it had ever been red. And
why should she wish to lengthen the time of her suffering?

When she got up shefound the vell discarded on a chair— the vell that was all she had |eft—its patterns
dimmed to shadows, its colors too subtle for the human eye. For aminute she held it, letting itsairy
subgtance dide through her fingers, then her grip tightened, and she pulled with sudden violence, trying to
tear it gpart, but the gossamer was too strong for her. She made a sound somewhere between alaugh
and acry, looked in vain for scissors, not knowing whether to be relieved or angry when none cameto
hand. Finally, shefolded it up small—she was aways methodica—and thrugt it into the back of a
drawer, willing it to be gone with her dreams, back into the otherworld from whence it came.

Downgtairs there was melon for breskfast—her favorite—and presents from her father and brother.
"What do you want to do for your birthday?" they asked.

"Go back to London," she said. "For good."
Part One

Witcheraft

I

| have known many battles, many defeets. | have been afugitive, hiding in the hollow hills, spinning the
blood-magic only in the dark. The children of the north ruled my kingdom, and the Oldest Spirit hunted
me with the Hounds of Arawn, and | fled from them riding on agiant owl, over the edge of being, out of
the world, out of Time, to this place that wasin the very beginning. Only the great birds come here, and a
few other strays who crossed the boundary in the days when the barrier between worlds was thinner,

and have never returned. But the witchkind may find the way, in desperation or need, and then thereisno



going back, and no going forward. So | dwell here, in the cave benesth the Tree, | and another who
eluded persecution or senility, beyond the reach of the past. Awaiting anew future.

Thisisthe Ancient of Trees, older than history, older than memory—the Tree of Life, whose branches
uphold Middle-Earth and whose roots reach down into the deeps of the Underworld. And maybe once it
grew in an orchard behind a high wall, and the gpples of Good and Evil hung from its bough. No apples
hang there now, but in due season it bears other fruit. The heads of the dead, which swell and ripen on
their slems until the eyes open and the lips writhe, and sap drips from each truncated gorge. We can hear
them muttering sometimes, louder than the wind. And then astorm will come and shake the Tree until
they fdl, pounding the earth like hail, and the wild hog will follow, rooting in the hegps with itstusks,
glutting itself on windfals, and the sound of its crunching carries even to the cave below. Perhaps apples
fell there, once upon atime, but the wild hog does not notice the difference, or care. All who have done
evil inther lives must hang a season on that Tree, or so they say; yet who among us has not doneevil,
sometime or other? Tell me that!

Y oumay think thisisdl merefancy, the ddusions of a mind warped with age and power. Come walk
with me then, under the Tree, and you will see the uneaten heads rotting on the ground, and the white
grubsthat crawl into each open ear and lay their eggsin the shelter of the skull, and the mouths that
twitch and gape until the last of the brain has been nibbled away. | saw my sster once, hanging on alow
branch. Oh, not my sister Sysselore—my sister in power, my sister in kind—I mean my blood-sister, my
riva, my twin. Morgun. She ripened into beauty like a paefruit, milky skinned, raven haired, but when
her eyes opened they were cold, and bitterness dragged at her features. "Y ou will hang here, too," she
said to me, "one day." The heads often talk to you, whether they know you or not. | supposetak isal
they can manage. | saw another that | recognized, not so long ago. We had had great hopes of her once,
but she would not listen. A famine devoured her from within. | remember she had bewitched her hair so
that it grew unnaturdly long, and it brushed against my brow like some clinging creeper. It waswet not
with sap but with water, though we had had no rain, and her budding face, ftill only haf-formed, had a
waxy gleam like the faces of the drowned. | meant to pass by again when her eyes had opened, but |
was watching the smoke to see what went on in theworld, and it dipped my mind.

Timeisnot, wherewe are. | may have spent centuries staring into the spdllfire, seeing thetide of life
sweeping by, but there are no years to measure here: only the dow unrelenting heartbest of the Tree.
Syssdlore and | grate one another with words, recycling old arguments, great debates that have long
degenerated into pettiness, sharp exchanges whose edges are blunted with use. We know the pattern of
every dispute. She has grown thin with wear, askeleton scantily clad in flesh; the skin that was formerly
peach-golden is palid and threaded with visible veins, a blue webbing over her arms and throat. When
she sulks, as she often does, you can see the grinning lines of her skull mocking her tight mouth. She has
come along way from that enchanted idand set in the sapphire seas of her youth. Syrce they named her
then, Seersay the Wise, since Wiseis an epithet more courteous than others they might have chosen, and
itisaways prudent to flatter the Gifted. She used to turn men into pigs, by way of amusement.

"Why pigs?’ | asked her, listening to the wild hog grunting and snorting around the bole of the Tree.
"Laziness," shesad. "That wasthelr true nature, so it took very little effort.”

Sheisworn thin while I have swollen with my stored-up powerslike the queen of atermite mound. |
save my Gift, hoarding it like misers gold, watching in the smoke for my time to come round again. We
are two who must be three, the magic number, the coven number. Someday she will be there, the she for
whom wewait, and we will stedl her soul away and bind her to us, veraing her in our ways, casting her in
our mold, and then we will return, over the borderland into redity, and the long-lost kingdom of Logrez
will beminea lag.



Shefdt it only for an ingtant, like a.cold prickling on the back of her neck: the awarenessthat she was
being watched. Not watched in the ordinary sense or even spied on, but surveyed through occult eyes,
her image dancing in aflame or refracted through acrysta prism. She didn't know how she knew, only
that it was one of many ingtincts lurking in the substratum of her mind, waiting their moment to nudge at
her thought. Her hands tightened on the steering whed . The sensation was gone so quickly she dmost
believed she might have imagined it, but her pleasurein the drive was over. For her, Y orkshire would
always be haunted. "Fern—" her companion was taking to her, but she had not registered aword
"—Fern, areyou ligtening to me?"

"Yes. Sorry. What did you say?'

"If you'd been listening, you wouldn't have to ask. | never saw you so abstracted. | wasjust wondering
why you should want to do the deed in Y arrowda e, when you don't even like the place.”

"I don't didikeit: it isn't thet. It'satiny village milesfrom anywhere: short stroll to awindswept beach,
short scramble to awindswvept moor. Y ou can freeze your bum off in the North Seaor go for bracing
waksin frightful weether. The countrysideis scenic—if you like the countryside. I'm acity girl."

"l know. So why—?"

"Marcus, of course. Hethinks'Y arrowddeis quaint. Characterful village church, friendly locd vicar.
Anyway, it'sagood excuse not to have so many guests. Y ou tell people you're doing it quietly, inthe
country, and they aren't offended not to beinvited. And of those you do invite, lots of them won't come.
It'stoo far to trek just to stay in adrafty pub and drink champagnein therain.”

"Soundslikeasong,” said Gaynor Mobberley. "Champagnein therain." And: "Why do you dways do
what Marcus wants?"'

"I'm going to marry him," Fern retorted. "1 want to please him. Naturaly.”

"If you werein lovewith him," said Gaynor, "you wouldn't be haf so conscientious about pleasing him all
thetime"

"That'sahorrible thing to say."
"Maybe. Best friends have a specid licenseto say horriblethings, if it'sreally necessary.”
"I likehim," Fern said after along pause. "That's much more important than love."

"I like him, too. He's clever and witty and very good company and quite attractive consdering he'sgoing
ahit thin on top. That doesn't mean | want to marry him. Besides, he's twenty years older than you."

"Eighteen. | prefer older men. With the young ones you don't know what they'll [ook like when they hit
forty. It could be anasty shock. The older men have passed the danger point so you know the worst

dready.”

"Now you're being frivolous. | just don't understand why you can't wait until you fdl inlove with
someone.”

Fern gave ashivery laugh. "That'slike. . . oh, waiting for ashooting star to fal in your lap, or looking for
the pot of gold at the foot of the rainbow."

"Cynic."



"No. I'm not acynic. It'ssmply that | accept the impossibility of romantic idealism.”

"Do you remember that timein Waes?' said her friend, harking back unfairly to college days.
"Morwenna Rhys gave that party a her parents house on the bay, and we al got totaly drunk, and you
rushed down the beach in your best dress straight into the sea. | can still see you running through the
waves, and the moonlight on the foam, and your skirt flying. Y ou looked so wild, dmost edritch. Not my
cool, sophisticated Fern.”

"Everyone hasto act out of character sometimes. It'slike taking your clothes off: you fed free without
your character but very naked, unprotected. Unfinished. So you get dressed again—you put on your self
—and then you know who you are.”

Gaynor appeared unconvinced, but an approaching road junction caused a diversion. Fern had forgotten
the way, and they stopped to consult amap. "Who'll be there?' Gaynor enquired when they resumed
their route. "When we arrive, | mean.”

"Only my brother. | asked Abby to keep Dad in London until the day before the wedding. Hed only
worry about details and get fussed, and | don't think | could takeit. | can deal with any last minute
hitches. Will never fusses.”

"What's he doing now? | haven't seen him for years."

"Postgrad at Y ork. Some aspect of art history. He spends alot of time at the house, painting weird
surred pictures and collecting even weirder friends. He lovesit there. He grows marijuanain the garden
and litters the place with beer cans and plays pop music full blast; our dour Y orkshire housekeeper
pretends to disapprove but actualy she dotes on him and cossets him to death. We still cdll her Mrs.
Wicklow athough her Christian nameis Dorothy. She'sredlly too old to housekeep but she refusesto
retire so we pay asuccession of helpersfor her to find fault with."

"Theold family retainer,” suggested Gaynor.
"Wel ...inaway."
"What's the house like?"

"Sort of gray and off-putting. Victorian architecture a its most unattractively solid. We've added afew
mod cons but there's only one bathroom and no centra heating. We've dways meant to sdll it but
somehow we never got around to it. It'snot at al comfortable.”

"Isit haunted?'
There was an appreciable pause before Fern answered.
"Not exactly,” shesaid.

The battle was over, and now Nature was moving in to clean up. The early evening air was not cold
enough to deter the fliesthat gathered around the hummocks of the dead; tiny crawling thingsinvaded the
chinks between jerkin and hauberk; rats, foxes, and wolves skirted the open ground, scenting afree
feast. The smaller scavengers were bolder, the larger ones stayed under cover, where the fighting had
spilled into the wood and bodies sprawled on the residue of last year's autumn. Overhead, the birds
arrived in force: red kites, ravens, carrion crows, wheeling and swooping in to settle thickly on the
huddled mounds. And here and there aliving human scuttled from corpse to corpse, more furtive than
bird or beast, plucking rings from fingers, daggers from wounds, groping among rent clothing for hidden
purse or love locket.



But one figure was not furtive. She came down from the crag where she had stood to view the battle,
black cloaked, head covered, long snakes of hair, raven dark, escaping from the confines of her hood.
Swiftly she moved across the killing ground, pausing occasiondly to peer more closely at the dead,
seeking afamiliar face or faces among the silent horde. Her own face remained unseen but her height, her
rapid stride, her evident indifference to any lurking threet told their own tae. The looters shrank from her,
skulking out of Sight until she passed; acarrion crow raised its head and gave asingle harsh cry, asif in
greeting. The setting sun, faling beneath the cloud canopy of the afternoon, flung long shadows acrossthe
land, touching pallid brow and empty eye with reflected fire, like anilluson of lifereturning. And so she
found one that she sought, under thefirst of the trees, his helmet knocked awry to leave hisblack curls
tumbling free, his beautiful featureslimned with the day'slast gold. A deep thrust, probably from a
broadsword, had pierced hisarmor and opened hisbelly, a side swipe had half severed his neck. She
brushed his cheek with the white smooth fingertips of one who has never spun, nor cooked, nor washed
her clothes. "Y ou were impatient, asadways," she said, and if there was regret in her voice, it was without
tears. Y ou acted too soon. Folly. Folly and waste! If you had waited, dl Britain would be under my
hand." There was no one nearby to hear her, yet the birds ceased their gorging at her words, and the
very buzzing of theflieswas tilled.

Then she straightened up, and moved away into the wood.

Thelake lay ahead of her, gleaming between the trees. The rocky dopes beyond and the molten chasm
of sunset between cloud and hill were reflected without a quiver in its unwrinkled surface. She paced the
shore, searching. Presently she found a cushion of moss darkly stained, asif something had lain and bled
there; atorn cloak was abandoned nearby, adented shield, a crowned helm. The woman picked up the
crown, twisting and turning it in her hands. Then she went to the lake's edge and peered down, muttering
secret words in an ancient tongue. A shape appeared in the water mirror, inverted, areflection where
there was nothing to reflect. A boat, moving dowly, whose doleful burden she could not see, though she
could guess, and ditting in the bow awoman with hair as dark as her own. The woman smiled a her from
the depths of theillusion, aswest, triumphant smile. "Heismine now," shesaid. "Dead or dying, heis
mine forever.” The words were not spoken aoud, but smply arrived in the Watcher's mind, clearer than
any sound. She made abrusgue gesture asiif brushing something away, and the chimera vanished, leaving
thelake asbefore.

"What of the sword?" she asked of the air and the trees; but no one answered. "Wasit returned whence
it came?' She gave amirthlesslaugh, hollow within the hood, and lifting the crown, flung it far out across
the water. It broke the smooth surface into widening ripples, and was gone.

Shewalked off through the wood, searching no longer, driven by some other purpose. Now the standing
hills had swallowed the sunset, and dusk was snared in the branches of the trees. The shadows ran
together, becoming one shadow, a darkness through which the woman strode without trip or ssumble,
unhesitating and unafraid. She came to a place where three trees met, tangling overhead, twig locked with
twig in awrestling match aslong and dow as growth. It was a place at the heart of dl wildness, degpin
the wood, black with more than the nightfall. She stopped there, seeing athickening in the darkness, the
gleam of eyeswithout aface. "Morgus,”" whispered a voice that might have been thewind in the leaves,
yet the night was windless, and "Morgus' hollow asthe earth's groaning.

"What do you want of me?' she said, and even then, her tone was without fear.

"You havelost," said the voice at the heart of the wood. " Ships are coming on the wings of storm, and
the northmen with their ice-gray eyes and their snow-blond hair will sweep like winter over thisidand that
you love. The king might have resisted them, but through your machinations he is overthrown, and the
kingdom for which you schemed and murdered is broken. Y our timeisover. Y ou must pass the Gate or



linger invain, clinging to old revenges, until your body withers and only your spirit remains, athin gray
ghost wailing in loneliness. | did not even haveto lift my hand: you have given Britain to me."

"I havelogt abattle" shesaid, "inalong war. | am not yet ready to die.”

"Then live." The voice was gentled, amurmur that ssemed to come from every corner of the wood, and
the night waslike velvet. "Am | not Oldest and mightiest? Am | not agod in the dark? Give me your
degtiny and | will remold it to your heart'sdesire. Y ou will be numbered among the Serafain, the
Fellangelswho shadow the world with their black wings. Only submit yoursdlf to me, and al that you
dream of shdl beyours.

"He who offersto treat with the loser haswon no victory," sheretorted. "I will have no truck with demon
or god. Begone from this place, Old One, or try your strength against the Gift of Men. Varde! Go back
to the abyss where you were spawned! Nehaman! Envarre!”

The darkness heaved and shrank; the eye gleams did away from her, will-o'-the-wisps that separated
and flickered among the trees. She sensed an anger that flared and faded, heard an echo of cold laughter.
"I do not need to destroy you, Morgus. | will leave you to destroy yoursdlf." And then the wood was
empty, and she went on aone.

Emerging from the trees, she came to an open space where the few survivors of the conflict had begun to
gather the bodies for burial, and dug a pit to accommodate them. But the grave diggers had gone,
postponing their somber task till morning. A couple of torches had been left behind, thrust into the loose
soil piled up by their labors; the quavering flames cast ared light that hovered uncertainly over the
neighboring corpses, some shrouded in cloaks too tattered for reuse, others exposed. These were
ordinary soldiers, serfs and peasants. what little armor they might have worn had been taken, even their
boots were gone. Their bare feet showed the blotches of posthumous bruising. The pit itsalf wasfilled
with atrembling shadow as black asink.

Just beyond the range of the torches afigure waited, ill as an anima crouched to spring. It might have
been mongtrous or smply grotesque; in the dark, little could be distinguished. The glancing flamelight
caught a curled horn, aclawed foot, a human arm. The woman hdted, staring &t it, and her sudden fury

was palpable.

"Areyou looking for your brother? He lies e sawhere. Go sniff him out; you may get there before the
ravens and the wolves have done with him. Perhaps there will be abone or two left for you to gnaw, if it
pleases you. Or do you merely wish to gloat?'

"Both," the creature snarled. "Why not? He and hisfriends hunted me—when it amused them. Now he
hunts with the pack of Arawninthe Gray Plains. | only hopeit is his turn to play the quarry.”

"Y our nature matches your face," said she.
"Asyoursdoes not. | am as you made me, as you named me. Y ou wanted awegpon, not a son.”

"I named you when you were unborn, when the power was great in me." Her bitterness rasped the air
likeajagged knife. "I wanted to shape your spirit into something fierce and shining, deadly as Caliburn. A
vain intent. | did not get aweapon, only aburden; no warrior, but a beast. Do not tempt me with your
insolence! | made you, and | may destroy you, if | choose.”

"l am flesh of your flesh," the creature said, and the menace transformed his voice into agrowl.

"You aremy failure," she snapped, "and | obliterate failure." Sheraised her hand, crying aword of



Command, and alash of darkness uncoiled from her grasp and licked about the mongter'sflank like a
whip. He gave ahowl of rage and pain, and vanished into the night.

Thetorches flinched and guttered. For an ingtant the red light danced over the cloaked shape and
plunged within the cavern of the hood, and the face that sprang to life there was the face of thewomanin
the boat, but without the smile. Pale skinned, dark browed, with lips bitten into blood from the tenson of
the battle and eyes black asthe Pit. For afew seconds the face hung there, glimmering in the torchlight.
Then the flames died, and face and woman were gone.

They had been friends since their days at college, but Gay-nor sometimesfelt that for al their closeness
she knew little of her companion. Outwardly Fern Capel was smart, successful, self-assured, with apoise
that more than compensated for her lack of inches, a sort of compact nestnessthat implied | amthe
right height; it is everyone else who is too tall . She had style without flamboyance, generosity without
extravagance, an undramatic beauty, a demure sense of humor. A colleague had once said she

"excelled at moderation”; yet Gaynor had witnessed Fern, on rare occasions, behaving in away that was
immoderate, even rash, her dight piquancy of festure sharpened into adisturbing wildness, an dien glitter
in her eyes. At twenty-eight, she had dready risen close to the top in the PR consultancy where she
worked. Her fiance, Marcus Greig, was awell-known figure of academe who had published severa
books and regularly aired both his knowledge and hiswit in the newspapers and on televison. "'l plan my
life," she had told her friend, and to date everything seemed to be proceeding accordingly,
smooth-running and efficient as acomputer program. Or had it been "1 planned my life"? Gaynor
wondered, chilling at the thought, asif, inamoment of unimaginable panic and rgection, Fern had turned
her back on natural disorder, on haphazard emotions, stray adventure, and had dispassionately laid down
the termsfor her future. Gaynor's very soul shrank from such an idea. But on the road to Y orkshire, with
the top of the car down, the citified sophisticate had blown away, leaving agirl who looked younger than
her years and potentialy vulnerable, and whose mood was amost fey. She doesn't want to marry him,
Gaynor concluded, seeking asmple explanation for acomplex problem, but she hasn't the courage to
back out. Y et Fern had never lacked courage.

The house was a disgppointment: solidly, stolidly Victorian, watching them from shadowed windows and
under frowning lintels, its stoic facade apparently braced to withstand both storm and siege. "Thisisa
housethat thinksit'sacastle," Fern said. "One of these days, I'll haveto changeitsmind.”

Gaynor, who assumed she was referring to some kind of designer face-lift, tried to visudize hessian
curtains and terra-cotta urns, and failed.

Inside, there were notes of untidiness, athrough draft from too many open windows, the incongruous
blare of aradio, the clatter of approaching feet. She was introduced to Mrs. Wicklow, who appeared as
grim asthe house she kept, and her latest assistant, Trisha, adumpy teenager in magentaleggings
wielding a dismembered portion of ahoover. Will appeared last, lounging out of the drawing room that
he had converted into astudio. The radio had evidently been turned down in his wake and the closing
door suppressed its beet to arumor. Gaynor had remembered him tall and whiplash thin but she decided
his shoulders had squared, his face matured. Once he had resembled an angd with the spirit of an urchin;
now she saw choirboy innocence and carnd knowledge, animp of charm, the mordity of athief. There
was asmudge of paint on his cheek that she amost fancied might have been deliberate, the conscious
sigmaof an artist. His summer tan turned gray eyesto blue; there were sun streaksin hishair. He
greeted her asif they knew each other much better than wasin fact the case, gave his sster anidle peck,
and offered to help with the luggage.

"Weve put you on thetop floor," hetold Gaynor. "I hope you won't mind. Thefirgt floor's rather full up.
If you're londy I'll come and keep you company.”



"Not Alison'sroom?' Fern's voice was unexpectedly sharp.
"Of coursenot.”
"Who's Alison?" Gaynor asked, but in the confusion of arrival no one found time to answer.

Her bedroom bore the unmistakable stamp of aroom that had not been used in a couple of generations.
It was shabbily carpeted, ruthlessly aired, the bed linen crackling with cleanliness, the ancient brocades of
curtain and upholstery worn to the consistency of lichen. There was abasin and ewer on the dresser and
an ugly dipware vase containing a hand-picked bunch of flowers both garden and wild. A huge mirror,
bleared with recent scouring, reflected her face among the spots, and on alow table beside the bed was
alarge and gleaming television set. Fern surveyed it asif it were amongtrosty. "For God's sake remove
that thing," she said to her brother. ™Y ou know it's broken."

"Got it fixed." Will flashed Gaynor agrin. "Thisisfive-star accommodation. Every modern convenience.”
"l can seethat.”

But Fern gtill seemed inexplicably dissatisfied. Asthey left her to unpack, Gaynor heard her say: ™Y ou've
put Alison's mirror in there."

"It'snot Alison's mirror: it'sours. It wasjust in her room."
"Shetampered withit . . ."

Gaynor left her bags on the bed and went to examine it more closaly. It wasthekind of mirror that
makes everything look dightly gray. Init, her skin logt its color, her brown eyeswere dulled, thelong
dark hair that was her principa glory was drained of sheen and splendor. And behind her in the depths of
the glass the room appeared dim and remote, almost asif she werelooking back into the past, a past
beyond warmth and daylight, dingy as an unopened attic. Turning away, her attention wasdrawnto a
charcod sketch hanging on the wdl: awoman with an Edwardian hairstyle, gazing soulfully &t the flower
she held in her hand. On an impulse Gaynor unhooked it, peering at the scrawl of writing acrossthe
bottom of the picture. There was an illegible signature and a name of which al she could decipher was
theinitid E. Not Alison, then. She put the picture back in its place and resumed her unpacking. Ina
miniature cabinet at her bedside she came across a pair of handkerchiefs, also embroidered with that
tantaizing E. "Who was E?' she asked at dinner later on.

"Must have been one of Great-Cousin Ned'ssisters,” said Will, attacking Mrs. Wicklow's cooking with
an gppetite that belied histhinness.

"Great-Cousin—?"

"Heleft usthishouse," Fern explained. "His relationship to Daddy was so obscure we christened him
Great-Coudn. It seemed logicd at the time. Anyway, he had severa sisters who preceded himinto this
world and out of it: I'm sure the youngest was an E. Esme. . . no. No. Eithne."

"l don't suppose theré'saromantic mystery attached to her?* Gaynor said, haf-ironic, haf-wistful. " Since
I've got her room, you know."

"No," Fernsaid badly. "Thereisn't. Asfar aswe know, she was afluttery young girl who becamea
fluttery old woman, with nothing much in between. The only definite information we haveisthat she made
seedcake that tasted of sand.”

"She must have had alover,” Will speculated. "The family wouldn't permit it, because he wastoo low



class. They used to meet on the moor, like Heathcliff and Cathy only rather more restrained. He wrote
bad poems for her—you'll probably find onein your room—and she pressed the wildflower he gave her
in her prayer book. That'll be around somewhere, too. One day they were separated in amist, she caled
and called to him but he did not come—he strayed too far, went over acliff, and waslogt.”

"Taken by boggarts," Fern suggested.

"So she never married,” Will concluded, "but spent the next eighty years gradually pining away. Her sad
specter still haunts the upper story, searching for whichever book it wasin which she pressed that bloody
flower."

Gaynor laughed. She had been meaning to ask about Alison again, but Will'sfancy diverted her, and it
dipped her mind.

It was gone midnight when they went up to bed. Gaynor dept unevenly, troubled by the country quiet,
listening in her waking momentsto the rumor of thewind on itsway to the sea.and the hooting of an owl
somewhere nearby. The owl cry invaded her dreams, filling them with the noiselessflight of padewings
and the glimpse of a sad ghost face looming briefly out of the dark. She awoke before dawn, hearing the
gentleness of rain on roof and windowpane. Perhaps she was dtill half dreaming, but it seemed to her that
her window stood high in acastle wdl, and outside the rain was fdling softly into the dim waters of a
loch, and faint and far away someone was playing the bagpipes.

In her room on the floor below, Fern, too, had heard the owl. Its eerie call drew her back from that fatal
world on the other side of deep, the world that was dways waiting for her when shelet go of mind and
memory, leaving her spirit to roam whereit would. In London she worked too hard to think and dept too
deeply to dream, filling the intervals of her leisure with abusy socid life and the thousand distractions of
the metropoalis; but here on the edge of the moor there was no job, few distractions, and something in her
stirred that would not be suppressed. It was here that it had al started, nearly twelve years ago. Sleep
was the gateway, dream the key. She remembered agtair, agtair in apicture, and climbing the sair asit
wound its way from Nowhere into Somewhere, and the tiny bright vistafar ahead of acity where even
the dust was golden. And then it wastoo late, and she was ensnared in the dream, and she could smell
the heat and taste the dust, and the beat of her heart was the boom of the temple drums and the roar of
the waves on the shore. "1 must go back!" she cried out, trapped and desperate, but there was only one
way back and her guide would not come. Never again. She had forfeited his affection, for he was of
those who love jealoudly and will not share. Nevermore the cool smoothness of his cloud-patterned
flank, nevermore the deadly luster of hishorn. She ran aong the empty sandslooking for the sea, and
then the beach turned from gold to silver and the stars crisped into foam about her feet, and shewasa
cresture with no nameto bind her and no flesh to weigh her down, the spirit that breathesin every
creation and at the nucleus of al being. An emotion flowed into her that was as vivid as excitement and as
deep as peace. She wanted to hold on to that moment forever, but there was avoice calling, caling her
without words, dragging her back into her body and her bed, until at last she knew shewaslying in the
dark, and the owl's hoot was acry of londliness and pain for dl that she had lost.

An hour or so later she got up, took two aspirin (she would not use deeping pills), tried to read for a
while. It was along, long time before exhaustion mastered her, and she dipped into oblivion.

Will dumbered undisturbed, accustomed to the nocturna smdll talk of his nonhuman neighbors. When the
bagpipes began, he merely rolled over, smiling in hisdeep.

The smoke thickens, pouring upward into a cloud that hangs above thefire. The cloud expandsin erratic



spurts and billows, stretching itswingsto right and left, arching againgt the cave roof asit seeksaway of
escape. But the flueis closed and it can only hover beneath the vaulted roots, trapped here until we
choose to release it. More and more vapor isdrawn into its heart till the heaviness of it seemsto crush
any remaining air from the chamber. | seeflecks of light shifting in its depths, whorls of darkness spinning
into amaelstrom, throwing out brief sparks of noise: argpid chittering, an unfinished snarl, abass growl
that shrillsinto a cackle. Then both sound and light are sucked inward and swallowed, and the smoke
opensout into apicture.

The moon, thin and curved as abull's horn, caught on ahook of cloud. It is suspended in asplinter of
midnight sSky between mountain ranges higher than any mountains of earth, and its dead-white glow
streams down into avalley so deep and narrow that neither moon nor sun should penetrate there. The
valey isdry, so dry that | can tasteitsaridity, shriveling my tongue. Every thing isin monochrome. | see
lakes of some opaque liquid that is not water, shrunken in their stony depressions; luminous steams
shimmer on the air above them. At the bottom of the valley thereisagarden of petrified vegetation: brittle
knots of stems, the black filigree of leaf skeletons, writhen stumps of tree and shrub. A breath of wind
would blow it al to powder, but no wind comesthere. Beyond looms the temple: the moon reachesin
through the broken roof with probing rays, touching the face of an idol whose nose haslong eroded and
whose lip crumbles. The hearth at itsfeet is empty even of ash.

"He has gone," says Syssalore, and her voice croaks on awhisper. "He hasgone at last.”

"Hewill beback.” I know him too well, the god in the dark. "The others may fade or fal into dumber,
but he isaways persstent. He believesthat even Timeison hisside. He will be back."

For amoment the moonlight falters, then the shadow of the mountains sweeps acrossthe vdley, andin
that shadow the shapes of things are changed, and there is arustle among the vanished leaves, and a
dirring like an infinitesma breeze in that place where no breeze ever blew.

Hewill be back.
And then the darkness turns to smoke, and the pictureis|ogt.

There are changing landscapes, cities and villages, hoves, temples, castles. Ruins sprout new walls,
which crumbleand fdl in their turn. Weeds grow over dl. Mountains met into plains, hills heave upward
likewaves. The picture faters, pausing on alondy needle of rock jutting into aflawless sky. For a
moment | hear music, asilvery tinkling without atune, asif the wind isthrumming on forgotten harp
grings. | inhale awhiff of air that isboth cold and thin: we must be very high up. There are voices
chanting, though | see no one. And then | redlize that the needle of rock is atower, atower that seemsto
have grown from the jawbone of the mountain like atooth, and below it gray walsinterface with the cliff,
and window dots open as chinksin the sone, and the rumor of the liturgy carries from within. The chant
grows louder, but the wind takes it and bearsit away, and the scene shiversinto other peaks, other skies.
Rain sweeps over agrim northern castle and pockmarks the lake below. The shell of the buildingisold
but insde everything is new: carpets|ap the floors, flames dance around logs that are never consumed,
heat glazes the windowpanes. Briefly | glimpse asmdl figure dipping through a postern, too small to be
human. It moves with aswift limping gait, like aspider with aleg too few. Thereisabundle on its back
and something that might be a spear over one shoulder. The spear isfar too long in the shaft and too
heavy for its carrier, yet the pygmy manages without difficulty. It hurries down the path by the lake and
vanishesinto therain. A man walking his dog aong the shore passes by without seeingit.

"A goblinl" Syssdoreis contemptuous. "What do we want with such dross? The spell iswandering; we
do not need thistrivia" She movesto extinguish thefire, hesitating, awaiting my word. She knowsmy
temper too well to act aone.



| nod. "It is enough. For now."

We open the flue and the smoke streams out, seeking to coil around the Tree and make itsway up to the
clouds, but thewind cheatsit and it disperses and isgone. Thisis not the season of the heads, thisisthe
Season of nesting birds. The smallest build their nestsin the lower branches: the insect pickers, the
nibblers of worms and stedlers of crumbs. Higher up there are the lesser predators that prey on mice and
lizards and their weaker neighbors. Close to the great trunk woodpeckers drill, tree creepers creep, tiny
throats, insatiable as the abyss, gapein every hollow. But in the topmost boughs, so they say, livethe
giant raptors, eagles larger than aman, featherless fliers from the dawn of history, and other creatures,
botched misfits of the avian kingdom, which are not birds at al. So they say. Y et who has ever climbed
up tolook? The Treeis unassailable, immeasurable. It keepsits secrets. It may betaller than awhole
mountain range, piercing the cloud canopy, puncturing the very roof of the cosmos: | do not wishto find
out. There are ideas too large for the mind to accept, spaces too wide to contemplate. | know when to
leave done. | found an egg on the ground once, didodged from somewhere far above: the half shell that
remained intact was as big asa skull. The thing that lay beside it was naked, with clawlike wings and
taloned feet and the head of ahuman fetus. | did not touch it. That night, | heard the pig rooting there,
and when | looked again it was gone. The birds make alot of noise when they are nesting: they scold,
and squabble, and screech. | prefer the murmuring of the heads. It isagentler sound.

The next day was spent mostly on wedding preparations. The girls having brought the Dress with them,
Mrs. Wicklow exercised her roya prerogative and took charge of it, relegating Trishato the Sidelines,
persondly pressing it into creasdless perfection and arraying it in state in one of the spare bedrooms. Will
had unearthed arather decrepit tailor's dummy from the attic, formerly the property of along-deceased
Miss Capdl, and they hung the Dresson it, arranging the train in aclassic swirl on the carpet, tweaking
the empty deevesinto place. He even stuck aknitting needle in the vacancy of the neck and suspended
the vell fromitspoint, drgping it in misty foldsthat fell dmost to the floor. Fern found something oddly
disquieting in that facdess, limbless shell of abride; she even wondered if Will wastrying to mekea
subtle point, but he was so helpful, so pleased with hisand Mrs. Wick-low's handiwork, that she was
forced to acquit him of devious-ness. It was | eft to Gaynor to offer comment. "It looks very beautiful,”
shesad. "Itll wak downtheadedl by itsdf."

"Up theade" said Fern. "It's up.”

They met the vicar, Gus Dinsdale, in the church that afternoon and retired to the vicarage for tea. Gusin
his forties looked very much as he had in histhirties, save that his hair was receding out of existence and
his somewhat boyish expression had been vividly caricatured by usage and time. On learning that
Gaynor's work was researching and restoring old books and manuscripts, he begged to show her some
of hisacquisitions, and when Will and Fern left hetook her into his study. Gaynor duly admired the
books, but her mind was elsewhere. She hovered on the verge of asking questions but drew back, afraid
of appearing vulgarly inquisitive, abusybody prying into the affairs of her friend. And then, ontheir return
to the drawing room, chance offered her an opening. "Y ou have lovely hair, dear,” Gusswife Maggie
remarked. "1 haven't seen hair that long since Alison—and | was never sure herswas natural. Of course,
| don't think they had extensionsin those days, but—"

"Alison?' Gaynor nearly jumped. "Will mentioned her. So did Fern. Who was she?!

"Shewasafriend of Robin's" Maggiereplied. " She stayed at Dae House for awhile, morethan a
decade ago now. We didn't like her very much.”

"You didn' like her,” Gus corrected, smiling faintly. "Shewas avery glamorous young woman. Not all
that young redlly, and not at al beautiful, but . . . well, she had It. Asthey say."



"She looked like a succubus,” Maggie said.
"You've never seen asuccubus.”
"Maybe not," Maggie retorted with spirit, "but I'd know oneif | did. It would look like Alison."

"My wifeisprgudiced,” Gussaid. "Alison wasn't the kind of woman to be popular with her own sex.
Alison Redmond, that was her full name. Still, we shouldn't speak harshly of her. Her death was aterrible
tragedy. Fern was completely overset by it."

"She died?'

"Didn't you know?" Gus sighed. "She drowned. Some kind of freak flood, but no one ever redly knew
how it happened. Fern was saved, caught on atree, but Alison was swept away. They found her in the
river. Dreadful business. I've dwayswondered—" He broke off, shaking his head asif to disperse an
invisible cobweb. Gaynor regarded him expectantly.

"There wasthat story shetold us," said Maggie. "l know it was nonsense, but it'snot asif shewasa
habitud liar. She must have been suffering from some kind of post-traumatic shock. Thet's what the
doctors said about her illness later on, wasn't it?" She turned to Gaynor. "But you're her best friend; you
must know more about that than we do."

What illness? The query leapt to Gaynor'slips, but she suppressed it. Instead she said—with agrimace
at her conscience for the haf-truth—"Fern doesn't discussit much.”

"Oh dear."” Now it was Maggiesturnto sigh. "That isn't good, isit? Y ou're supposed to talk through
your problems: it's essentid therapy.”

"That'sthe theory, anyway," said Gus. "I'm not entirely convinced by it. Not in this case, anyway. There
was onething that really bothered me about that explanation of Fern's.”

"What wasthat?' asked Maggie.
"Nobody ever came up with a better one."

Gaynor waked back to Dae House very dowly, lost in awhirl of thought. She had refrained from asking
further questions, reluctant to betray the extent of her ignorance and still wary of showing excessve
curiosity. Fern had never spoken of any illness, and dthough there was no particular reason why she
should have done, the omission, coupled with her distaste for Y orkshire, was beginning to take on an
unexplained sgnificance. If thiswere a Gothic nove, Gaynor reflected fancifully, say, a Daphne du
Mau-rier, Fern would probably have murdered Alison Redmond. But that'sridiculous. Fern'savery
mora person, she'stotaly against capital punishment—and anyway, how could you arrange afresk
flood? It ought to beimpossiblein an arealike this, even for Nature. | haveto ask her about it. Shesmy
best friend. | should be able to ask her anything . . .

But somehow when she reached the house and found Fern in the kitchen preparing supper, hindered
rather than helped by Mrs. Wicklow's assertion of culinary bylaws, Gaynor couldn't. She decided it was
not the right moment. Will took her into the sudio drawing room, retrieved a bottle of wine from the
same shdlf asthe paint thinner, and poured some into a couple of bleared glasses. Bravely Gaynor drank.
"Areyou going to show me your paintings?' she enquired.

"Y ou won't understand them,”" he warned her. "Which is aeuphemism for 'you won' like them'."

"Let mesee" said Gaynor.



Infact, hewasright. They were complex compositionsin various styles: superficia abstractionswherea
subliminal image lurked just beyond the borders of redization, or representationa scenes—landscapes
and figures—distorted into abstract concepts. A darkness permeated them, part menace, part fantasy.
There were occasiona excursionsinto sensuaity—a haf-formed nude, aflower molded into lips, kissing
or sucking—but overd| there was nothing she could connect with the little she knew or guessed of Will.
The execution wasincong stent: some had asmooth finish dmost equd to the gloss of airbrushing, others
showed caked oils and the scrapings of aknife. Evidently the artist was dtill a the experimenta stage.
She found them fascinating, vaguely horrible, dightly immature. "1 don't likethem,” she admitted, "in the
sensethat they're uncomfortable, disturbing: | couldn't live with them. They'd give me nightmares. And |
don't understand them because they don't seem to me to come from you. Unlessyou have adark
sde—a very dark sde—that you never let anyone see.”

"All my Sdesarelight,” Will said.

Gaynor was dtill concentrating on the pictures. ™Y ou've got something, though,” she said. "I'm no judge,
but . . . you've definitely got something. | just hopeit isn't contagious.”

Asthey talked she considered asking him some of the questions that were pent up inside her head, but
she dithered too long, torn between a doubt and a doubt, and they were interrupted.

Later, after an unsuccessful session with the plastic shower attachment jammed onto the bath taps,
Gaynor retired to her room, shivering in atowel, and switched on both bars of the eectric fire and the
television. She was not particularly addicted to the small screen, but she had not seen adaily paper, and
at twenty past six she hoped for some news and aweather report. There seemed to be only the four main
channds on offer, with reception that varied from poor to unwatchable. The best picture wason BBC 1.
Sheléft it on, paying only cursory attention to the final newsitems, whiletrying to warm her body lotionin
front of the fire before applying it to the gooseflesh of her legs. Afterward, she could never recall exactly
what happened, or at which precise moment the picture changed. There came a point when she noticed
the bad reception had ceased. She found hersdlf staring at an image that looked no longer flat but
three-dimensiond, asred asaview through awindow—but awindow without glass. Her gaze was
caught and held asif she were mesmerized; she could not ook away. She saw avalley of rock opening
out between immeasurable cliffs, many-colored lakes or poals, blue and emerald and blood-scarlet, and
agarden mazy with shadows where she could hear afaint drumming like dancing feet and the sound of
eerie piping, though she could see no one. She did not know when she began to be afraid. Thefear was
likefear inadream, huge and illogica, aggravated by every meaningless detail. A fat yellow moth flew
out of the picture and looped the room, pursued by a gleaming dragonfly. For an instant, impossibly, she
thought its head wasthat of an actua dragon, snapping jaws bristling with miniature teeth, but the chase
had passed too swiftly for her to be sure, vanishing back into the garden. Then there were pillars, stone
pillars o old that they exuded ancientry like an odor. They huddled together in acircle, and spiky tree
shadows twitched to and fro acrosstheir gray trunks. But as she drew nearer they appeared to swell and
grow, opening out until they ringed a great space, and she could see thread-fine scratchings on them like
the graffiti of spiders, and sunlight danting in between. The shadows fled from her path as she passed
through the entrance and into the circle, beneath the skeleton of adome whose curving ribs segmented a
fiery ky. "Thelight only falshere at sunset,”" said avoice that seemed to beinsde her head. "Wait for the
dark. Then we will make our own light out of darkness, and by that darklight you will see another world.
We do not need the sun." No! she thought, resisting she knew not what. She had forgotten it wasonly a
picture on televison; she wasingde the image, apart of it, and theidol leaned over her, gigantesque and
terrible, its head amost featureess againgt the yellow sky. It was a statue, just astatue, yet in aminute,
she knew, shewould seeit move. There would be aflexing of stiffened fingers, astretching of rigid lips.
Suddenly she saw the eye cracks, dowly widening, filled with aglimmer that was not the sun. She
screamed . . . and screamed . . .



Somehow, she must have pressed the remote control. She was in the bedroom, shivering by the
inadequate fire, and the television was blank and dark. Will and Fern could be heard running up the Sairs
toward her, with Mrs. Wicklow faint but pursuing. Will put hisarms around her, which was embarrassing
since shewaslosing her towd ; Fern scanned her surroundings with unexpected intengity. "1 had a
nightmare," Gaynor said, fishing for explanations. "I must have dropped off, just Stting here. Maybe it
was something on the news. Or those bizarre pictures of yours," she added, glancing up at Will.

"Y ou had the televison on?' Fern queried sharply. She picked up the remote and pressed On: the screen
flickedtoavigaof afireinanindustria plant in Leeds. Behind the commentator, ash flakes swirled
under an ugly sky.

"That wasit," said Gaynor with red relief. "It must have beenthat." And: "I can't think why I'm sotired . .

"It'sthe Yorkshireair," said Will. "Bracing."

"Y ou don't want to go watching t'news," opined Mrs. Wicklow. "It'sal murders and disasters—when it
in't sex. Enough to give anyone nightmares.”

Will grinned haf agrin for Gaynor's exclusive benefit. Fern switched off the televison again, il not quite
idfied.

"Have you had any other strange dreams here?"' she asked abruptly when Mrs. Wicklow had | ft.

"Oh no," said Gaynor. "Well . . . only the bagpipes. | thought | heard them last night, but that must have
been adream, too."

"Of course"

Fern and Will followed the housekeeper, leaving Gaynor to dress, but as the door closed behind them
she was sure she caught Fern'swhisper: "'If you don't get that little monster to shut up, I'm going to winkle
him out and stuff his bloody pipes down histhroat ..."

At supper, thought Gaynor, at supper I'm going to ask her what she's talking abott.

But at supper the argument began. It was an argument that had been in preparation, Gaynor suspected,
sncethey arrived, Smmering on alow heet until achance word—ahaf-joking aluson to premarita
nerves—made it boil over. Without the subject ever having been discussed between them, she sensed
that Will, like her, was unenthusiastic about his sster's marriage and doubted her motives. Y et he had
said nothing and seemed reluctant to criticize; it was Fern, uncharacteristicaly belligerent, who pushed
him into caustic comment, amost compelling him toward an open quarrdl. On the journey up she had
listened without resentment to her friend's light-worded protest, but with Will she was white faced and
bitter with rage. Maybe she wanted to clear the air, Gaynor speculated; but she did not redlly believeit.
What Fern wanted was afight, the kind of dirty, no-holds-barred fight, full of below-the-belt jabs and
incomprehengble alusions, that can occur only between siblings or people who have known each other
too long and too well. It struck Gaynor later that what Fern had sought was not to hurt but to be hurt, as
if to blot out some other feding with that easy pain. She herself had tried to avoid taking sides.

"I'm sorry about that,” Fern said afterward, on their way up to bed. "I shouldn't have let Will provoke
me. | must be more strung up than | thought.”

"He didn't provoke you," Gaynor said uncertainly. " You provoked him."

Fern shut her bedroom door with something of a snap.



The spdllfire burns anew, the smoke blurs. Among the shifting images | see the tower again, nearer this
time: | can make out the rhythms of the liturgy, and the silver tinkling of the chimes has grown to aclamor.
| sensethisisaplace wherethewind is never gill. Theair istoo thin to impedeits progress. Later, the
castle by thelake. A scene from long ago. | see shaggily bearded men dressed in fur and leather and
blood with strange spiked wegpons, short swords, long knives. Thereisfighting on the battlementsand in
the uncarpeted passageways and in the Great Hall. The goblin moves to and fro among the intruders,
dashing a hamstrings with an unseen dagger. Those thusinjured sumble and are swiftly killed. Surprise
dertsme: it israrefor agoblin to be so bold. On the hearth awhole pinetreeis burning: agiant of aman,
red of face and hair, liftsit by the base of the trunk and incredibly, impossibly, swingsit around likea
huge club, mowing down hisfoesin an arc of fire. A couple of warriorsfrom hisown band aredso laid
low, but thisisadetail heignores. His surviving supporters give vent to acry of triumph so loud that the
castle walls burst asunder, and the pictureislogt. It re-formsinto the shape of ahouse. A dour,
gray-faced house with the moorland rising steeply behind it. The goblin is descending afootpath toward
the garden gate. Heistal for hiskind, over threefeet, and unusudly hirsute, with tufted eyebrows and
ear tips and afleecelike growth matting his head. Hisbody is covered in fragments of worn pelts, patches
of cloth and hide, and hisown fur: it isdifficult to distinguish the native hair from that which has been
attached. Hisfeet are bare, prehensile, with adozen or more toes apiece that grasp the earth ashe
walks. Hisskin isvery brown and hiseyes are very bright, the eyes of the werefolk, which are brighter
than those of humankind. They show no whites, only long ditsof hazel luster. He pauses, skimming
hillsde, house, and garden with agaze that misses nothing, sniffing the air with nodrilsthat flare
individually. Then he continues on down the dope.

"Why do we see him so clearly?' Syssdloreiseaslly irritated: she takes umbrage where she can find it.
"He'sagoblin. A house-goblin. He cannot possibly be important.”

"Something isimportant,” | retort.

More people follow, a succession of faces, overlgpping, intermingling, many too dim to make out. Some
arefamiliar, some not. Thereisaman in acloak and a pointed hood, trading a potion in an unlabeled
bottle for a bag whose contents are muffled so they will not chink. And the same man, older, poorer,
though he retains his distinctive garb, striding across an empty landscape under the siweeping wings of
clouds. Once hewas caled Gabban-dolfo, in the country of his origin, meaning Elvincape, though he had
other names. But helost his power and histitles and now he roams the world on amission that can never
be achieved, going nowhere. Nonetheless, when hisimage intrudes | an wary: it isastrange paradox that
snce hisimpotence his presence has become more ominous, grim as an indefinite warning. He stalksthe
smoke scenes like a carrion crow, watching the field for a battle of which only he has foreknowledge. "
dont likeit," | assert. "We should be the sole watchers. What has he seen that we missed? What does
he know?*"

Outside, night lies beneeth the Tree. | hear the whistling calls of nocturnd birds, the deeth squed of atiny
rodent. In the smoke, a new face emerges, growing into darkness. It belongs to no known race of men,
yet it is mortal—sculpted in ebony, its bone structure refined to a point somewhere on the other side of
beauty, emphasized with little hollowings and sudden lines, its hair of ablack so deep it isgreen, itseyes
like blue diamonds. For dl itsdelicacy, it isobvioudy, ruthlesdy masculine. It stares sraight at me out of
the picture, dmogt asif the observer has somehow become the observed, and he watches usin our turn.
For thefirg timethat | can remember | speak the word to obliterate it, though normaly | leave the
picturesto fade and dter of their own accord. The face dwindles until only asmile remains, dimming into

Vapor.



"He saw us,” saysmy coven Sster.
"Illusion. A trick of the smoke. Y ou sound afraid. Areyou afraid of smoke, of a picture!”

As our concentration wavers, the billows thin and spread. | spit at the fire with a curse word, a power
word to recall the magic, sucking the fumes back into the core of the cloud. The nucleus darkens: for a
moment the same image seems to hover there, the face or its shadow, but it is gone before it can come
into focus. A succession of tableaux follow, unclear or unfinished, nothing distinguishable. At thelast we
return to the gray house, and the goblin climbing in through an open window. In the room beyond a boy
somewherein histeensis reading abook, one leg hooked over the arm of his chair. His hair shows more
fair than dark; there are sun freckles on his nose. When helooks up hisgazeis clear and much too
candid—the candor of the naturally deviouswho know how to exploit their own youth. He stares directly
at the intruder, interested and undisturbed. He can see the goblin. He has no Gift, no aura of power. But
he can seeit.

Hesays. "l suppose you've come about the vacancy.”
The goblin hdts abruptly, hafway over thesill. Unnerved.
"The vacancy," the boy reiterates. "For ahouse-goblin. You are a house-goblin, aren't you?"

"Y e see me, then." The goblin has an accent too ancient to identify, perhaps aforgotten brogue spoken
by tribeslong extinct. His voice soundsrusty, asif it has not been used for many centuries.

"I waslooking," the boy says matter-of-factly. "When you look, you see. Incidentally, you redly shouldn't
comeinuninvited. It isn't dlowed.”

"The hoose wants aboggan, or so | hairrd. | came.”

"Wherefrom?'

"Yeask awheen o' questions.”

"It'smy hoose," saysthe boy. "I'm entitled.”

"It was another put out the word."

"He'safriend of mine: he was helping me out. I'm the onewho hastoinviteyou in.”

"Folks hee changed since | waslast in theworrld,” saysthe goblin, histufted browstwitching restlesdy
from shock to frown. "In the auld days, €en thelairrd couldnasee me unless| wisht it. The castlewas a
guid place then. But the lairrds are dl gone and thelast o' hiskin isa spindess vratch who sauld hisname
for ahandful o' siller. And now they are putting in baths—baths—and the pipes are a-hissing and
a-gurgling dl thetime, and there's heat without fires, and fireswithout heat, and clacking picture boxes,
and invisible bells skirling, and things that gae bleep in the nicht. It's nae place for agoblin anymore.”

"We have only the one bathroom," says the boy, by way of encouragement.
"Guid. It isnahedthy, dl these baths. Dirt kegpsye warm.”

"Sedlsthe pores,”" nods the boy. "I'm afraid we do have atelephone, and two television sets, but one's
broken, and the microwave goes bleep in the night if we need to heat something up, but that'sdl.”

The goblin grunts, though what the grunt importsisunclear. "Are ye done here?!



"Of course not. There's my father and my sister and Abby— Dad's girlfriend. We livein London but we
use this place for weekends and holidays. And Mrs. Wicklow the housekeeper who comesin most days
and Lucy from the village doing the actual housework and Gus—the vicar—who keeps an eye on things
when were not here. Oh, and there's a dog—a sort of dog—who's around now and then. She won't
bother you—if shelikesyou."

"What sort 0' dog wid that be?" asksthe goblin. "One o' thae small pet dogsthat canna barrk above a
yap or chase arabbit but Stson alady's knee dl day waiting tae be fed?'

"Oh, no," saysthe boy. "She's not alapdog or a pet. She's her own mistress. Y ou'll see”
"I hairrd," saysthe goblin, after apause, "yed had Trouble here, not sae long ago.”
IIY$II

"And mayhap it wasthe kind o' Trouble that might open your eyestae things ordinary folk are nae meant
to see?'

"Mayhap." The boy's candor has glazed over; hisexpresson is effortlesdy blank.
"Sae what came tae the hoose-boggan was here afore me?’

"How did you know there was one?' Genuine surprise breaks through hisimpassivity.
"Yecanamdl it. What cametae yon?'

"Trouble," saysthe boy. "He wasthe timid sort, too frightened to fight back. In away, hisfear killed
him."

"Aye, wed," saysthe goblin, "fear is deadlier than knife wound or spear wound, and | hae taken both.
It'sbeen long awhile since | kent Trouble. Do ye expect more?"

"It'spossible,” the boy replies. "Nothing isever redly over, isit?!

"True worrds. | wouldnae be averse to meeting Trouble again. Belike I've been missing him. Areye going
teeinvitemein?'

The boy dlows apause, for concentration or effect. "All right. Y ou may comein.”

The goblin springs down from the windowsill, hefting his antique spear with the bundle tied to the shaft.
"By theway," saysthe boy, "what's your name?"'

"Bradachin."

"Bradachin." He strugglesto imitate the pronunciation. "MinegsWill. Oh, and . . . onemorething."
"What thing isthat?"

"A warning. My sister. She's at university now and she doesn't come here very much, but when she does,
stay out of her way. She'sbeing alittle difficult at the moment.”

"Will she see me?' the goblin enquires.

"l expect s0," saysthe boy.



The goblin movestoward the door with his uneven stride, vanishing as he reaches the panels. The boy
gares after him for afew minutes, hisyoung face, with no betraying lines, no well-trodden imprint of
habitual expressions, asinscrutable as an unwritten page. Then he and the room recede, and thereisonly
the smoke.

The owl woke Gaynor, cdling in its haf-human voice right outside her window. She had started up and
pulled back the curtains before she really knew what she was doing and there it was, its ghost face very
closeto her own, apparently magnified by the glass so that its enormous eyesfilled her vision. Itstaons
scrabbled on the sll; its wings were beating againgt the panes. Then somehow the window was open and
she was straddling the sill, presumably till in her pgjamas, and then she was astride the owl, her hands
buried inits neck ruff, and it was huge, huger than a great eagle, and silent as the phantom it resembled.
They wereflying over the moors, and she glimpsed the loop of aroad below, and the twin shafts of
headlights, and the roofs of housesfolded asif in degp, and asingle window gleaming like awatchful eye.
But most of the landscape was dark, lit only by the moon that kept pace with their flight, speeding
between the clouds. Above the gray drift of cirrusthe sky was ablack vault; the few stars looked remote
and cold. They crossed acliff and she saw the seawhedling beneath her, flecked with moon glitter, and
then al detail waslogt in the boom of wings and the roar of thewind, and Timerolled over her like
waves, maybe months, maybe years, and she did not know if shewoke or dept, if shelived or dreamed.
At one point another face rushed toward her, apae expanse of aface with awide hungry mouth and
eyesblack asthe Pit. There was ahint of smokeinthear and asmdl of something rotting. "Thisis not
theone," said avoice. "Not the one ..." The unpleasant smell was gone and she felt the plumage of the
owl once more, and the wind and the cloud wisps and the dying moon flowed over her, and deep came
after, closing the window againgt the night.

She woke fully just before moonset, when itslast ray stole across the bed and dipped under her eyelids.
She got up to shut the curtains, and was back between the sheets when it occurred to her she had done
so already before she went to bed.

Fern, too, was dreaming. Not the dreams she longed for and dreaded—fragments of the past, intimations
of an dternative future—dreams from which she would wrench hersdlf back to apainful awakening. This
dream appeared random, unconnected with her. Curious, she dreamed on. She was gazing down on a
village, avillage of long ago, with thatched roofs and dung hesps.

There were chickens bobbing in farmyard and backyard, goats wandering the single Street. Peoplein
peasant clothing were going about their business. A quickfire sunset sent the shadows stretching across
thevaley until it was al shadow. One red star shone low over the horizon. It seemed to be pulsing,
expanding—now it was afireball rushing toward them—a comet whosetail scorched the treetopsinto a
blaze. Then, asit drew nearer, she saw. Bony pinionsthat cut up the sky, pitted scales aglow from the
furnace within, blood-dark eyes where ancient thoughts writhed like dow vapor. A dragon.

Not the dragon of fantasy and storyland, a creature with whom you might bandy words or hitch aride.
Thiswasared dragon, and it wasterrible. It stank like avolcanic swamp. Its breath was a pyroclagtic
cloud. She could senseits persondity, enormous, overwhelming, aforce al hunger and rage. Children,
godts, people ran, but not fast enough; againgt the onset of the dragon they might amost have been
running backward. Houses exploded from the heat. Flesh shriveled like paper. Fern jerked into waking
to find she was soaked in sweat and trembling with amixture of excitement and horror. Specia effects,
shetold hersdlf: nothing more. She took adrink of water from the glass by her bed and lay down again.
Her thoughts meandered into afamiliar litany. There are no dragons, no demons... no countriesin
wardrobes, no kingdoms behind the North Wind. And Atlantis, first and fairest of cities, Atlantiswhere
such things might have been, was buried under the passing millennia, drowned in abillion tides, leaving
not afossilized footprint or asolitary shard of pottery to baffle the archaeologists.



But shewould not think of Atlantis. ..

Drifting into deep again she dreamed of wedding presents, and awhite dressthat walked up theaidedl
by itsalf.

Theimageswax and wanelike dreams, crystdlizing into glimpses of solidity, then merging, mdting, lost in
adrift of vapor.

Sometimesit seemsasif it isthe cave that drifts, its hollows and shadows vacillating in the penumbra of
existence, while at its heart the smoke visonsfocus dl the avalable redity, like abright eye on the world.
We, 100, are as shadows, Sysselore and |, watching the light, hungering for it. But | have more substance
than any shadow—I wrap mysdlf in darkness asin a.cocoon, preserving my strength while my power
dumbers. Thisbloated body isalarva stage in which my future Sdf is nourished and grows, ready to
hatch when the hour is ripe—anew Morgus, radiant with youth revived, potent with ancientry. Itisa
nature spell, old asevolution: | learned it from amaggot. Y ou can learn much from those who batten on
decay. It isthair kind who will inherit the earth.

Pictures decaive. The smoke screen openslike acrack in the wall of Being, and through it you may see
immeasurable horizons and unnavigable seas, you may breathe the perfume of forgotten gardens, taste
therains on their passage to the thirsty plain—but the true power is herein the dark. With me. | amthe
dark, | am the heartbeet of the night. The spellfire may show you thingsfar away, but | am here, and for
now, Hereisadl thereis.

The dark isawayswaiting. Behind the light, beyond redlity, behind the visonsin the smoke. Look now,
look at the egg. It glowswith cold, itswhite shell sheened like clouded ice, the velvet that wrapsit
crackling with frog. It is secreted in a casket of ebony bound with iron, but the meta is chilled into
brittleness, the lock snaps even asthelid is shut, tampering fingers are frozen into ablue numbness. It has
lain there for many centuries, asacred charge on its caretakers, or so they believe, having no knowledge
of what it isthey cherish, or for Whom. Theimage returns often, its mystery till unreveded. Maybeitisa
symbol: the despest, truest magic frequently manifestsitself through symbols. Maybeitisjust what it
appearsto be. An egg. If so, then we at least can guess what lies curled within, unhatching, deeping the
bottomless deep of a seed in midwinter. The men who watch over it have gentle hands and dender,
otherworldly features. They do not suspect the germ of darkness that incubates within the egg.

The picture shifts, pulling back, showing usfor thefirst time that the casket stands on an dtar of stone,
and the dtar isin acircular chamber, and the chamber . . . the chamber is at the top of alonely tower,
jutting like atooth into the blue mountain air. A few pieces of the pattern fal into place. Others drift,
disembodied, like jigsaw fragments from the wrong puzzle.

"Why there?" asks Sysselore, forever scathing. "A monastery, | suppose, remote, almost
inaccess ble—but almost is never enough. Why not hideit outsde the world?"

"Magic finds out magic. Who would look for such an object in the hands of Men? It has been safein
ignorant hands, hidden in plain view, one of athousand holy relics guarded by monksin athousand
mountain retreats. They will have cradled it in their own legends, endowed it with a dozen meanings. No
one has ever sought it there."

Somewherein the tower abell is struck, drowning out the rumor of the wind in the chimesand therise
and fdl of the chant. The swdlling of its Single notefillsthe cave; the walls seem to shake; flakes of earth
drop from above. The tower tremblesin its sky gulf. Or perhapsit isthe smoke that trembles,
unbalancing the picture. We seethe egg again, but it isno longer cold. Heet pulses from within, turning
thethick shdll to tranducency. Bent over it isadark face among the golden ones, dark as the wood of



the casket, aface subtle as poison, sharp as ablade. The gaze islowered: it does not seek conceded
watchers now. Itswhole attention is focused on the egg. Thethrob of the bell isalong time dying. And
then comes another sound, atiny crack, echoless, all but inaudible, yet the aftershock of that minute noise
makesthe very floor vibrate. The shell fractures, seamed by countless thread lines that glow with ared
light asif from afireinitsheart. The ruby glow touchesthe dark face leaning closer, ever closer,
fascinated, eager. . . The egg hatches.

What now?" whispers Syssdore, and the quiet in her voiceisamost that of awe. "Wherewill it go? They
cannot cdl it holy now, and ... it won't stay hidden. Not long.”

"Wedhdl s

What's happening?' Will asked the darkness. "Even dlowing for circumstances, I've never known Fern
S0 on edge.”

"I dinnaken," said the darkness, predictably. "But there's Trouble coming. | can smell him.”

The smoke thins, swirls, re-forms, showing us great events and smdl. The moor unrollslike acarpet
beneath a sky tumbling with clouds. The valley opens, the hillside plunges, the wind rushesin from the
sea. And thereisthe house, lifting blind windowsto the rain. Behind closed curtainsthereisfirdight and
lamplight, the murmur of conversation, the smell of roasting meat uncoiling from the oven. The sunless
evening blurs gradudly into night. When dinner islong over, feet climb the stairsto bed. A glasstumbler
stands aone on a sideboard in the kitchen, containing a small measure of golden liquid. Not discarded or
forgotten but placed there deliberately. A gesture. Presently the house-goblin materidizes, sitting on the
end of thetable. He samplestheleftover roast and drains the tumbler, declaiming an incomprehensible
toast, probably to the red-bearded laird who swatted his foes with atree trunk. Then he roams through
the house, patralling hisdomain.

In abedroom on the second floor agirl isseated in front of an antique dressing table, studying hersdlf in
themirror. Thereisno vanity in her contemplation: her expression is grave and unusually detached. She
daresat her reflection, you fed, smply becauseit isthere. Y et she might be termed beautiful, if mere
youth is beauty, clarity of skin and eye, elfin denderness of body. | was beautiful once, | and Morgun, my
twin, but beauty dterswith time, asal dse, and in adifferent age Helen wears adifferent face. So maybe
sheisbeautiful, this pale, dispassionate girl, with her gravity and her small breasts. Fashion isapoor
judge of such things. The adjacent lamp puts agloss on her short hair that it may not merit and shadesthe
molding of invisible bones. But aswe look closer | see something in her face, or initsreflection,
something beneath the unblemished exterior. Imperceptible. Almost familiar. A secret too well hidden, a
scar too perfectly hedled. It showsin acertain fragility, acertain strength, atrace eement of pain. But the
image begins to withdraw from her, and the flicker of not-quite-recognition isgone.

The goblin, too, iswatching her, just insde the door, his crouched body only a shadow in the corner to
the discerning eye. Even the mirror cannot see him. Sheis il staring at her reflection but now the
direction of her gaze switchesto a point beyond her shoulder. Her eyes widen; shock or fury expelsthe
hint of color from her cheek. To us, the glassis empty, but she seestheintruder. She seeshimin the
mirror. "Get out!" She roundson him, screaming likeavirago. "Toad! Contemptible little sneak!
Creegping in here, pying on me—how dare you! How dare you! Get out, do you hear? If | see even
your shadow again, I'll—I'll squeeze you to pulp—I'll blast you into Limbo—I'll blow your atomsto the
four winds! Don't you ever—ever '—come near me again!™ The unleashing of power is sudden and
terrifying: her hair crackleswith it, the air thickens around her outstretched fingers. The goblin vanishesin
aflash of startled horror. Sheison her feet now but her rage ebbs asrapidly asit came, and she casts
hersdf facedown on the bed, clutching the pillow, sobbing briefly and violently. When the sorm isover
shelifts her head; sheisred eyed and tearless, asif tearswere arain that would not come. Her



expression revertsto awary stillness: her gaze roves round the room. "It'sgone,” she murmurs, "I know
it'sgone, but . . . theré'ssomeone. . . somewhere. . . watching me."

"Shefedsus" says Syssdore. "The power . Did you seethe power inher . . .7
"Hush"

The picture revolves cautioudly as | lean forward, close to the smoke; the fire draft burnsmy face. | am
peering out of the mirror, into the room, absorbing every detail, filling my mind with the girl. Thisgirl. The
onel havewaited for.

Sowly sheturns, drawn back to the mirror, staring beyond the reflections. Our eyes mest. For the
second time, the watcher becomes the watched. But thisis no threst, only reconnaissance. A gresting. In
themirror, she seesme amile.

She snatches something—a hairbrush?—and hurlsit at the glass, which shatters. The smoketurnsdl to
glver splinters, spinning, faling, fading. In the gloom after thefire dies, Syssdoreand | nurse our
exultation.

Sheistheone. At last.
| will have her.
v

Fern devoted the following morning to fina preparations and thank-you letters, which she, being efficient,
penned beforehand. Then there were long phone calls—to the caterers, to prospective guests, to Marcus
Greig. Will, not so much unhepful as uninvolved, removed Gaynor from the scene and took her for a
walk.

"What do you make of it dl?* he asked her.
"Make of what?' she said, her mind dsawhere. Y ou mean— that business of Alison Redmond? Or—"

"Actualy,” said Will, "I meant Marcus Greig. Who's been talking to you about Alison? Fern tries never to
mention her."

"Gus Dinsdde," Gaynor explained. She continued hesitantly: "1 don't want to be nosy, but | can't help
wondering . . . Was her death redlly an accident? Y ou're both rathe—odd—about it."

"Ohno," said Will. "It wasn't an accident.”
Gaynor stopped and stared at him, suddenly very white. "N-not Fern—r

Will's prompt laughter brought the color flooding back to her cheeks. "Y ou've been thinking in
whodunits," he accused. "Poor Gavnor. A Ruth Renddll too many!”

"Well, what did happen?' demanded Gaynor, feding foolish.

"Thetruthislessmundane,” Will said. "It oftenis. Alison stole akey that didn't belong to her and opened
aDoor that shouldn't be opened. | wouldn't call that an accident.”

"Gus said something about a flood?'

Will nodded. " She was swept away. So was Fern—she was lucky to survive.”



Gaynor felt herself becoming increasingly bewildered, snatching a straws without ever coming near the
haystack. "I gather Fern wasill," she said. " They thought—Gus and Maggie—that she would have told
me, only she never has. Some sort of post-traumatic shock?”

"Shock leading to amnesia, that's what the doctors said. They had to say something. She was gone for
fivedays"

"Gone? Gone where?"

"To shut the Door, of course. The Door Alison had opened. The flood had washed it awvay.” Hewas
studying her as he spoke, hiswords nonsense to her, his expression inscrutable. She could not detect
either mockery or evasion; it was more asif they were speaking on different subjects, or in different

languages.

"Canwe dart again?' she said. "With Alison. | wastold— Shewas agirlfriend of your father's?'
"Maybe," said Will. "She dipped past Fern—for awhile. But she wasn't redly interested in Dad.”
"What did she do?'

"She stole akey—"

"I mean, what did shedo for aliving?'

"Sheworked in an art gdlery in London. At least, that was what you might cal her cover.”

"Her cover? She was a crook?'

"Of coursenot." He smiled haf asmile. "Wadll, not in the sense you mean.”

"In what sense, then?'

"Shewasawitch," said Will.

Shelooked for the rest of the smile, but it did not materidize. The narrowing of hiseyes and the dight
crease between his brows was merdly areaction againgt the sun. His expression was unfathomable.

After apausethat lasted just alittle too long, she said: "Herba remedies—zodiac medallions—dancing
naked round ahilltop on Midsummer's Eve? That sort of thing?'

"Good Lord no," Will responded mildly. "Alison wasthered McCoy."
"Satanign?'

He shook hishead. "Satan issmply alabel of convenience. Mind you, if Jesus had come back afew
hundred years later, and seen what had been done in his name—the Crusades, or the Inquisition, or even
just aroutine schism with heretics burning at the stake over apoint of doctrine—he'd probably have
given up on al religion then and there. The atheist formerly known as Christ. He might even have decided
it would be best—or at least much easier—to corrupt and destroy the human race instead of wasting
timetrying to saveit. Y ou get the gods you deserve.”

"Y ou're wandering from the point,” Gaynor said, determined the discussion was going to go somewhere,
though she had no idea precisely where. It occurred to her that his outlook—she could not think of a
better word—must have something to do with his paintings, or vice versa, but it didn't seemto clarify
anything. "What kind of a—what kind of awitch was Alison?"



"She had the Gift," Will explained. (She could hear the capitdl letter.) "The ability to do things. . . beyond
the range of ordinary human capacity.” He did not appear to notice the doubt in Gaynor's questioning
gaze. "When the universe was created, something— dien—got into the works, alump of matter from
outsde. They cdled it the Lodestone. A friend of ours had the theory that it might have been awhole
different cosmos, imploded into thisball of concentrated matter, but . . . Well, anyhow, it distorted
everything around it. Including people. Especialy people. It affected their genetic makeup, creating a
freak gene that they passed on even when the Stone itself was destroyed. A sort of gene for witcheraft.”
He gave her a sudden dazzling and eminently norma amile. "Don't worry. Y ou don't have to bieve me. |
just think you ought to know. In case anything happens that shouldn't.”

"Do you think something is going to happen?' asked Gaynor, mesmerized.
"Maybe. I'd whistle up ademonif | could, just to stop thisidiotic wedding.”
"Idiotic?' Shewas bemused by his choice of adjective.

"Can you think of abetter word? Fern's marrying aman she doesn't love, probably as a gesture of
regection. That seemsfarly idiotictome.”

"What is she supposed to be regjecting?’
"The Gift," he said. "That's the whole problem. Don't you understand? Fern'sawitch, too."

Gaynor stopped abruptly for the second time, staring at him in a sudden violent uncertainty. They had
walked quite away and she was aware of the empty countryside dl around them, the wind ruffling the
grasses, the piping voice of anisolated bird. Thewild londiness of it filled her with an upsurge of panic
that nudged her into anger. "If thisisyour idea of ajoke—"

And then normality intruded. The dog came out of nowhere, bounding up to them on noiseless paws,
hating just in front of her. Its mouth was openinagrin full of teeth and itstonguelolled. Will bent down
to pat its muzzle but the yellow-opd eyeswere fixed on Gaynor. The man followed briskly onits hedls.
He, too, gave the uncanny impression of gppearing from nowhere. But thiswas normality, or so Gaynor
assured herself. A man and his dog, walking on the moors. The dog was friendly, the man, dressed likea
tramp, a least unequivocally human. Will evidently knew them.

"ThisisRagginbone," hetold Gaynor. The man, not the dog. And: "Thisis Gaynor Mobberley. Shélsa
closefriend of Fern's" A firm handclasp, bright eyes scanning her face. He looked very old, she thought,
or perhaps not so much old as aged, reminding her of an oak chest her mother had inherited recently
from an antique relative. The wood was scored and blackened but tough, unyielding, hafway to
carbonization. The man's face seemed to have been carved in asmilar wood, along time ago, scratched
with athousand lines that melted into mobility when he smiled at her. His scarecrow hair wasfaded to a
brindled straw but his brows were still dark and strong, crooked above the bright eyes that shonewith a
light that was not quite laughter but something deeper and more solemn. She wondered about his name (a
soubriquet? anickname?) but wastoo polite to ask.

"And Lougarry.” Will indicated the dog. A shaggy animal without a collar who looked part Alsatian and
al wolf. But Gaynor had grown up with dogs and was not particularly deterred. She extended her hand
and the dog sniffed briefly, apparently more out of courtesy than curiosity.

"And how is Fernanda?' asked the man caled Ragginbone.

"Still resolved on matrimony,” said Will. "1t's making her very jJumpy. She picked afight with melast
night, just to prove she was doing theright thing.”



"She hasto choose for hersdlf,” said the old man. "Neither you nor | have the right to coerce her, or even
avise"

Gaynor found hisair of authority somewhat incongruous, but before she had timeto consder her surprise
he had turned to talk to her, and was enquiring about her work and displaying an unexpected familiarity
with the subject. The three of them walked aong together for some distance, the dog padding at their
hedls. Will sad little. They turned back toward Y arrowdale, following adifferent path that plunged down
into the valey and brought them eventualy to the river. Spring was unfolding among the trees but the
leaves of many winterslay thickly on the ground.

"Wasthiswhere Alison drowned?' Gaynor said suddenly.

"Yesand no," said Will. "Thisiswhere they found her. Inthe Y arrow. Farther down from here"
Ragginbone made no comment, but she felt his gaze.

Where the path branched they separated, man and dog going their own way.

"Youll stay around, won't you?' Will said to him.

"Therésnothing | cando.”

"l know, but..."

"Something troubles you? Something more than your sister's obduracy?"

"Theréstoo much tensonintheair. | don't think it'sal coming from her." He gppeded to Gaynor.
"Youvefdst it, too, haven't you?' She remembered her nightmarein front of the television and the owl
dream, and for no reason at dl therewasasick little jolt of fear in her somach. "It isnt like the last time,
hounds sniffing in the night: nothing like that. But | have a sense of someone or something watching . . .
spying. An uncomfortabletingle on the nape of my neck. | might beimaginingit.”

"WEélIl be here" said Ragginbone.

He strode off at great speed, the dog dways beside him, unbidden and silent. "1 suppose hesawizard?'
Gaynor said with awavering attempt at sarcasm.

"Ohno," said Will. "Not anymore.”

Fern was gitting at the kitchen table, an untidy pile of cards, gifts, and wrappings on one side of her, a
tidy pile of sealed and addressed envelopes on the other. There was a cup of coffee at her elbow, amost
untouched. She glanced up as her friend came in, her expression preoccupied, abrief smile coming and
going. Perhaps because she wore no makeup she looked visibly strained, the small bones showing
sharply beneath her skin, faint shadow bruises under her eyes. But she did not look like awitch. Gaynor's
concept of the twenty-first-century sorceress was drawn from books and films: she visuaized something
between the Narnian Jadis and Cher in one of her more glamorous roles, a statuesque creature with
aquiline profile and waist-length dflocks. Fern looked compact, practicd, wearily efficient. A PR
executive frugtrated by rurd privations. A bride with premarital nerves. The antithesis of dl that was
magica and strange. "I've run out of samps,” she announced. "1 wish | could do these things on the
laptop: it would take half the time and at least they'd be legible. My handwriting's turning into Arabic.”

"Why can't you?'

"The older generation would be offended. Etiquette hasn't caught up with technology yet.”



"Shall | go and get the stamps for you?' Gaynor offered. "I can find the post office. | saw it yesterday.”

"That would be wonderful," Fern said warmly, "but you've only just got in. Have some coffeefirst. The
pot's on the stove. | madethered thing: | thought we might need it. Instant doesn't have the same kick."

Gaynor helped hersalf and replaced the contents of Fern's mug, which had begun to congedl.

"How are you getting on with my brother?' Fern enquired, scribbling her way automaticaly through
another note.

"I like him," Gaynor responded tentatively, thinking of the row the previous night.
"Sodol," sad Fern. "Evenif heisapain in the bum.”

"Helivesinaworld of hisown, doesn't he?' Gaynor said rather too casudly, seating herself on the
opposite sde of thetable.

"Not exactly." Fern's head was still bent over her work. "He livesin someone e sg'sworld—a world
where he doesn't belong. That's just the trouble.”

Now we search the smoke for her, skimming other visons, bending our dud will to asingle task. But the
fire-magic iswayward and unpredictable; it may sometimes be guided but it cannot be forced. The
images unravel before usin ajumble, distorted by our pressure, quick-changing, wavering, breaking up.
Irrdlevanciesintrude, a cava cade of monsters from the long-lost past, mermaid, unicorn, Sea Serpent,
interspersed with glimpsesthat might, or might not, be more significant: the hatchling perching on adark,
long-fingered hand, asolitary flower opening suddenly in awithered garden like the unlidding of a
watching eye. Time here has no meaning, but in the world beyond Time passes, years maybe, erewe see
her again. And the vison, when it comes, takes us off guard, abroad vista unwinding dowly inan
interlude of digtraction, aroad that meanders with the contours of the land, white puffbal cloudstrailingin
the wake of aspring breeze. A horsaless car istraveling along the road: the sunlight winks off its
steel-green coachwork. The roof is folded back to leave the top open; music emanates from a
mechanica device within, not the raucous drumbest of the rabble but amusic of degp notes and mdlow
harmonies, flowing likethe hills. The girl isdriving the car. Shelooks different, older, her small-boned
face hollowed into shape, tapering, purity giving way to definition, adight pixie look tempered by the
familiar gravitas. More than ever, it isaface of secrets. Her hair iscut in astraight line across her brow
and level with her jaw. Asthe car accelerates the wind fans the hair out from her temples and sweeps
back her fringe, revedling that irregularity of growth at the parting that we call the Witch's Crook. Her
mouth does not smile. Her companion— another girl—is of no importance. | resst the urge to look too
closdly, chary of darming her, plucking Sysselore awvay from the smoke and |etting the picture haze over.

When we need her, wewill find her. | know that now.
We must be ready.
V

Long before, when she wasfive or six years old, Gaynor had stayed in ahaunted house. She till retained
avivid memory of the woman who had bent over her bed, staring at her with eyesthat saw someone
else. A woman in along dress, shadowy in the semidark. She had brought a chill into the room that made
Gaynor shiver, even under the bedcl othes, but she could remember no sense of evil. Only a presence,
and the cold. "She'sa sensitive,” afriend had told her mother, and for some time she had worried about
that, afraid of what she might sense, but no further incidents had occurred and the matter had faded from
her mind, though her recollection of the phenomenon remained very clear. Now she found herself reviving



that image, reaching out with her so-called sengtivity, haf in hope, haf in fear, though the house did not
respond. It felt not so much haunted, she decided, as inhabited: she dways had the impression there
were more people around than was actudly the case.

After shereturned from the post office Fern had to drive into Whitby to sort out a problem with the
caterers. "Do you want to comer?' she asked, but Gaynor declined. Will was out painting somewhere
and she welcomed the idea of sometimeto hersdlf.

Shestood in the room gazing in the mirror—Alison's mirror— willing it to show her something, part
fanciful, part skeptica, seeing only hersdlf. A long paeface, faintly medieva, or so sheliked to think,
since medieval was better than plain. Brown eyes set deep under serious eyebrows. A thin, sad mouth,
though why it should be sad she did not know, only that this was what she had been told. And the hair
that was her glory, very long and very dark, faling like a cloak about her shoulders. Alison Redmond had
had such hair, Maggie had said, though for some reason Gaynor pictured it asfarer than her own, the
color of dust and shadows.

"Y ou stare much harder at t'glassyou'll crack it,” came avoice from the doorway. Gaynor had forgotten
Mrs. Wicklow. She jumped and flushed, ssammering something incoherent, but the housekeeper
interrupted. ™Y ou want to be careful. Mirrors remember, or o my mother used to say. Y ou never know
what it might show you. That was the one used to hang in her room. I've cleaned it and polished it up
many atime, but the reflection never looksright to me."

"What was she like?" asked Gaynor, seizing the opportunity. "Alison, | mean.”

"Out for what she could get,” Mrs. Wicklow stated. "Thishouseisfull of old things—antiques and stuff
that the Captain brought back from histravels. Her eyeshad asort of glistening look when she saw them.
Greedy. Wouldn't have surprised meif she were mixed up with real criminas. She didn't like anyonein
t'bedroom when she was away. We didn't have no key then but she did something to the
doorknob—something with eectricity. Funny, that." She turned toward the gairs. "Y ou come down now
and have a bite of lunch. Y ou young girls, you're dl too thin. Y ou worry too much about your figures.”

Gaynor followed her obediently. "I gather Alison drowned,” she continued cautioudy. "In somekind of
freak flood?"

"That'swhat they say," said Mrs. Wicklow. "Must have been an underground spring, though | never
heard of one round here. Swept most of the barn away, it did; they pulled down t'rest. Sheld had the
buildersin there,'doing it up' she said. Happen they tapped into something.”

"l didn't know there was abarn,” said Gaynor.

"The Captain used to keep some of his stuff in there. Rubbish mostly, if you ask me. Hed got half a boat
he'd picked up somewhere, part of awreck he said, with awoman on the front baring her al. Fern
ingsted they giveit to amuseum. Will wanted to keep it, but it wasn't hedlthy for ayoung man. There's
trouble enough him messing around with Art."

"Alison worked for an art gdlery, didn't she?' Gaynor perssted, resisting diversion.

"Aye," sad the housekeeper. " She and that man with thewhite hair. | didn't like him at dl, for al his
greasy manners. Qily asatinned sardine, hewas. They never found out what happened to him."

"What do you mean?' Gaynor had never heard of aman with white hair.

"Doneabunk, sothey said. Left hiscar here, too: aflash white car to match the hair. Happen that's why



he bought it: he wasthe type. A proper mystery, that was. He walked into t'drawing room and never
walked out. Mind, that was the same time Fern got lost, so we thought she might have gone with him,
though not willing, | was sure of that. They were bad daysfor all of us, and bad to remember, but she
came back all right. They said sheld been sick, some fancy name they gaveit, one of these newfangled
things you hear about on t'telly. She waswell enough after, but she wouldn't talk about it."

"I know," said Gaynor asthey entered the kitchen. "But—theman . . .”?'

"I reckon hewas acrook, like his Alison. They werein it together, whatever it was. Anyhow, that fancy
car of hissat here and sat heretill the police came and towed it away. He didn't come back at al.” She
concluded, with a certain grim satisfaction: " And good riddance to both of "em."

Gaynor digested thiswith the sandwich lunch Mrs. Wicklow ingsted on feeding her, though she wasn't
redlly hungry. Afterward, Fern and Will still being absent, she returned to her room. A flick through the
newspaper had reminded her there was a program she wanted to catch on the television, an afternoon
repest of adocumentary that she thought might be of professiond interest. Shetold hersdlf it was stupid
to be nervous about switching the set on. She had had a nightmare the previous day, that was all,
probably suggested by an item on the news—one of those vivid, surreal spasms of dreaming that can
invade ashdlow deep. (Nightmares and dreams, pervading the dark, spilling over into redity . . .) All the
same, she was secretly relieved when she pressed the button on the remote and anorma picture
appeared, flat and off-color. Her program was adready under way, the camerafollowing a
conscientioudy enthusiastic presenter around a succession of museums and private collections. Presently
Gaynor forgot her qualms, becoming totally absorbed in her subject. The camera panned over early
printing on cracked paper, incunabula and scrolls, wooden plaques and broken sections of stone tablets.
"Herewearein thelittle-known Museum of Ancient Writings," announced the presenter, "hidden away in
aback streetinYork . . ." Near enough, thought Gaynor. | ought to pay it avist. The curator, adingy
young man of thirty-odd who appeared to have been prematurely aged by the manuscripts that
surrounded him, talked in alengthy drone that Gaynor tuned out, wishing instead that the image would
focus longer and more closaly on some of the documents. "A Historie of Dragonf,” she read on the cover
of amedieva book glorioudy inlaid with serpentine monstersin gold lesf. Invisble handsturned the
pages, but too swiftly for her to catch more than aline here and there. "A grate dragon, grater than anye
other lyving beaste . . . and the Knyghte cast his speare at yt, but yt was not daine ... I1ts mouthe opened,
and the shafte was consumed with fire, but yt swallowed the hedde, whichwas. . . one yet not stone, a
thyng of grate power and magicke. . ." The picture changed, returning to the presenter, now interviewing
amuch older man who was evidently on the board in some significant capacity. A subtitleindicated that
thiswas Dr. Jerrold Laye, auniversty lecturer specidizing in thisfied. "Not aname| know," Gaynor said
aoud, and for afraction of a second his hooked profile froze, dmost asif he had overheard.

Gaynor felt suddenly very cold. The cameraveered from profileto full face, closng in until Dr. Laye's
physiognomy filled the whole screen. Shewas staring a him asif hypnotized, unable to avert her gaze
without adegree of effort that seemed dl but impossible. She saw ahigh, doping brow from which the
hair was receding in adouble arch, the nose of a Roman emperor, theflinty jawline of afanatic.
Pronounced cheekbones pulled his skin into taut, sharp creasesthat had little to do with smiling. What
hair he still possessed was gray; so was his complexion, gray as paste, though whether thiswas the result
of poor color quality on the television or the aftereffect of disease she could not guess. His eyebrows
formed another double arch, shaggy with drooping hairs, beneath which his eyeslurked, haf hidden by
membranous lids of acurioudy scaly appearance, like the extra eyelid possessed by certain reptiles. As
the cameraangle atered so did the direction of hisregard, until he seemed to be looking not at the
interviewer but at the viewer, staring straight out of the screen at Gaynor herself. Hiseyeswere paeblue,
and cold asacleft in anicefloe. He can't really see me, shetold hersdlf. He'sjust looking into thelens:
that'sdl itis. He can't see me. Theinterview wound down; the voice of the presenter faded out. Dr.



Laye extended his hand—alarge, narrow hand, the fingers el ongated beyond ele gance, supple beyond
nature. He was reaching toward her, and toward her . . . out of the picture, into the room. The image of
his head and shoulders remained flat but the section of arm emerging from it wasthree-dimensiond, and it
seemed to be pulling the screen asif it were made of some dastic substance, distorting it. Gaynor did not
move. Shock, horror, dishdlief petrified every muscle. If it touches me, shethought, I'll faint . . .

But it did not touch her. Theindex finger curled like ascorpion'stail in agesture of beckoning, a once
sniger and horribly suggestive. She could seethe nall in great detail, an old man's nail like adiver of horn
with athin rind of yellow aong the outer edge and a purplish darkening above the cuticle. The skin was
definitely gray, the color of ash, though the tint of norma flesh showed in the creases and in aglimpse of
the palm. On the screen, something that might have been intended for asmile stretched Dr. Laye's mouth.

"I look forward to meeting you," he said.

The hand withdrew, the bent fingertip wriggling dowly to emphasize its meaning. Then theflat image
swallowed it, and it was back in itsformer place on Dr. Laye'slap, and he turned again to the presenter,
who appeared to have noticed nothing out of the ordinary. Her voice gradualy resumed its earlier flow,
asif someone were gently turning up the volume. Gaynor switched off the televison, feding actudly sck
from the release of tenson. When she was able she went over and touched the blank screen, but it felt
solid and inflexible. She ran downgtairsto find Mrs. Wicklow, not to tell her what had happened—how
could she do that?—but for the reassurance of her company.

But she had to tell someone.
Will camehomefird.

"Therewasthisamazing cloud effect,” he said, pushing his studio door open with one shoulder, hisarms
full of camera, sketch pad, folding stool. "Like agreat gray hand reaching out over the landscape . . . and
the sun leaking between two of itsfingersin visible shafts, making the dark somehow more ominous. | got
the outline down and took some pictures before the light changed, but now—now | need to let the image
develop, sort of grow inmy imagination ..."

"Until the doud redly isa hand?' suggested Gaynor with an involuntary shudder.

"Maybe." He was depositing pad, stool, camera on various surfaces but he did not miss her reaction.
"What's the matter?*

Shetold him. About the program, and Dr. Laye, and the hand emerging from the television screen, and
her waking nightmare the preceding evening, with theidol that cameto life. She even told him about the
dreams and the sound of bagpipes. He listened without interruption, athough when she cameto the last
point he laughed suddenly.

"Y ou needn't worry about that," he said. "It'sjust the house-goblin.”
"House-goblin?' she echoed faintly.

"Inthe old days nearly every house had its own goblin. Or gremlin, bogey, whichever you prefer.
Nowadays, they're much rarer. Too many houses, too much intrusive technology, too few goblins. This
house had one when wefirst came here, but Alison . . . got rid of him. Shewas like that. Anyway, the
placefelt abit empty without one, so | advertised for areplacement. In amanner of speaking. Bradachin
came from a Scottish castle and | think his heart'sin the Highlands still—at |east in the wee smdll hours.
He turned up with aset of pipes and arusty spear that looks as old aswar itsdlf. Anyway, don't let him
trouble you. Thisis his house now and were his people: that means he's for us™



"Have you ever seen him?" asked Gaynor, skepticism waning after her own experiences.
"Of course. So will you, | expect—when he'sready.”

"| don't particularly want to see agoblin,” Gaynor protested, adding somberly: "1've seen enough. More
than enough.”

Will put his arms around her for the second time, and despite recent fear and present distress she was
suddenly very conscious of his superior height and the coiled-wire strength of hisyoung muscles. "Well
haveto tell Ragginbone about dl this" he said at last. "Hell know what's going on. At least, he might. |
don' like the sound of that business with the idol. We've been there before.” She glanced up, questioning.
"There was a satue here when we came, some kind of ancient deity, only acouple of feet highbut . . .
Fortunately, it got smashed. It was being used as areceptor—like a transmitter—by amalignant spirit.
Very old, very powerful, very dangerous.”

"What spirit?' said Gaynor, abandoning disbelief dtogether, at least for the present.

"He had a good many names," Will said. "He'd been worshiped asagod, reviled asademon.. .. The
one | remember was Azmordis, but it's best not to use it too freely. Demons have a tendency to come
when they're called. Ragginbone aways referred to him smply asthe Old Spirit. Heis—or was—very
strong, too strong for usto fight, but because of what Fern did he was weakened, and Ragginbone
thought he might not return here. It seems he was wrong.”

"l don't like any of this," said Gaynor. "I've never trusted the supernatural.”
Will smiled ruefully. "Nether havel."

"l went to aseance once,” she continued. His arms were still around her and she found a peculiar comfort
in conversang with his chest. "It was dl nonsense: this dreadful old woman who looked like a caricature of
atealady, pretending to go into atrance and faking these silly voices. If | were dead, and | wanted to
communicate with somebody, I'm sure | could do it without al that rigmarole. But there was something
coming through, something . . . unhedthy. Maybe it wasin the subconscious minds of the participants.
Anyway, whatever it was, it felt wrong. | don't want to be mixed up in anything like that again.”

"You could leave," said Will, releasing her. "For some reason, you're atarget, but away from here you'd
be safe. I'm sure of that.”

Shedidn't like the word "target," but she retorted as hotly as she could: "Of course | won't leave! For
onething, | cant missthe wedding, even if I'm not mad keen on theidea. Fern would never forgive me.”

"Y ou know, I've been wondering . . ." Will paused, caught on a hesitation.

"y e

"It'stoo much of acoincidence, everything blowing up again just now. There hasto be a connection.”
"With Fern's wedding?'

"It soundsridiculous, but... | think so."

They discussed this possibility for some time without arriving at any satisfactory conclusons. None of this
istrue, Gaynor told hersdlf. Witcheraft, and malignant spirits, and agoblin in the house who playsthe
bagpipes at sx o'clock inthe morning ... Of courseit isn't true. But although much of what had happened
to her could be dismissed as dreams and fancy, her experiencein front of the televison with the reaching



hand had been hideoudy real. And Will had not doubted her or laughed at her. As he had believed her,
s0 she must believe him. Anyway, it was So much easier than agonizing about it. Y et even as the thought
occurred, uncertainty crept in. "If you'reinventing thisto make fun of me" she said, suddenly shaky,
"I'l—'ll probably kill you.”

"l don't need to invent," he said, studying her with an air of gravity that reminded her of Fern. ™Y ou saw
the hand. Y ou dreamed the idol. Y ou heard the pipes. The evidenceisal yours. Now, let's go up to your
room. At least | can get rid of that bloody TV set.”

They went updtairs.

Thetelevison stood there, squat, blank of screen, inert. Y et to Gaynor it seemed to beimbued with a
new and terrifying potentidity, an immanent personafar beyond that of norma household gadgetry. She
wondered if it was her imagination that it appeared to be waiting.

She sat down on the bed, feding stupidly wesk at the knees, and there was the remote under her hand,
though she was almost sure she had |eft it on the Sde table. The power button nudged at her finger.

"MPeasetakeit away," she sad tightly, like achild for whom some ordinary, everyday object has been
infected with the suff of nightmares.

Will crouched down by thewall to release the plug—and started back abruptly with afour-letter oath. "It
shocked me!" he said. "The bloody thing shocked me”

"Didyou switch it off?"

He reached out once more, this time for the switch—and again pulled his hand back sharply. Gaynor had
glimpsed the blue spark that flashed out at histouch. "Maybe you have astrong electric aura,” she
offered hesitantly, coming over and bending down beside him. The ingtant her tentative finger brushed the
socket shefdlt the stab of pain, violent as aburn. For afraction of a second a current of agony shot up
her arm, her fingertip was glued to the power source, theindividua hairs on her skin crackled with static.
Then somehow she was free, her finger red but otherwise unmarked.

"Leaveit," said Will. "We need Fern. She could dedl with this. She hasthe right kind of gloves.”

They went down to the kitchen, where they found Mrs. Wick-low extracting a cake from the oven. With
her firm conviction that young people nowadays were dl too thin and in constant need of sustenance, she
cooked frequently and to excess, dthough only Will could be said to justify her efforts. But after the
horrors of the afternoon Gaynor munched happily on calories and carbohydrates, thankful for their
comforting effect. Fern was|late back, having gone from the caterers to the wine merchants, from the
wine merchants to the church. "We're invited to the vicarage for dinner,” she called out as she camein.
"|sthe bath free?’

Gaynor called back in the affirmative and was vaguely relieved to hear Will following his sister upgtairs,
sparing her the necessity of relating her story again. Despite dl that Will had told her, she could not
visudize her friend receiving it with anything but polite dishdlief. She waited severad minutes and then she,
too, went up to the second floor.

Fern was standing in the bathroom doorway, with the chun-dering of the hot tap coming from behind her
and tranducent billows of steam overflowing into the corridor. She had obvioudy beenin the prdiminary
stages of undress when Will interrupted her: her shoes lay where they had been kicked and her right hand
was till clutching acrumpled ball of socks that she squeezed savagely from timeto time, apparently
unaware of what she was doing. There was an expression on her face that Gaynor had never seen



before, akind of brittlenessthat looked asif it might fragment at atouch and re-form into something far
more dangerous. Gaynor could smell amgjor row, hovering in the ether like an inflammable gas, waiting
for the wrong word to spark it off. But &l Fern said was: "I told you that TV wasamisteke." Sheled the
way up to Gaynor's room and headed straight for the socket where the set was plugged in.

"You'l need the gloves,” Will said. "Alison'sgloves. . ." Fern rounded on him, her eyes bright with
pent-up rage and some other fedling, something that might have been a deep secret hurt. "That's what you
want, isn't it? That'swhat you're really after. Y ou want me to open her box—Pandora's box—play with
her toys. Y ou want to drag me down into her world. It's over, Will, long, long over. The witches and the
goblins have gone back into the shadows where they belong. We'rein the rea world now—for
good—and I'm getting married on Saturday, and you can't sop it even if you cal up Azmordis himsdf."

"From the sound of things," Will said quietly, ""he's coming anyway."

"If I didn't know you better,” Fern said, ignoring him, switching the glareto her friend, "1 might think you'd
been primed.”

Gaynor, absorbing the accusation with incredulity, opened her mouth to refuteit, but Fern had turned
away. She bent down to the socket, the sock ball still crumpled in onefist, and flicked the switch on and
off with impunity. "Well, well. Seems perfectly normal to me. On, off. On, off. How unexpected. And the
plug— plug out, plug in, plug out. What do you know. If you've finished with thisfarce I'm going to have
my bath. | told Maggie wed be there at seven; please be ready promptly. Let's not add bad mannersto

evearythingdse"
Andto Gaynor: "I thought better of you. I know you don't like Marcus—"

"l do like him," Gaynor said, spesking faster than she thought. "But I'd like him alot moreif you werein
lovewith him."

"Lovel" Fern cried scornfully—but for al the scorn her voice held an undertone of loss and suffering that
checked Gaynor'srising anger. "That belongswith al those other fairy tales—in the dustbin.”

Sheran out and downgtairs: they heard the bathroom door dam. Gaynor had moved to follow but Will
held her back. "No point,” he said. "If theré's trouble coming she can't Sop it, not even by marrying
boring Marcus.”

"But | fill don't seewhat her marriage can have to do with— this?' Gaynor said in bewilderment,
indicating thetdlevison set. "Why is everything getting mixed up?”

"I think," Will said, "it'sal to do with motives. Her motives for getting married.”
"She'sinpan,” sad Gaynor. "l heard it in her voice."
"She'sindenid,” said Will.

It was not a scene that augured well for the forthcoming dinner party, but although the three of them
walked down to the vicarage in comparative silence, once there the warmth of the Dinsdales welcome,
the aroma of roasting chicken, and copious quantities of cheagp red wine al combined to bring down their
hadtily erected barriers. Will relaxed into hisusua easygoing charm of manner, Fern, perhapsfeding that
she might have overreacted earlier on, made a conscious effort to unwind, appealing to her friend for
corroboration of every anecdote, and Gaynor, too generous to nurse a sense of injury, responded in
kind, suppressing the bevy of doubts and fears that gnawed at her heart. By the time they were ready to
leave, their mutua tensions, though not forgotten, were set aside. They strolled homeward in harmony,



steering the conversation clear of uncomfortable subjects, admiring the stars that had chosen to put in an
gppearance in the clearing sky, and pausing to listen for night birds, or to glimpse afurtive shadow that
might have been afox, dinking across the road toward the river. For Gaynor, acity girl like Fern, though
more from career necessity than choice, the country held its own specia magic. The belated child of a
flagging marriage with three sblings aready grown up, she had never redly fdt part of afamily, and now,
with Fern and her brother, she knew something of the closeness she had missed. The wine warmed her,
the night bewitched her. She would have subordinated awhole catalogue of private doubtsto preserve

that feding undamaged.

"Perhagps welll seethe owl," she said asthey drew near the house.

"| thought that was adream,” said Will. "Riding on the back of agiant owl ... or did you see ared one?"
"I'm not sure,” Gaynor admitted. "Maybeit was just adream.”

"I've heard one round here a night,” Fern said, and aquick shiver ran through her, asif a a sudden chill.

Indoors, they said good night with more affection than was customary, Fern even going so far asto
embrace her friend, dthough she had never acquired the London habit of scattering kissesamong dl and
sundry. Gaynor retired to her room, feding insensibly relieved. As she undressed she found herself
looking at the television set, disconnected now but gill retaining itsair of bland threet, asif at any moment
the screen might flicker into unwholesome life. She thought: | don't want it in here; but when shetried to
move it, overcoming a sudden reluctance to approach or handle it, the machine felt avkward, at once
dippery and heavy, unnaturaly heavy. She could not seem to get agrip oniit. In the end she gave up, but
the blank screen continued to trouble her, so she draped atowel over it, putting achinabowl on the top
to prevent the makeshift covering diding off. Will would probably be adeep now; she could not disturb
him just to help her shift the televison. She climbed into bed and after some time lying wakeful, nerveson
the Stretch, she, too, dept.

She was standing in front of the mirror, face-to-face with her reflection. But it looked different from
earlier inthe day: it had acquired asort of intense, serious beauty, an antique glamor that had little to do
with thereal Gaynor. It isn't me, shethought, but | wish it was. Behind the reflection her room, too, had
changed. There were books, pictures, apotted plant whose single flower resembled puckered red lips, a
bedspread made of peacock feathers. A smoked glass shade softened the lightbulb to adull glow. This
isn't my room, sheredized. Thisis Alison'sroom the wav it must have looked when shelived here.
Mirrors remember. Her gaze returned to her own image with awakening dread: she knew what would
happen with that dream-knowing that is both terrible and ineffectud, avain striving to dter the
unalterable. Dream turned to nightmare: the face before her shrank into atapering oval, hollow cheeked,
broad browed; the deep eyes were elongated into dits, not dark but bright, shining with the multifaceted
glitter of cut crystd. A dull palor rippled through her hair, transforming it into the dim tresses of a
phantom. Gaynor was parayzed, unable to twitch amuscle, but in the mirror her mouth widened into a
thin crimson smile, curling up toward her cheekbones, image surveying redity with cold mockery. The
surface of the glasswas no longer hard and solid: it had become little more than askin, the thickness of a
molecule, dividing her from the other room, the other person. And then the reflection reached out, and
the skin broke, and the stranger stepped out of the mirror into Gaynor's bedroom.

"Alison," said Gaynor.

"Alimond,” said the stranger. "Alison wasjust aname. Ali-mond ismy true Sdf.”

"Why have you come back?'

The amile became laughter, atinkling slvery laughter like the sound of breaking glass. "Why do you



think?' shesaid. "To watch television, of course. I'll tell you a secret: thereisno television beyond the

Gate of Death. Neither in heaven nor in hell. All we are dlowed to seeis our own lives and the lives of
those we touched; an endlessreplaying of al our yesterdays, dl our failures, al our mistakes. Think of
that, ere your time comes. Live yoursdf alife worth watching, beforeit'stoo late.”

She took Gaynor's hand as she spoke: her grip felt insubstantia, light as a zephyr, but cold, so cold. The
icy chill stabbed Gaynor to the bone.

Alimond said: "Plug thetelevisonin, and switchiit on."

Gaynor tried to pull free of the cold ethered grasp but her nerve withered and her strength turned to
water. "Y ou are too sengtive," murmured Alimond. "Too delicate to res s, too feeble to fight. Y ou have
neither the backbone nor the Gift to stand against me. Fernanda chooses her friends unwisely. Push the

plugin..."

She'sright, Gaynor's thought responded, taking control of mind and body. Y ou're betraying Fern,
betraying yoursdlf. Y ou cannot help it...

She was on her knees by the wall; she heard the click of re-connection as the plug did home. Alimond
guided her hand toward the switch. Then the dream faded into deep, and darkness enveloped her.

When she woke again, the room was shaking. The bed juddered, the floor vibrated; above her she could
make out the old-fashioned fringed lampshade twitching like arestless animd. She struggled to Sit up and
saw thetelevison rattling and shuddering asif seized with an ague. Itsfever seemed to have
communicated itsdlf to the rest of the furniture: even the heavy wardrobe creaked in response. As she
watched, the china bowl on top of the set danced sideways, trembled on the edge, and fell to the ground,
rolling unbroken on the carpet. The towe followed suit, Sdling inch by inch across the screen and then
collapsing floorward in a heap. In a sudden access of terror Gaynor reached for the remote and flung it
with al her strength againgt thewall, but the impact must have jolted the power button, for even asit hit
the television screen exploded into color. The furniture was il again; the picture glowed in the darkness
like an extraterrestria visitation. Gaynor sat bolt upright, clutching the bedclothes. It felt like adream,
dreadful and inexorable, but she knew shewasn't dreaming now. Theimage wasflat, two-dimensiond,
not the holein the very fabric of existence through which she had seen theidol in the temple. But it had
been from an apparently norma image that Dr. Laye had turned and looked at her, and stretched out his
hand. ..

She was watching avintage horror film. Pseudo-Victorian costumes, men with sixties sdeburns, a
heroine with fa se eye ashes and heaving bosom. It waslow camp, reassuringly familiar, un-darming.
Improbable plastic bats circled a Gothic mansion that had loomed its way through a hundred such
SCcenes.

Presently one of the bats came too close to the screen, thrusting itswing tip into theroom . . .
Fern and Will woke to the sound of screaming.

1 heroom wasfull of bats. They blundered into the passage when Will opened the door, ricocheted to
and fro as he switched on the light. Gaynor was covered in them, her pgjamas hooked and tugged and
clawed, her hair tangled with wildly threshing wings. She besat at them in afrenzy, irrationa with terror,
but her fear only served to madden them, and they swarmed around her like flies on acorpse. Their
sguashed-up snouts resembled wrinkled leaves, their blind eyes were puckered, their teeth needle
pointed. More flew out of thetelevison a every moment, tearing themselves free of the screen witha
sound like lips smacking. Miniature lightnings ran up and down the power cord.



"Help her," Fern said to her brother, and raced back to her room, extricating the box from under her
bed—the box she never looked at, never touched—catching the scent of the long-lost forest, fumbling
ingdefor the gloves she had dways refused to wear. Upstairs, Will wastrying to reach the figure on the
bed, armsflailing in avain atempt to disperse the bat cloud.

When Fern reentered, the gloves were already on her hands. The scales grew onto her flesh, chameleon
patterns mottled her fingers. She reached for the socket with lizard's paws, the plug spat fire as she
wrenched it out. There was no explosion, no noise, just the suddenness of silence. The screen reverted to
blank; the bats vanished. Gaynor drew along sobbing breath and then clung to Will, shaking
gpasmodically. Fern gazed down for aminute at the hands that were no longer hers, then very carefully,
like asnake divesting itsdlf of its skin, she peded off the gloves.

They deposited the television outside by the dustbins after Will, at Fern'singstence, had attacked it with
ahammer. "What about the mirror?' he said. "We can't leave it there.”

"Swap it with the onein the end room," Fern suggested. "It'seven dirtier, I'm afraid,” she gpologized to
Gaynor, "but at least you know the nastiest thing you'll ever seeinit isWill, peering over your shoulder.”

Gaynor managed an unsteady laugh. They were Sitting in the kitchen over mugs of strong, Sweet cocoa,
laced and chased with whiskey. Mindful of the shuddering cold that so often follows shock, Fern had
pressed a hot-water bottle on her friend and wrapped her in a spare blanket. "If you want to leave," Fern
sad, "I'll understand. Something, or someone, istrying to useyou, victimizeyou . . . perhapsto get to
me. | don't know why. | wish | did."

"Ragginbone might know," Will offered.

"Then again he might not.” Fern opened a drawer and fished out a crumpled packet of cigarettes, |eft
behind by avistor months or even years ago. They were French, their acidic pungency only enhanced by
the passage of time. She extracted one, remolded its squashed contours into avaguely tubular shape, and
litit experimentaly.

"Why on earth are you doing that?" Will demanded. "Y ou never smoke."

"| fed like making agesture.” She drew on the cigarette cautioudy, expelling the smoke without inhding.
"Thisisdisgudting. It'sjust what | need.”

"It hasto be Azmordis behind this business, doesn't it?' Will said after apause.
"Don't name him," his sster admonished. "Not if he's around.

Ragginbone said he would be serioudy weakened after Ixavo's death, maybe for along time—but how
long isthat? Twelve years? And what kind of time—red time or weretime, time here or € sawhere?’

"Do you think what Gaynor saw wasredly Alison?' Will pursued. "Alison returned from the dead?'

"N-no. The dead don't return. Ghosts are those who've never left, but Alison had nothing to stay for. |
suppose he might use a phantom in her image, possibly to confuse us.™

"I'm confused,” Gaynor confirmed.

"Will you be okay for the rest of the night?' Fern asked. "We could change roomsif you like. I'll drive
you into Y ork in the morning: there are trainsfor London every hour.”

"I'm not leaving." Behind the dark curtains of her hair Gaynor achieved atwisty smile. "I'm frightened—of



coursel am. | don't think I've ever been so frightened in my life. But you're my friend—my friends
—and, well, you're supposed to stand by friendsin trouble ..."

"Sentimentdity,” Fern interjected.
"Hogwash," said Will.

"Whatever. Anyway, I'm staying. Y ou invited me; you can't dis-invite me. | know | wasn't very brave just
now but | can't help it: | hate bats. | hate the way they flutter and their horribleratty little faces. That's
what they are: rats with wings. I'll be much braver aslong as there are no more bats."

"We can't absolutely guaranteeit,” Fern said.

"Besdes," Gaynor continued, ignoring her, "you're getting married on Saturday. I'm not going to miss
thet."

For an ingtant, Fern looked totally blank. "I'd forgotten,” she said.

They went back to bed about haf an hour later, warm with the twin comforts of chocolate and acohol.
Will bunked down in the room next to Gaynor's, wrapped in the ubiquitous spare blan ket. Worn out by
events, reassured by his proximity, shefell adeep amost a once; but he lay with his eyes open, staring
into the dark. Presently he made out a hump of shadow at the foot of his bed that had not been there
before.

He sad softly: "Bradachin?'

"Aye"

"Did you see what happened?’

"Aye"

There was an impatient sllence. "WdI?' Will persasted. "Did you see awoman come out of the mirror?”

"| didna see ony woman. There was aflaysome creature came dinking through the glass, al mimsy it was,
like awisp o' moon-licht, and the banes shining through its hand, and cobwebs drifting round its heid.
Somekind o' tannasgeal maybe. It was clinging round the maidy like mist round acraig. She seemed all
moithered by it, like she didna ken what shewas doing.”

"Wheredid it go?' Will asked.
"Back through the glass. I'm nae sure where it gaed after, but it isnahere nae mair.”
"But how could it get in?" Will mused. "No one here summoned it, did they?"

"Nae. But a tannasgeal gangswhere the maister sends it—and ye asked him, inlong ago, or sseye
s=d."

"Y ou mean Az—the Old Spirit sent it?'
"Mogt liky."

"Yes, of course. . . Bradachin, would you mind spending the night in Gaynor'sroom? Don't let her see
you, just cal meif—if anything happens.”



"I'm no aservant for ye tae orrder aboot.”
"Please?" Will coaxed.
"Aye wed ... | wasjust wanting yetae keep it in mind. I'm nae servant ..."

The hunched shadow dimmed, dissolving into the surrounding dark. After afew minutes Will closed his
eyes and relgpsed into deep.

In the room on the floor below, Fern was still wakeful. She was trying to concentrate on her marriage,
rerunning amental red of her possible future with Marcus Greig. Cocktall partiesin Knights-bridge,
dinner partiesin Hampstead, dl-night partiesin Netting Hill Gate. Lunches at the Ivy, launches at the
Groucho. First nightsand last nights, previews and private views, designer clothes, designer furniture. The
same kind of skiing trips and Tuscan villas that she had experienced as a child, only rather more
expensive. In due course, perhaps, there would be a second home in Provence. Her heart shrank at the
prospect. And then there was Marcus himsdlf, with his agile intelligence, his New Labor ethics, his easy
repartee. She liked him, she was even impressed by him—though it is not difficult for a successful
forty-six to impress arising twenty-eight. She knew he had worked hisway up from lower-middle-class
originsthat he preferred to cdl proletarian, that hisfirst wife had been a country type who left him for a
farmer and ahorse. Fern had contemplated marrying him on their third date. He fulfilled the sandards she
hed st for her partner, and if his hair was thinning and hiswaistline thickening, he was till generdly
considered an attractive man. Shewas nearly thirty, too old for fairy tales, uninspired by casud love. The
more she thought about it, the more she had wanted this marriage—and she still wanted it, she knew she
did, if only she could keep hold of her reasoning, if she could just remind herself what made those scenes
from her life-to-be so desirable. She should never have left London. Away from the polluted air and the
intrusive voices of traffic, telephones, and technology, her head was so clear it felt empty, with too much
room for old memories and new ideas. She had done her best to fence them out, to fill up the space with
the fuss and flurry of wedding preparations, but tonight she sensed it had dl been in vain. The future she
had pursued so determinedly was dipping away. She had worn the witch's gloves, opened her heart to
power. Trouble and uncertainty lay ahead, and the germ of treachery in her soul was drawing her toward
them.

Shelanguished in the borderland of deep, too tired now to succumb. Her mind planed: recollectionslong
buried resurfaced to ensnare her, jumbled together in abroken jigsaw. Alimond the witch combing her
hair with acomb of bonelikealL orelei in asong, her lips moving in what Fern thought was an
incantation, until she heard the words of an antique ballad: Where once | kissed your cheek the fishes
feed . . . Andthen the siren dived into deep water, and there was the skeleton lying in the cord, and she
Set the comb down on its cavernous breast, and Fern saw it dot into its place among theribs. And the
head |ooked no longer like askull: its eyes were closed with shells, and itslocks moved like weed in the
current. Seep well forever there, my bonny dear . A ship'sfoghorn drew her out of the depths—no,
not afoghorn, an abatross, crying to her with ahalf-human voice. They said in Atlantisthat albatrosses
were the messengers of the Unknown God. It was very near now, dmost in her room. How ridiculous,
thought Fern. There are no dbatrossesin Y orkshire. It must be the owl again, the owl Gaynor talked
about . . .

She was not aware of getting up but suddenly she was by the open window, leaning out into the night.
She heard the sough of the wind in the trees dthough there were no trees anywhere near the house. The
owl's cry was somewherein her dream, in her head. And then it came, hurtling out of the dark, avast
pale blur too swift and too sudden to see clearly. There was a rushing tumult of wings, the close-up of a
face—amournful heart-shaped face with nasal beak and no mouth, black button eyes set in huge discs,
like aghost peeping through the holesin asheet. She thrust out her handsto ward it off, horrified by the



impression of giant Size, the predatory speed of itslunge. The power cameingtinctively, surging down her
arms with aforce dream-enspelled, unsought and out of control . . . The owl reded and veered away,
gone so fast she had no time to check if its Sze had been real or merely anillusion of terror. But itslast
shriek lingered in her mind, haunting and savage. She ssumbled away from the window, her body shaking
with the aftermath of that power surge. When she touched the bed she collgpsed into it, too exhausted to
disentangle hersdlf from the blankets, helpless aswith afever. Dream or redlity faded, and in the morning
when shefinaly awoke, late and heavy eyed, she was not sureif it had happened at al.

Vi

Weddings have their own momentum. Once the machinery has been set in motion—once invitations
have been issued and accepted, present lists placed with suitable department stores, caterers conjured,
livemusic laid on, flowers, bridesmaids, and multistory cakes al concocted—once mae rlatives have
hired or resurrected morning suits and femal e ones have bought outfitsin the sort of pastel colors that
should be worn only by newborn infants—the whole circusrolls on like ajuggernaut with no brakes,
crushing anything and anyone who may get initsway. The groom is Siddined, the bride traumatized.
Coupleswho are madly in lovelosetrack of their passion, floundering in awelter of trivia details,
trapped by the hopes and expectations of their devoted kith and kin. Thoselessin lovefind in these
chaotic preiminaries the wherewitha to blot out their doubts, giving themsalves no leisure to think, no
leeway to withdraw. So it had been with Fern. She had made her decision and intended to stand by it,
obliterating any last-minute reservations, and now, when she felt a sudden need to stop, to reconsider, to
take her time, there was no time left to take. It was Friday adready, and although she had overdept she
did not fedl rested, and the morning was half-gone, and the phone was starting to ring downgtairs.
Someone answered it, and Fern stretched and lay gtill, temporarily reprieved, and for thefirgt timein
more than a decade she opened her waking mind to memories of Atlantis. A villaon amountaingde, a
room golden with lamplight and candldight, the blue evening degpening outsde. The echo of athought,
bittersveet with pain: Thisis how | shall remember it, when it islong gone. . . Shegot up in asudden
rush and began rummeaging furioudy in her dressing-table drawer, and there it was, tucked away at the
back where she had hidden it dl those years ago. A skein of material, cobweb thin and snuous assilk, so
transparent that it appeared to have neither hue nor pattern, until acloser look revealed the eusive traces
of adesign, and faint gleams of color like splintered light. AsFern let it unfold, the creases of long storage
melted away, and it lay over her armslike adrift of pae mist. Shewas till holding it when she went
down to the kitchen in search of coffee. Will frowned: he thought he had seen it before.

"It'sbeautiful," said Gaynor, touching it admiringly. "It'sthe most beautiful thing I've ever seen. What is
it—ascarf?'

"Something old,” said Fern. "Likeit saysin the rhyme. Something old, something new, something
borrowed, something blue. Thisisvery old."

"What will you do for trest of them?' asked Mrs. Wicklow.
"A new dress, aborrowed smile, the three-carat sgpphire in my engagement ring. That should cover it."

Gaynor gtarted at her flippancy; Mrs. Wicklow found excuses for it. "Poor lass. Happen it'sal been too
much for you. It'saways hard on t'bride just before t'big day, specidly if she hasn't amother to help her.
Y ou don't want to go drinking so much coffee: itll wind up your nerves even tighter.”

Fern smiled rather wanly, pushing the empty cup away. "I'll switchtotea," shesaid.

After abreakfast that only Will ate, Mrs. Wicklow departed to make up beds and bully Trisha, and Will
and Gaynor went out in search of Ragginbone.



"Youwont find him," said Fern. "He's never there when you want him. It'sa habit of his"

She went to the upstairs room where the dress waited in solitary splendor. It was made of that
coarse-textured Thai sk that rustles like tissue paper with every movement, the color too warm for white
but not quite cream. The high neck was open down the front, the cornersfolded back like wingsto show
aglimpse of hidden embroidery, smilar to the neckline worn by Mary Tudor in SO many somber
portraits. The deeves were tight and long enough to cover the wrist; the wai st tapered; the skirt flared.
Further decoration was minimal. It had beauty, smplicity, style: everything Fern approved of. If | wasin
love, shethought irrationaly, I'd want frills and flounces and lace, I'd want to look like acloud full of
pearls, like ablizzard in chiffon. No woman in love wants understatement. But there was no such thing as
love, only marriage. On an impulse she took the dress off the dummy and put it on, wrestling with the
inaccessible section of the zipper. Therewas ahair ornament of slver wire, fitting like an Alice band, in
order to securetheveil. She arranged it rather awkwardly and surveyed hersdlf in the mirror—Alison's
mirror, which Will had moved from Gaynor's room. In the spotted glass the sheen of the silk was dulled,
making her look pale and severe. Her face appeared shadowed and hard about the mouth. | look like a
nun, she decided. Thewrong kind of nun. Not a blossoming girl abandoning her novitiate for the lure of
romance, but awoman opting out of the world, for whom nunhood was a necessary martyrdom. A
passing ray of sunlight came through the window behind her, touching that other vell, the gift of Atlantis,
which she had left on the bed, so that for an ingtant it glowed in the dingy mirror like arainbow.

Fern turned quickly, but the sun vanished, and the colors, and her dressfelt stiff and cumbersome,
weighing her down; she struggled out of it with difficulty. | must havetimeto think, shetold hersdlf.
Maybeif | tak to Gus. ..

She could hear Mrs. Wicklow coming up the stairs and she hurried out, feding illogicaly guilty, asif in
trying on the dress before the gppointed hour, she had been indulging in a culpable act. Mrs. Wicklow's
manner was even more dour than usud: Robin, Abby, and Robin's only surviving aunt were due later that
day, and it transpired that athough Dae House was lavishly endowed with bedrooms, therewas a
shortage of available linen. An ancient cache of sheets had proved to be moth esten beyond repair. "It's
too late to buy new ones," Fern said, seizing opportunity. "I'll go down to the vicarage and seeif | can
borrow some."

Shefdt better out of doors, though the sky to the east looked leaden and a hearty little wind had just
breezed in off the North Sea. At the vicarage, she explained to Maggie about the bedding and then
enquired for Gus.

"He had to go out," Maggie said. "'Big meeting with the archdeacon about church finances. It'safunny
thing: the smaller the finances, the bigger the mesting. Did you want him for anything specid ?'

Maybe she would be better off talking to Maggie, woman to woman, Fern thought, tempted by the hazy
concept of universal Ssterhood. Haltingly she began to ssammer out her doubts about the forthcoming
marriage. Shefdt like anovice curate admitting to the lure of religious schism. Maggie's face melted into
ingtant sympathy. Her normal Weltanschauung combined genuine kindness and conscientious tolerance
with the |eftovers of sixtiesideology at itswoolliest. In her teens she had embraced Nature, pacifism, and
al things bright and beautiful, Freudian and Spock-ian, liberd and liberationist. She had worn long
droopy skirts and long droopy hair, smoked marijuana, played the guitar (rather badly), and even tried
free love, though only once or twice before she met Gus. At heart, however, sheremained a
pogt-Victorian romantic for whom awedding day was a high point in every woman'slife. Relegating the
loan of sheetsto lower on the agenda, she pressed Fern into an armchair and offered coffee.

"No, thanks, | ..."



"It's not too much trouble, honestly. The percolator's aready on. What you need isto stop rushing
around and st down and relax for abit. All brides go through thisjust before awedding, believe me. |
know | did. It'sall right for the men—they never do any of the work—but the poor brideisinundated
with arrangements that keep changing and temperamenta caterers and awkward relatives, and there
aways comes amoment when she stops and asks hersdf what it's All For. It'sabig thing, getting
married, one of the biggest things you'll ever do—it's going to dter your wholelife—soit'sonly natural
you should be nervous. Y ou'll be fine tomorrow. When you're standing there in the church, and he's
beside you, and you say 'l do—it dll falsinto place. | promise you." Shetook Fern's hand and pressed
it, her face shining with the fuzzy inner confidence of those fortunate few for whom marriageredly isthe
key to domestic bliss.

"But I'm not sure that |—"
"Hold on: I'll get the coffee. Keep talking. | can hear you from the kitchen."

"I had this picture of my future with Marcus," Fern said, addressing the empty chair opposite. "I'd got it
al planned—I've dways planned things—and | knew exactly how it would be. | thought that waswhat |
wanted, only now |—I'm not sure anymore. Something happened last night—it doesn't matter what—
that changed my perspective. I've dways assumed | liked my lifein London, but now | wonder if that
was because | wouldn't et mysdlf think about it. | was afraid to widen my view. It isn't thet | didikeit: |
just want more. And | don't believe marrying Marcus will offer me more—just more of the same."

"Sorry," said Maggie, emerging with two mugsin which the liquid dopped dangeroudy. "I didn't catch all
that. The percolator was making too much noise. Y ou were saying you weren't sure—?"

"I'm not sure | want to get married,” Fern reiterated with growing desperation.

"Of course you're not." Maggie set down the mugs and glowed at her again. "No oneisever one
hundred percent sure about anything. Gus says that's one of the miraculous things about human nature,
that we're able to leave room for doubt. People who are too sure, he says, tend to bigotry. He told me
once, he even doubts God sometimes. He saysthat if we can deal with doubt, ultimately it strengthens
our faith. Itl belike that with your marriage: you'll see. When you get to the church—"

"Maggie" Ferninterrupted ruthlesdy, "I'm not in love with Marcus.”

The flow of words stopped; some of the eager glow ebbed from Mrs. Dinsdal€sface. "Y ou don't mean
thet?"

"I've never beeninlovewith him. I likehim, | like him alot, but it'snot love. | thought it didn't matter.
Only now—" Seeing Maggi€'s altered expression, she got to her feet. "I'm sorry. | shouldn't have saddled
you with dl this. I've got to sort it out for mysdlf."

"But Fern—my dear—"
"Could I have the sheets?'

Equipped with asufficiency of linen, Fern and Trishamade up the beds together while Mrs. Wicklow
prepared asdad lunch for anyone who might arrivein timeto eat it. Marcus and hisfamily wereto stay in
apub inaneghboring village, maintaining atraditiond distance until D-Day—something for which Fern
was deeply grateful. Having to cope with her own relations was more than enough, when al she wanted,
like Garbo, wasto be | eft alone. Shortly after one the sound of a car on the driveway an-nouced the
advent of Robin, Abby, and Aunt Edie, the latter an octogenarian with adeceptive air of fragility and an
amog infinite capacity for sweet sherry. Robin, at fifty-nine, still retained most of hishair and an



incongruous boyishness of manner, though where his children were concerned he radiated an aura of
generdized anxiety that neither their maturity nor hishad been ableto dleviate. Abby, in her forties, was
getting plump around the hips but remained charmingly scatty, easily lovable, impractical in small matters
but down-to-earth in her approach to major issues. They had lapsed into the habits of matrimony without
ever having formalized the arrangement and Fern, suspecting her father of a secret menta block, had
never pushed the subject. Abby had received her sed of approval long before and Fern was content not
to disrupt the status quo. However, even the nicest people have their defects. Abby had a passion for
pets, usudly of thesmall furry variety and invariably highly strung to the point of psychosis There had
been avicious Pomeranian, asickly Pekinese, a succession of neurotic hamsters, gerbils, and guineapigs.
Unfortunately, she had brought her latest acquisition with her, a Chihuahua salvaged from adogs home
whom she had rechristened Y oda. Fern tried not to fantasize about what might happen if the canine
miniature came face-to-face with Lougarry. There was much cheek-to-cheek kissing, hefting of luggage,
and presentation of presents. Fern felt she was functioning increasingly on automatic pilot: her mouth
made the right noiseswhile ingde her there was a yawning emptiness where her uncertaintiesrattled to
and fro like echoesin agorge. At Abby's insistence she showed her the dress, thrown in haste back over
the dummy, and while

Abby touched and admired it, a sudden cold fatalism told Fern that &l thiswas meaningless, because she
would never wear it now. She would never wear it at dl.

"What'sthis?" Abby enquired, picking up the drift of gossamer on the bed.

"It'smine" Fern said quickly, dmost snatching it from her. "It was given to me—ages ago. Ages ago.”
And then, seeing Abby's expression of hurt: "I'msorry if | ... It'svery fragile. | must put it away. |
shouldn't have left it lying about.”

Theintrusion of Y oda put paid to further embarrassment. Abby scooped him up in her armsto prevent
him soiling the dress and marveled d oud how he could have managed to climb so many flights of Sairs
when the treads were nearly his own height. Fern could not resist a snesking hope that he might dip on
the descent and roll dl the way to the bottom.

Will and Gaynor walked up the hill toward the moors. The same gleam of sunlight that spun arainbow
from the Atlantean veil as Fern gazed into the mirror danced across the landscape ahead of them,
pursued by agray barrage of cloud. The sun'sray seemed to finger the farthest dopes, brushing the earth
with afleeting brilliance of April color: the green and straw-gold of the grasses, the brown and bronze
and blood-purple of thrusting stems; vibrant with spring sap, and in an isolate clump of treesthe
lemon-pae mist of new leaves.

"Spring comes later here than in the south,” Gaynor said.

"Like abeautiful woman arriving long after the start of the party,” Will responded. " She knows well
appreciae her that much moreif she keepsuswaiting.”

He seemed to know where he was going, changing from track to track asif by ingtinct, evidently treading
an accustomed route. In due course Lougarry appeared, though Gaynor did not see from where, faling
into step beside them. Her coat was scuffed and ruffled asif she had dept out, the fur tipped here and
there with dried mud, burrs and grass seeds adhering to her flank. Gaynor tried to imagine her and her
owner living in an ordinary house, sharing asofa, watching Eastenders; but it wasimpossible. They
were, not quite wild, but outsiders: outside walls, outside society, outside the norma boundariesin which
we confine ourselves. She sensed that Ragginbone's knowledge, hisair of culture, had been acquired by
watching and learning rather than taking part—endless years of watching and learning, maybe even
centuries. She could picture him standing sentindl, patient as a heron, while the tumult of history went



rushing and seething past. The wind would be his cloak and the sky his shelter, and Lougarry would Sit at
hisheds, faithful as his shadow, silent asthe wolf she resembled.

"If Ragginboneisaretired wizard," she asked Will, "where does that leave Lougarry? Isshe aretired
werewolf?'

"Reformed,” sasd Will.
Gaynor had spoken lightly, her manner mock-satirical; but Will, as ever, sounded purely matter-of-fact.

They found Ragginbone on the crest of a hill where the bare rock broke through the soil. Gaynor did not
know how far they had come but she wastired and thirsty, grateful for along drink from the flask he
carried. It was cased in leather like ahip flask, though considerably bigger, but the contents tasted like
water— the way water ought to taste but so rarely does, cool and clear and straight off the mountain,
without that tang of tin and the trace chemicalsthat so often contaminate it. But afterward she thought
perhapsits purity was mere fancy: thirst can transform any drink into an elixir. Will related most of her
story, Gaynor speaking only in response to direct questions from Ragginbone. He made her repeet the
description of Dr. Laye severd times.

"Could he be an ambulant?’ Will suggested.
"Maybe. However . . . You are sure his skin was actualy gray? It was not an effect of thetelevison?'

"I'm sure,”" said Gaynor. "When hishand reached out | could seeit quite clearly. | can't describe how
horrible it was. Not just shocking but somehow . . . obscene. The grayness madeit look dead, but it was
moving, beckoning, and the fingers were very long and supple, asif they had no bones, or too many . . ."
She broke off, shuddering at the recollection.

"Y et the picture remained flat—it wasn't like your three-dimensiond vison of Azmodd?"

"The screen went sort of rubbery, and the arm was pushing t it, stretching it out like plasticine, but—yes,
theimage behind stayed flat.”

"And thiswas a program you expected to see?' Ragginbone persisted. "It waslisted in the newspaper?”
llYall

To her frugtration, Ragginbone made no further comment, his bright eyes narrowing in an intengity of
thought. Will, better acquainted with him, waited awhile before resuming the subject. Y ou know him,
don't you?'

"Let ussay, | know who he might be. If the skin tint is natural, and not the result of disease, that tone—or
something like it—was acharacterigtic of acertain family, though it has been diluted over the ages. There
isthename, too . . . Clearly, sncethiswasareal program, and he wasinvited to appear onit, heisa
person of some standing in hisfield. Possibly Gaynor could use her contacts to learn more about him?"

"I never thought of that," Gaynor admitted. "Of course, it's obvious. How stupid of me."

"Not at dl." Unexpectedly, Ragginbone smiled at her, amaze of lines crinkling and wrinkling at eye and
cheek. "Y ou had a disconcerting experience, but you seem to have kept your head very well. It wasa
pity you were so upset by the bats.”

"l hate bats," said Gaynor.



"What about the Old Spirit?" asked Will. "He hasto be behind al this"

"| fear s0. He was weakened by hisfailurein Atlantis, but aas, not for long. And no other has ever laired
in Azmodd."

"But why ishetargeting Gaynor™"'

"Possibly because you put Alison'stelevision set in her room,”" Ragginbone retorted with aflourish of his
eyebrows. "Technology lendsitsdlf to supernatura control, and after dl, what isatelevison but the
mechanical equivdent of acrysta bal? Gaynor was not targeted, she was merely on the spot. ItisFern, |
suspect, who isthe target.”

"Revenge?' Will asked after amoment's reflection.

"Possibly. He has dways been peculiarly subject to rancor, especialy where the witchkind are
concerned. The firgt Spirits hated the rumor of Men aeons before they arrived, fearing them as potentid
rivasfor the dominion of the planet, knowing nothing of who they were or from whence they would
come. When they realized that their anticipated enemies were no fiery angels descending from the sars
but only hairless gpes who had clambered down from the trees, their hatred turned to derision.”
Ragginbone paused, smiling awry smile asif at some secret joke. "Time passed. For theimmortals, time
can move both very fast and very dow: aweek can stretch out indefinitely, or amillion years can dip by
amost unnoticed. Man grew up while their eyes were e sewhere, the Gift was given, and Prospero's
Children learned to vie with the older powers. And of al the Spirits, his sdf-blamefor such willful
myopia— the contempt and enmity that he has nourished for mortals ever after—was the greatest. Y et
he yearned for Men—to rule, to manipulate, to control. And down the ages he has grown close to them,
learning too well their follies and weaknesses, becoming their god and their devil, their geniusand
nemesis. Learned but never wise, he hasremade himsdlf in their image: the dark side of Man. Revenge
gnaws him, but power motivates him. And Fern . . . Fern has power. How much, | do not know. In
Atlantis, he must have seen more than we. In the years when the loss he had suffered there drained him
like adow-hedling wound, he may gtill have dreamed of using her, turning her Gift into hiswegpon. The
Old Spirits have sought before now to corrupt witchkind and force them into their service, though such
bargains have usudly achieved little for elther partner in the end. Remember Alimond. Still, it issaid that
the Fellangels, hismost potent servants, were numbered among Prospero's Children, until both their souls
and their Gift were warped into the form of his purpose. Fern would not listen to the whispers of the Old
Spirit—at the moment, she listensto no one—Nhut . . . she might be subjugated through those she loves.
Or so he may cdculate. | think . . ."

"Y ou mean us?' Will interrupted.
"Y ou, and others. Y ou two seem to be the most readily available. Y ou will haveto be careful .

"You aren't very reassuring,” said Gaynor. "1 thought | was scared before, but now ... | suppose| could
decide not to believein any of this: it might be more comfortable.”

"Isit comfortable," Ragginbone enquired, "to be afraid of something you don't believein?”

Gaynor did not attempt to respond, relapsing into anervous habit of childhood, restlessfingers plaiting
and unplaiting afew strands of her hair. Presently she broke into Will's murmur of speculation, addressing
the old man: "Why did you say'them' dll thetime?" Ragginbone frowned, baffled. "When you talked about
mankind, you saidthem,’ not 'us.’ | was wondering why."

"l wasn't aware of it," Ragginbone admitted. "Y ou are very acute. Little things betray us... | wasborn
into the dregs of humanity, my Gift raised me higher than the highest—or so | thought at the time—and



when| logtit | felt | was neither wizard nor man. The human kernel was gone: al that remained wasthe
husk of experience. | became a Watcher on the periphery of the game, stlanding at the elbow of this
player or that, giving advice, keeping the score. The advice usually goes unheeded and the score, &t least
on thislast hand, was evidently wrong."

Will grinned. "That's how it goes."

"You'rean outsder," said Gaynor. "I thought so on the way here. Outside life, outside humanity, perhaps
even outsdetime. Arethere—are there otherslike you?'

"Somethat | know of. Probably somethat | do not. We arethe invigilators: events unfold before us, and
occasiondly we may try to give them anudge in theright direction, or what we hope isthe right direction.
Our task is neither to lead nor to follow, only to be there. | have been an onlooker for so longitishard to
remember | was once part of the action. The humanrace. . . that isaclub from which | was blackballed
centuries ago.”

"But—" Gaynor broke off, gathering her courage for the question she was suddenly afraid to ask.
"But?' Ragginbone repested gently.

"Who appointed you?' asked Gaynor. " There must be someone—someone you work for, someone who
givesyou orders..."

"Thereare no orders,” said Ragginbone. "No onetels usif we have succeeded or failed, if we have done
right or wrong. We work for everyone. All we can doisal anyone can do: listen to the voice of the
heart, and hope. | should liketo think that we, too, are watched, and by friendly eyes.”

"Y ou will never get astraight answer from him," Will said. "Only twisted ones. He could find curvesina
plumb line. Ragginbone, Bradachin said the thing that came out of the mirror was not Alison but a
tannasgeal . What did he mean?”

"They are the spirits of those who died but feared to passthe Gate. They have long forgotten who they
were or why they stayed; only the shreds of their earthly emotionslinger, like awasgting disease. Hatred,
greed, bitterness: these are the passions that bind them here. They loathe the living, and lust after them,
but done they have little power. However, the Oldest has often used such tools."

"How could it look like Alison?' Will demanded.

"People—and events—Ileave an impression on the atmosphere. Such creatures are parasites: they batten
on the memories of others, taking their shape. No doubt the tannasgeal saw her inthe mirror.”

"Mirrors remember,” said Gaynor.
"Bxadtly."

They were slent for awhile, leaning against the rock where once, long before, Ragginbone had shown
Will and Fern the Gate of Death. Every so often there was the rumor of apassing car on the distant road,
but nearer and clearer were the tiny sounds of insects, the call of an ascending skylark. The colors of the
landscape were dulled benesth the cloud cover; the wind was chill.

"What can we do to protect Fern?' Gaynor said eventually, shivering now from cold rather than the
recollection of horror.

"I don't know," said Ragginbone.



"| thought you were supposed to advise us?' Gaynor protested indignantly.
Will laughed.

"Adviceisadangerousthing,” the Watcher responded. "1t should be given only rarely and cautioudy, and
taken in smal doses with skepticism. What can | say? Keep your nerve. Use your wits. Premonitionisan
unchancy guide to action, but thereis ashadow lying ahead of you through which | cannot see.
Remember: the Old Spirit is not the only evil inthe world. There are others, less ancient maybe, less
strong—as the tempest is milder than the earthquake, the tsunami cooler than the volcano—but not less
deadly. And mortdity givesthe Gifted an edge that the undying cannot match. Y our dream about the owl
puzzlesme,

Gaynor. Of dl the things you have told me, that is the one that does not fit. There is something about it
that | ought to recognize, afragment that eludes me. Tread carefully. The shadow ahead of you isblack.”

"We're supposed to be having awedding tomorrow, not afunerd,” said Will somberly.
"Maybe," said Ragginbone.

When Will and Gaynor |eft him they found alonely pub that served a ploughman's lunch and stopped for
asnack. A littleto their surprise, Lougarry accompanied them. They fed her therind of the cheddar and
some crugts under the table. "What will Fern say if she comes home with us?* asked Gaynor. "Or Mrs.
Wicklow?'

"Oh, they're accustomed to her," said Will. " She comes and goes very much as she pleases. All the same,
she'susualy rather more unobtrusive about it. She obvioudy thinks we need looking after.”

"She can degp in my room," said Gaynor, "if shelikes."

Back a Dae House, Abby was less enthusiagtic. "Couldn't you have told your friend it wasn't
convenient?' she said. Will had explained that he was minding Lougarry for an absent owner. "I know
you enjoy having her around, and she's always been well-behaved, but—she's so big. She may frighten
Y oda. He's very highly strung. I'm sure she wouldn't hurt him really, it'sjust—"

"She'san excdlent guard dog,” Will interposed. "We think there's been someone sneaking around at
night. Y odawouldn't be much good at dedling with aburglar.”

"No—no, he wouldn't,” Abby agreed warmly. "He attacked a spider the other day, abig one with
knobbly legs, but . . . Anyway, you will keep her away from him, won't you?'

"Il try," sad Will.

Meanwhile, the juggernautt rolled on. A tent sprang up on the site of the old barn and ranks of tables and
chairs were frogmarched insde. People rushed to and fro carrying boxes of glassware and cutlery,
tablecloths, ngpkins, potted pams. Everything was carefully arranged and then had to be completely
rearranged in order to leave room for the band. As so often on these occasions, there was a grest deal of
pae pink in evidence: the table linen, the roses and carnationsin vase and garland, the lipstick of the
female supervisor who gave the orders and subsequently presented Fern with the appropriate formsto
sgn. And Fern duly signed, smiled, said "thank you," made and answered last-ditch phone calls, spoke
for haf an hour to the caterers, for five minutesto Marcus Greig. Gaynor thought she looked exhausted,
not so much from shortage of deep but from that weariness of the will that showsitsdf inacertain
glassy-eyed fragility, an abstracted manner, adowness of response. For al her polite competence, her
mind was elsewhere. Minor frictions enlivened the afternoon. Abby upset Mrs. Wicklow with constant



offersof teato dl and sundry, something the latter felt was within her solejurisdiction. Trishasurveyed
the preparations and suddenly burst into tears, reveaing upon sympathetic enquiry that her fiance had just
terminated their engagement. The mother of the bridesmaids, seven-year-old twinswith coordinated
faces, curls, and clothes, rang to announce that adrop of cola had been spilled on the front of one of the
dresses (" She can hold the bouquet over it," said Fern). Someone bearing a box of champagne glasses
tripped over Y oda, with consequent oaths and breakages. However, by seven o'clock thefinal place
card had been laid, the excess hel pers were gone. Food and wine were due to arrive in the morning.
Fern and Gaynor went out to survey the results. The tent looked like a huge wedding cake. The wedding
cakelooked likeasmall tent. In the kitchen, Abby and Mrs. Wicklow weretalking to Trisha, Abby
vaguely soothing, Mrs. Wicklow astringent, while Will dosed her periodicaly with medicind sherry. In
the background, Aunt Edie assisted with the dosage, presumably in therole of taster.

"Wdl," said Fern, "that'sthat.”
"I'm afraid | haven't done very much,” Gaynor said guiltily, conscious of aday's truancy with Will.

"You stayed," said Fern. Unexpectedly shetook her friend's hand. "That meansalot. Anyway, I'm used
to organizing things: it'smy job. All this—it'sjust another product launch. Fern'swedding: the latest thing
inrurd chic. Don't drive your Range Rover without one. | only hopeit doesn't rain.”

Outside the tent, the gray afternoon was darkening into amurky evening. Clouds mobbed the horizon. If
thelight sought a chink, in order to provide the obligatory flash of sunsat, it did not find one. Gaynor was
suddenly aware of an overwhelming sense of oppression. The farrago of matrimonia preparations, which
had seemed frivolous and amost grotesque after the events of the previous night, an element of farceina
potentia tragedy, now felt ill-fated, part of adeadly momentum, building toward an unimaginable climax.
Her brain told her that tomorrow everything would go according to plan, Fern would be married, and the
surrea world of which she had had a brief, horrifying glimpse would vanish. But her heart quailed at the
receding daylight, and the dark hours stretched endlesdy ahead of her. She knew she must find timeto
tell Fern what Ragginbone had said, to warn her, but Robin appeared, laying ahand on his daughter's
shoulder that made her jump, and the opportunity waslost.

"Nervous?' hesad.
"A little" Her expression of pale composure defeated any scrutiny.

"Youll beall right. Marcusisapretty good chap. Bit old for you, but—" He broke off, doubtless
remembering thelist of subjectsthat Abby had primed him not to mention.

Fern's gravity lightened with aglimmer of mischief. "1 like older,” she said. "It's my Oedipus complex.”
Robin grinned, inexplicably rdieved, and they went back indoors.

Fern had rgjected the concept of a hen night on the grounds that she didn't wish to lay an egg and Abby
had suggested dinner out at aloca pub, but in the rush of the afternoon no one had made any
reservations. "If you don't mind," Fern said diffidently, accepting arestorative gin and tonic, "what I'd
redly likeisto go out with Gaynor somewhere and talk. Not exactly a hen party— no clucking—just a
quiet supper for thetwo of us. If that's okay with you?' She turned to appedl to her friend.

"I'dloveit," Gaynor said.

On Will'srecommendation they booked atable at the Green Man, apub in avillage about haf an hour's
drive from Y arrow-dale. Gaynor took the car keys so Fern would be free to drink and scribbled down
directionsfrom Will. Lougarry, who had spent much of the afternoon loftily ignoring Y oda, padded after



them out to the car, apparently intent on coming, too, but Fern dismissed her. "Take her insde," shetold
her brother. "Most restaurants don't alow dogs. Well be fine."

"The weather looks ugly," said Will. "We could bein for astorm.”
"Good," said Fern. "'l need astorm. It would suit my mood.”
"Ragginbone said—"

"Hetakstoo much."

Shefet curioudy light-headed—alight-headedness born not of eation but of emptiness, the aftermath of
that yawning sensation when the last bridges are burned, the one remaining lifeboat is sunk, and the future
looms ahead with no loopholes and no way out. As Gaynor drove up out of the Y arrow valley thewind
hit them, buffeting the car like a punching bag. Breaksin the cloud showed more cloud, piled up into
enormous towers. one great shape resembled a sumo wrestler, leaning threateningly over the landscape,
itssagging belly black with forthcoming rain. "It looks awful," said Gaynor. "Maybe we should have
dayedin.”

"It looks wonderful," said Fern, and Gaynor, glancing sideways, saw the gleam of an dusvewildnessin
her face.

"Sowhat did Ragginbone say?' she enquired after awhile. Gaynor told her, trying to remember
everything, but Fern's reaction was not what she expected. "Beware the Ides of March,” she concluded
flippantly. "Or April, in this case—if April hasany ides. Doom isa hand. Ragginbone was dwaystelling
usthat: it was hisfavorite line. Doom, doom. Perhaps Azmordiswill come to my wedding, and bore
everyone with ranting. He holds himwith his glittering eye—The Wedding Guest stands till, And
listens like a three-years child: Azmordis hath hiswill." "I thought it was dangerousto name him?"

"So they say. Azmordis. Azmordis! Let him come.”

"Stop it," said Gaynor. "Thereisn't room inthe car.”

"Sorry," said Fern. "No lunch, and too much ginintoo littletonic. I'll be better when I've eaten.”
She's not drunk, thought Gaynor, struggling to suppress her fear. She'sfey . . .

Thefirst squal struck just before they reached their destination. Fortunately Will's directions were
draightforward and Gaynor found the pub without difficulty, though it wasidentifiable only as a splash of
colored lights through ablowing curtain of rain. She pulled into the parking lot and they got out, making a
dash for the entrance. It was not until they were ingde and the manageress had shown them into the
restaurant that Fern, looking around, said: "I've been here before.” For an instant, her expression had
frozen; she hdted asif unwilling to proceed—but at a nudge from Gaynor she moved on. They sat down
at acorner table, ordered drinks. Fern, not normally aheavy drinker, asked for adouble gin, Gaynor a
St Clement's. A waiter cameto light the candle in the center of the table. Fern watched with peculiar
intentness as the flame flickered and caught, settling into atiny cone of brilliance. When the waiter had
gone shemoved it carefully to one side. "'l can't seeyou," shetold Gaynor, "behind thelight." Her friend
had afeding the phrase meant more than it said.

"Areyou sure you want to stay here?' she asked in alow voice. "Y ou looked asif ... asif this place has
some unpleasant association.”

"It'snot important,” said Fern. "It was along time ago. Funny: | never noticed the name of the pub then,
or even thevillage." She paused amoment to reflect. "Anyway, | can't remember much about the food



mysaf but Will saysit'sthe best inthedistrict. | don't know the area at al well; we could drive round for
hourslooking for somewhere ese.”

"What happened here? If you don't mind talking about it . . ."
Fern shook her head. "I don't mind now."

Their drinks arrived; Fern tipped the tonic dowly into her glass, watching the brief rush of bubbles up the
sdes. "It'sasif | spent the last twelve years—nearly twelve—looking at life through thewrong end of a
telescope, so everything seemed small and cold and far away. And then last night the tel escope flipped
over, and now theworld looks huge and close, and very bright. It ought to be frightening, but I'm not
frightened. Maybe I'm just abit numb."

"What about the wedding?' Gaynor asked before she could stop herself.

But Fern was no longer on the defensive. "The strangething is, | can't redly believeit's going to happen.
When we stood in the tent this evening, and | saw the tables al laid out—what a choice of verb, laid out,
like abody dolled up for afunera—when | saw them al there, with their rose-pink tablecloths and
rose-pink napkins and rose-pink rosesin every vase, my brain told me thiswas the end but my-—my
instinct denied it. My brain said: She got married and lived happily ever after. Ingtinct said: Inapig'seye.
| can'timagineit, you see. | can't imagine wearing the dress, walking up the aide on Daddy's arm, saying
'l do." | can't imagine—any future." A sudden shiver seemed to run down her spine. "Anyway, if you
can't imagine something, it can't happen.”

"It will happen,” said Gaynor, "if you don't call it off."

"Poor Marcus: how could 1? HEd be so humiliated. Not heartbroken, just humiliated. Y ou know, when |
spoke to him today he sounded 0 ... distant. Not his manner, | don't mean that, nor the telephoneline. It
wastheway | heard him, asif hisvoice was reaching me from somewhere years and yearsin the past . .
" Shelaughed, shrugged, the two gestures becoming confused, uniting in asingle motion of uncertain
meaning. "Maybe awnhirlwind will sweep away the tent with dl the wedding guests and spin them over
the rainbow. Maybe moles will undermine the church foundations and the whole building will collapse.
Maybe Marcuswill lose hisway on the moors and be kidnapped by boggarts.”

"What are boggarts?' Gaynor enquired.

"I've often wondered,” Fern admitted. "Some specid kind of Y orkshire pixie, | think." And then they
both laughed, and the constraint and tension of the previous day melted away, and Gaynor saw her
dearest friend again, with no shadows coming between them. They had scrutinized the menu and given
their order before Gaynor reverted to her earlier question. ™Y ou were going to tell me what happened,
the last time you came here. Who were you with?"

"A man named Javier Holt. He was an art dedler of sorts: he ran the gallery in London where Alison
worked. | never knew if sheredized the truth about him."

"Thetruth—?"

"He was an ambulant,” Fern said, adding, in response to Gaynor's bewildered expression: "A human
being possessed— expdled—Dby an dien spirit. In this case, the Oldest of dl Spirits.

What became of theredl Javier, the origina person, | don't know. Lost perhaps, or in Limbo, or thrust
through the Gate before histime. The Javier that | knew was—avehicle. A puppet with the eyes of the
puppeteer. A dead thing that spoke and breathed only because someone pressed the requisite buttons.



We sat here and discussed literature and drama and witcheraft, and suddenly the walls of the restaurant
disappeared, and we were on a bare heath, and there were trees floating above the mist, and stars above
the trees. Javier had the power of his occupant: he could conjure the past, or anillusion of the past, and
useit againg you. That wasn't the only time hedid it. | remember how the candle flame between us
burned thin and tall, aneedle of light, and how | looked at him and thought: I'm dining with ademon.”

Gaynor's face showed her horror and sympathy. "Y ou must have been terrified," she said.
"No," said Fern. "Not then. That was the dangerous part. | was—exhilarated.”

There was no background music in the restaurant and general conversation broke off at a sudden crack
of noise outside, which melted into arolling growl asif somevadt ill-tempered anima were Sravaiging
around the building. The lights flickered.

"Lovely weather for awedding," said Gaynor with adash of bravado. She didiked storms.

For amoment the sound of the rain penetrated, streaming down the night-darkened windows. "Never
mind," said Fern. "With luck, by the time we want to leave it should have blown over."

She had graduated from gin and tonic to red wine, a haf bottle since Gaynor would take only asingle
glass, and she now tipped the dregsinto hers. Despite a career spent at PR parties she was not normally
aheavy drinker, and Gaynor wondered if she should be concerned. But Fern, having at last opened up
the secret closet of her memories, seemed determined to spill al the contents, and Gaynor forgot her
niggling anxiety as she listened and listened, needing no more questions to prompt. She knew shewould
have been incredulous and even downright cynical if it had not been for her own recent experiences and
her knowledge of her friend. Thiswas Fern talking, cool, pragmatic Fern, relating her incursgonsinto the
darker sde of Being, dreams and spirit journeys beyond the boundaries of the normal world, the search
for akey that would open a Door in space and time. Findly, she cameto the last part of her tde, a

hopel ess, fearless venture into the Forbidden Pat, to the downfdl of Atlantis more than ten thousand
years ago. Dessert had come and gone, largely untouched, and she was cupping abrandy bubblein her
hands, gazing a thetilting liquid asit curved itsleisurely way around the glass. "The trouble with the past,”
shesaid, "isthat it takes over. History protectsitself. Wherever you are, you think that's where you
belong. | had awhole background, alife story, a stockpile of memories. | knew what | had to do, but |
didn't properly understand why. | didn't know what had happened before or what wasto come. | arrived
in acity on the edge of doom, and al | could see was the wonder of it. There were people there who
became my friendsand dlies, people | cared for. And | fell in love. We met in adungeon and fled the city
together and hid out in acave on the beach. Wehad two . . . three days. | can't really recal how it felt,

or even how he looked: just occasiond glimpses of memory, stabs of feding, twistingingde. . . Funny: |
used to try and blot it out, afraid to remember, and now—now | want to remember, | can't. But I'll never
forget the sound of the seathere. | hear it sometimes, in the hollow of ashell, or walking aong the
shordine here, listening to the faling waves, like an echo of those waves|ong ago. And sometimes| get it
mixed up, and the golden beaches of Atlantisturn to silver, and the sea sound is the wash of starmelt on
that other beach, the endless beach where | rode the unicorn along the Margin of the World."

Gaynor stared at her, uncomprehending; but Fern seemed hardly aware of her anymore. "I sent my lover
to hisdeath,” shesaid. "'l didn't know it—I wastrying to save him—abut | sent him to his death. Atlantis
was broken by the earthquake, and swallowed by the storm. Everyonein it perished. And the unicorn
will never comeagain. | havelogt the qudification to tame him." Shewas silent for aminute, dill toying
with the brandy. Outside the thunder, which had been rumbling on and off for the last haf hour, pulled
itself together for afina drumroll. " Sixteen isvery young to lose so much. It'svery young to gain so
much—to live so much—to die so much. Azmordis wants revenge, you said? He has no need. | made
my own punishment. I've been running away ever snce: from the pain, the respongbility, the—the Gift." It



appeared to cost her an effort to say it. She uncurled her right hand from the glass and gazed into the
pam asif she expected to see her doom written there. But the lines of fate were few, and inscrutable.
"Enough isenough,” she concluded. "It'stimeto stop hiding my eyes" She smiled an unlikely smile, wan
inthe candldight. "I suppose. . . thisisahel of a moment to choose.”

Gaynor's response was drowned out as a crack of thunder sounded directly overhead, so loud that it
shook the room. She clasped her hands to her skull, covering her ears; for a second she seemed to see
the other diners, the tables and chairsrattling like dicein abox. Thelingering rumble that followed made
the floor continueto vibrate asif to the padding of giant paws. A bolt of lightning, so near it must dmost
have struck the building, turned the windows white, bleaching the checked curtainsinto transparency.

And then the lights went oui.

Fern'sface remained suspended in front of her, isolated against the darkness: agolden ovoid, conjured
by the candle flame that hovered alittle to one side of it. In that instant Gaynor could see nothing else.
The buzz of dinner-table conversation had been wiped out; the sllence was absolute. Sowly, amost
reluctantly, Gaynor let her gaze travel around them. There were no other candles, no other faces. They
werein the center of apool of absolute blackness. But gradualy, as she stared, she began to make out
something beyond: the pale glimmer of snow, the speciral branches of afew lean winter trees. And far
above there were stars, small and hard as grains of frost. She was bitterly cold.

The whisper came 0 closeto her ear she found hersdf imagining writhing lips, dl but touching her. You
called me, Fernanda, it said, and somehow she knew it was equaly closeto Fern. You called me, and
1 have come. What do you want?

For aminute Fern made no answer. When she spoke at last, it wasin alanguage Gaynor did not know,
in avoice she hardly recognized. The words crackled with power like damp wood thrown on afire. "
Envarre! Vaneinuur ai nean-charnel™

The ghostly snow scene faded. There were walls around them again, dim in the glow of scattered
candles, tables; people. People turning to gape at them as Fern's voice died away. A waitresssdled up
to ther table. "Thelightswill be on again very shortly,” shesaid. "Isthere anything | can get yourl"

Fern lifted her brandy, finishing it in asingle swalow. "Another,” she said.

It took time and coffee before Gaynor felt able to drive.

"It'smy fault,” said Fern, alittle muzzily. "I caled him. In atwisted sort of way, | hoped he would come.”
"What did you want?" asked Gaynor, echoing Azmordiss question.

"Tomake an end," said Fern. But that final brandy had been adrink too far, and she would not or could
not elaborate, merdly Stting gazing in azombieike fashion a her empty glass. Gaynor had seen other
drunksin this condition, but never Fern, and coming on top of everything else she found it deeply
disurbing.

"She'sinabit of agate, isn't she?' sad the walitress.
" She's supposed to be getting married,” Gaynor said.
"That explainsit.”

The eectricity had been restored and Gaynor enquired after atelephone; she had no cell phone and
Fern's had been |eft in London. She knew Will would come on demand, and she felt the need of



reinforcements. But the lines were down because of the storm.
"Thunder's sopped,” said the waitress encouragingly, wanting her bed. "It'sjust raining.”

The staff offered to help her shepherd her friend out to the car, but Fern stood up without assistance and
Gaynor availed hersdf only of an umbrellathat she returned once Fern wasin the passenger seet. She got
wet sprinting back to the car and she shut the door in haste, switching on engine and heating. Windshield
wipers swept ineffectudly at the unrelenting rain. She hoped she would not miss the road back to
Yarrowdde. She still had Will'singtructions, but pouring curtains of water obliterated the landscape and
she could see nothing beyond the short range of the headlights. "Areyou al right?' she asked Fern, and
was thankful to get aresponse, dthough Fern's conversation had shrunk to the purely monosyllabic.

The side road where the pub was situated had no markings for Gaynor to follow, but when she turned
onto the main road there were reflectors winking at her like cats eyes through the dark. She clung to
them asif to aguiding thread in alabyrinth, craning forward over the whed. Wind gusts shook the chassis
until every joint rattled; the battery of the rain eased for a short while only to return in force, hitting the car
with al the violence of amonsoon. Gaynor told herself there was nothing supernatural about rain, but
after the horror in the restaurant even the e ements seemed untrustworthy, and it seemed asif shewas
having to contest every yard of her progress with someinvisible power. For dl her resolution, shefelt
weak willed and helpless. A quick sideways glance showed her Fern's head drooping against the back of
the seat, her eyes closed. Gaynor was half-relieved to see her deeping, half-afraid because now, with
Fern unconscious, she was completely aone. She drove more dowly, checking the verge constantly for
road signs. Sooner or later, she knew, she must reach the turning for Y arrowdale. A spiky belt of
conifersloomed up to her left; shetried to fit them into her recollections of the drive out but could not.
There was no other traffic. She had dmost convinced hersdlf she was on the wrong road when the sign
appeared ahead of her. And there wasthe turning, veering sharply to the right, undefined by any white
lines. She swung the car around, leaving the friendly cats eyes behind, the headlights picking out only the
black gleam of tarmac, the long streaks of rain.

The drive had taken on the qudities of nightmare: it had become atimeess striving for an unattainable
goa. The momentary hope that had flickered in her heart when she found the turning shriveled asthe car
crawled on into the darkness, following the twin beams that peered myopically ahead. Gaynor'smind
wasin suspension: al her senses were concentrated on the car. She was never sure exactly how it
happened—something hurtling into the radius of the headlights, the judder of impact, the crack of
breaking glass. The right-hand beam was abruptly extinguished. She stopped the car, her pulse thumping.
When she summoned the courage to get out she barely noticed the rain that transformed her long hair into
rats tails and made her skirt cling heavily to her legs. A broken branch lay in the road, though there were
no trees around. Thethick glassthat had shielded the light was gone. She kicked the branch aside; there
was nothing else to be done. Then she got back into the driver's sest.

The other headlight went minutes later. There was no flying branch thistime, just a sudden explosion—a
flash of brilliance that faded swiftly, leaving her in utter dark. She pulled up again but did not get out,
clutching the whed, her breath coming in gasps. Gradually her eyesight adjusted to the blackness. She
became aware of afaint palor al around her, achange in the nature of the rainfall. Instead of somber
curtains, white flecks showed againgt the brooding shadow of the sky. And in alandscape that had been
treeless she saw horned branches uplifted like the antlers of awatching stag. She had switched off the
engine, and the snow-s lence wrapped her like a pale blanket. She shook Fern, gently at first, then
harder, but without result. She cdled her name: "Fern! Fern!" but her own voice sounded darmingly
close to panic and the deeper till did not respond. Her fear for hersalf was replaced by another, far
more deadly: the fear for her friend. She had seen plenty of drunks who passed out but none who could
not be roused, if only to agrunt of acknowledgment. She restarted the engine, knowing she had little



aternative. She might get out of the car and seek help on foot, but where? And outside the car wasthe
snow, faling steadily, snow in April—if it was April, if it was snow. Azmordis could summon anillusion
of the past, Fern had said. In front Gaynor saw a cart track where the road had been, the defining ruts
partidly smothered under awhite mantle. "It'saroad,” she said out loud. "It's tarmac; it'swide and
smooth and safe. There's no snow, no trees. It'sjust bare road and bare moor." She released the brake,
let out the clutch. Nervoudy, asif imbued with her terrors, the car inched forward.

The ground fdlt level benesth her whedls, like amodern road. Gaining confidence, she accelerated alittle.
The wipers had cleared the windshield after her hat but now the snow wasfalling faster, piling up around
them, dowing them down. She had to resist adesperate urge to press hard on the pedal and speed away
from the thickening snowfal, theillusion, the fear. She found she was saying to hersdlf, over and over:
Don't panic. Don't panic. It might have been funny if it hadn't been red. Idiot, Gaynor. Cow-ardly idiot.
It'sjust snow. How can you be afraid of snow?

The owl came @ her so fast she had barely time to swerve. She saw thewidetilt of itswings rushing
toward her, the ghost face with its staring eyes. It appeared bigger than the windshield, dmost asbig as
the car. Reflexes betrayed her: she jerked the whed into aspin, swinging the vehicle around, off the
track, out of control. Uneven terrain bounced the chassis—a stag was charging straight &t her, itsvast
antlersfilling the ky. It's anilluson—just an illusion— Her foot was on the brake and they skidded to
ahalt; hood met tree trunk in aterminal crunch. Gaynor tried to reverse but the tires would not grip,
diding on dush or mud. The owl had vanished. She shut off theignition, leaned her forehead againgt the
whedl. Beside her, Fern till dept, secured by the seat belt, soundless and undisturbed. Gaynor's
hammering pulse gradudly subsided: she sat back in her seat, gazing around her with night eyes. There
was only the one solitary tree; the white snow mantle made the world formless and unfamiliar. I'm near
Y arrowdale, shethought. A mile or two. | could go for help. Fern might die of hypothermia. Gaynor
didn't want to start the engine again in case there was fud leaking somewhere: she dmost imagined she
could smdll it. But above dl, she didn't want to get out of the car. A glance a her watch told her it was
well past midnight. Someone will comelooking for us, she thought. | have only to wait.

Time passed, and she grew colder. When she touched Fern's hand it wasicy. She couldn't flick the
wipers on to sweep the windshield but she wound down her side window to clear it. Then she reached
across Fern to do the same with hers. But when she went to close the window again, it jammed halfway.
Bitter air diced through the gap. She was seized with afresh dread, afrenzy beyond al reason, unlike
anything she had fdlt before. She yanked in vain at the handle, got out and floundered around to Fern's
side of the car. But the door, too, was stuck fast. She beat on the roof, crying out for help. But the snow
deadened her voice, and no one came. A mist wasrising, mingling with the snowflakes, and inthe mist
was something like ashape, changing, billowing, e usive as smoke. Boneless arms uncoiled like tentacles;
where the face might have been, skull features wavered like a pattern on water, yawning eye sockets and
nose hole, ajaw that narrowed into nothingness. She remembered Will's description of thething
Brada-chin had witnessed emerging from the mirror, the thing she had seen as Alison. In front of her the
skull melted briefly into the semblance of awoman, mist strands fanning out behind it like hair. But the
features drifted, unfixed, and teeth showed through the shadowy lips. Gaynor was backed up against the
car, trying to cover the window gap, inadequate fingers spanning the remaining space, but the smoke
shape poured through every chink, and its touchless contact made her too cold to resist, weak and faint.
She saw it wind itsalf around Fern, pulling her upward, drawing the spirit from her body. Now there were
two phantoms, twining mist with mist, though one seemed inert, its head hanging asif till in dumber.
Gaynor best at them to break their bond, but her hands numbed, and they floated away from her. She
strained to recall the word Fern had used in the restaurant, dismissng Azmordis. Envarre.. . .?
"Envarre!" But she had not Fern's Gift, and the command sounded brittle and ineffectud: the
tannasgeal barely fatered. Shetried to follow them, dipping in the snow, crashing to her knees. . .



She never saw from where the owl came. Huge pinions pounded the air, beak and talons dashed the mist
into shreds. Snow whirled in ablizzard around it. The incubus disappeared with athin wailing sound like
thewind in ahollow tree. Asthe owl wheded, Gaynor thought she glimpsed the phantom Fern,
wide-eyed and blank-faced, just behind its shoulder. Then the wings dipped and rose, feather tips
brushing the ground, and it was gonein acloud of frosty spray, dwindling like a snowflake into the night.

Gaynor ran after it, screaming until her breath failed. Shefor got the damaged car, and Fern's body lying
insde, and the perils of thisworld into which she had strayed. On she ran, up toward the road, or where
the road ought to be. The wolf loomed up suddenly ahead of her. It occurred to Gaynor, somewhere at
the back of her mind, that there must have been wolvesin Y orkshirelonao

ago, inthe dim past that enmeshed her. There was no snow on itsragged fur, and itsfire-opa eyes shone
with aglow of their own. Gaynor stood rigid asit trotted over to her, lifting its muzzle to fix her witha
steady gaze. And then the truth dawned, and she did to her knees, burying her face in the wet ruff,
repesting: "Lougarry, Lougarry,” while tears of thankfulness spilled down her cheek. Shewasknedingin
mud, and the snow was gone, her clothing was drenched and her hair matted, and the rain poured down
on them both.

VI
Will saw her first. She pushed open the back door into the kitchen where he was Sitting at the table with

Robin, atumbler of whiskey at his elbow. His expression went blank with shock. She stepped inside, and
the water ran off her into puddles on the floor. There was mud on her shoes, on her skirt, on her hands
where she had tried to stop herself from falling, on her face where she had reached up to sweep the
sodden hair from her eyes. Shelooked dazed beyond speech, exhausted beyond fear. Will sat her down
on achair and pressed the tumbler to her lips. "Drink it," he ordered. "All of it. Now." She gulped
obediently, coughing as the raw spirit seared her throat, the blood flooding to her cheeks. Robin kept
saying: "Wheres Fern?' but Gaynor did not answer. Will said to him: "Get Abby," and began to towel

her hair vigoroudy with the nearest dishcloth.

"But Fern.. . ." Robin persisted. "Has there been an accident?'
"Not bad,"” Gaynor managed. " Came off the road—hit atree. Fern—wasn't hurt.”

"Should have got acab,” said Robin. "Big mistake, drink and drive, even on these quiet roads. Whereis
she?'

" wasn't drunk," Gaynor said. "Fern wasdrunk. She'sadeep .. . . inthecar. | think."
"You think?" said Will.
"I couldn't wake her. She. . ."

"Finish thewhiskey. Dad, for God's sake do something useful. Go and get Abby. We want a couple of
large towds, a bathrobe— there's onein my room—and a hot-water bottle. Fern will bedl right for the
minute. If she'sin the car she'sdry." When he had thrust Robin from the room Will turned back to
Gaynor. "Did you see Lougarry? She's been restless dl evening; | assumed sheld goneto look for you.”

"She found me," said Gaynor through afaling wave of hair. Having saturated the first dishcloth, Will had
set to with asecond. "When | was sure | knew the way | sent her back to the car. | thought—she would
watch over Fern. Thanks," she added, referring to Will's drying efforts. "That's enough, honestly. Aslong
asit'snot dripping ... | must get these clothes off."



Once Abby had appeared to minister to her, Will and Robin set out to find Fern. Gaynor's directions
were vague—she had no idea how far she had walked—but she maintained that if they followed the road
and stopped at intervalsto call Lougarry, the she-wolf would come to guide them. Robin was dubious,
finding it difficult to believe that a hdf-ferd mongrel, the property of an eccentric tramp, could be, ashe
put it, sufficiently well-trained. But Will waived his reservations aside and, clad in wegatherproof clothing
snatched from the hal closet, they went out to Robin's car. In the kitchen, Gaynor was mopped clean of
excess mud, stripped, dried, enveloped in Will's bathrobe, and padded with hot-water bottles. She
wanted to have a bath, but Abby dissuaded her. She was shivering in spasms now, her teeth chattering
from the aftermath of cold and shock. "The main thing isto get you redlly warm,” Abby said. "Will'svery
sensible. It dways surprises me—athough | don't know why it should, because, of course,

Fernissengble, too." She scooped up Y oda, who had followed her downstairs. "' Perhaps you'd like to
stroke him? It's supposed to be awfully therapeutic. Oh, well . . . have some more whiskey. There's
adwayslotsin thishouse, though no one drinks it much. I'm never surewhom it'sfor.”

Bradachin, thought Gaynor, but she only ssammered, through her shivers. "M-medicind.”

"I'll make you some coffee," said Abby, depositing Y oda on aspare chair. He promptly jumped down
and wandered around the kitchen, looking for scraps that he could chew and spit out again in disgust. It
was the bad habit that had earned him his name, after Y oda's first screen gppearance where his rooting
about irritates Luke's fragile patience. "Areyou ... are you quite sure Fern wasn't injured? It's so unlike
her to drink too much, and I've never known her to pass out before.”

"N-nor me," said Gaynor. She saw no need to elaborate.
"I do hope shelll bedl right for tomorrow,” Abby said.
To that, Gaynor made no answer at dl.

It was nearly three when they brought Fern home. By that time, Gaynor was dry and the men were wet.
Lougarry endeared hersdlf to no one by shaking her coat heartily in the middle of the kitchen, soaking

Y odawho had appropriated her place by the sove. The small dog fled into the hdl, for once ignored by
Abby, who had other things on her mind. They carried Fern to her room and put her to bed. Her
condition gppeared normal: her pulse was steady if dow, her breathing ditto. She was cold from her long
sojourn in the damaged car, but assisted by Gaynor's discarded hot-water bottles she warmed up fairly
quickly. Y et she made no sound—not the wisp of asnore, not agrunt, not asigh—and her body stayed
whereit had been placed, unmoving, inanimate as a broken dummy. Robin wanted to cal adoctor but
the others overruled him. "What would you tell him?" Will demanded. " That she had too much to drink
and dept through aminor car crash in which shewasn't hurt? Thereisnt amark on her.”

"Perhagps we should tel Marcus. . ."
"Good God, no," Gaynor murmured faintly.

"I'm sure shelll befinein the morning,” Abby said. " She'sjust—deeping it off. Anyway, theré's nothing
more we can do now. We ought to go to bed before dl this bother wakes Aunt Edie.”

"I'll stay with her for abit,” said Gaynor.

Abby herded Robin down the corridor to their own room and Will and Gaynor were left alone with Fern.
Gaynor took the chair, Will thelow stool from in front of the dressing table. "What haven't you told me?
he asked.



Carefully, pausing often to ask or answer extraquestions, Gaynor went through her story. At some point
Lougarry camein and began to lick Fern's hand, atypical doglike gesture that wasrare for her. When
Gaynor had finished Will stood up and went to the window, pulling back the curtain. But whatever he
was looking for, it wasn't there. "We need Ragginbone," he said, moving irresolutely to the bedside. "He
probably won't know what to do, but he might be able to explain this. Well ... if she doesn't wake up at
least the marriageis off. Funny: that seemed such agood idea earlier on, and it seems such abad one

"Shewon't wake up," said Gaynor. "Sheisn't there.”

Fern's fill face appeared no longer tired, or strained, or tense. It wasjust aface, arranged into features,
unmarked by thought or dream, with less expression than a statue. Gaynor had once done some
voluntary work in ahospice and she knew that peaceful ook that comes after the passage of death, when
the vacant body subsidesinto asemblance of tranquility. But here was no peace, no death; only vacancy.
Thefull redization was o horrifying, therein that quiet, safe room far awvay from the perils of anillusory
pagt, that panic rosein her, and she had to fight herself not to start screaming. Instead she demanded, in
the age-old cliche of helplessness and desperation: "What can we do?' Will put hisarms around her, and
sad nothing.

The following morning was onethat al of them would later prefer to forget. No one had dept well,
except Aunt Edie. Abby wasthefirst to try to rouse Fern; Will and Gaynor knew it would be fruitless.
Subsequent events unwound with acombination of chaos and inevitability, disaster broken with moments
of pseudo-comic relief. Afterward, Gaynor remembered everything as ablur, shot here and there with
highlights of detall, where her mind would focus briefly on sometrivia point beforelosing itsgrip again.
Shefound hersdf thinking, idioticdly: If only Fern were here. She would be able to manage. The
half-world on the shady side of existence, aworld of dark magic and ethereal horror, had become a
hideousredlity.

They telephoned the doctor, they telephoned the vicar, they telephoned Marcus Greig. They telephoned
agarage to tow away the smashed car. An ambulance came and went, taking Fern, accompanied by
Robin, to ahospitd for tests, and thence to a private nursing home specidizing in coma patients. Marcus
followed in his Saab. Meager information percolated back: She's doing well. There's nothing wrong
with her. The doctors are baffled. Abby, supported by Gus and Maggie Dinsdd e, struggled to
unarrange dl the arrangements, delaying, cancdling, collgpsing into confusion when asked for definite
directives. Stray guests arrived at the house and were rounded up by Will, who dispatched them, in
default of other entertainment, to enjoy the Y orkshire countryside. Y oda located the wedding cake and
ate aportion of the bottom tier, since that was al he could reach. Lougarry went to fetch Ragginbone and
Gaynor took him into Will's studio to relate the saga of the previous night. Mrs. Wicklow astonished
everyone by bursting into tears. Endless cups of teacirculated, but nobody appeared to drink them, lunch
sank without trace, morning staggered into afternoon, afternoon trickled into evening. The tent removers
refused to remove the tent. Aunt Edie drank an entire bottle of sherry and claimed to have had a
conversation with a hirsute Scottish gnome, thus convincing Abby that she was even farther down the
road to acohalic senility than they had redlized. Y odawas sick.

Around seven the house lapsed into a species of dumb lassitude. Mrs. Wicklow and the Dinsdales went
home; Ragginbone had aready gone, promising to return later. Abby wasin the Sitting room with Aunt
Edie, who had the condtitution of anavvy and was proving obdurate about having an early night. The
phone still rang intermittently: they didn't dare take it off the hook in case it was Robin or Marcus with
news of Fern. Will went to look for Gaynor, locating her eventudly in the tent. The tableswere il
immeaculately laid, the flowers only just beginning to wilt. Everything was spotlessy pink. Thewedding
cake alone appeared somewhat the worse for wear: Y oda's inroads on the foundations had caused the



upper storiesto collapse, and now it resembled ablock of jerry-built flatsin an earthquake zone. Gaynor
was standing in the middle of the tent, surveying the wedding that wasn't. Even the reflection from so
much pink could not hide the whiteness of her face. "What are you doing here~?" said Will.

"Thinking." Gaynor did not look at him. Her regard was fixed on the empty top table. "Thiswasthe only
place | could be on my own. | keep wondering ... if things could have been different. | mean, if I'd acted
differently, or been more supportive, or—"

"No," Will said shortly. "For God's sake, don't start feeling guilty. People who blame themsalves for
every snglething that happensredly get on my tit."

"l don't care who—or what—gets on your tit!" Gaynor flashed.

"Good. Y ou know what's wrong with you? Y ou've had a bad shock, very little deep, and no food. No
wonder you look asif you're about to faint. Maggie'sleft astack of sandwichesin the kitchen for us, and
theré's stuff in the cupboard that's been there for years. Thisisthe kind of house where tins of soup
accumulate on upper shelves, fermenting quietly. Some of them should be quite mature by now."

Gaynor laughed weskly, but declined to eat. "I'm redly not hungry.”
"That'sjusgt inyour mind," said Will."Y our body's famished.”

Hetook her back into the house, heated soup, teased her into eating a sandwich. After thefirst bite, she
was alittle shocked to discover shewas hungry after al. "Don't be silly,” Will adjured her. "Fern wouldn't
thank you for starving yourself. How could that help?!

He carried more soup and sandwichesinto the sitting room for Abby and Aunt Edie, athough Gaynor
had to forcibly discourage him from adding pounded-up deeping pillsto the mug prepared for the latter.
("I didn't know you had these Borgiatendencies.") After the chaos of the day, the evening dragged.
Robin rang to say he was staying at the nursing home and Marcus had booked himself into the nearest
hotel. No, there was no change in Fern's condition. Aunt Edie wasfinaly coaxed up to bed; aworn-out
Abby followed shortly &fter.

Ragginbone returned at ten-thirty, when Will and Gaynor were done. Lougarry waswith him.
"What do you make of it?" said Will without preamble,

The old man sighed. He had pushed back his hood and disheveled wisps of hair stood out from his heed,
making him look more like a scarecrow than ever. His coat steamed gently from therain that had
punctuated the afternoon. He smelled of wet cloth and leaf mold, and his face was sere and withered, like
the residue of autumn. Somewhere among the lines and folds his eyes lurked under lowered lids,
flickering into brightnessin hisrare upward glances. Only those eyes still seemed to hold some secret
strength. For the rest, he looked ancient and frail, no longer aknotted oak but atwig that would snap at a
touch, aleaf that would fal inthewind. "1 don't know," he said at last. "We've been going over the area,
Lougarry and |. Therewaslittleto find. | picked up this—" Helaid along feather on thetable, its pallor
barred with dun ghost markings. "It might have come from thewing or tail of an owl. A very largeowl. |
think . . . I'm not sure what | think." There was afurther pause. Gaynor was too weary to ask questions,
Will knew better. "It's clear the Old Spirit wasinvolved,” Ragginbone resumed. "Fern caled him.
Folly—rashness—bravado—who knows? He was here anyway. The specter that came for her must
have been under his control. But the owl—the owl till puzzles me. That dream of yours—" he nodded to
Gaynor "—tdl me about it again.”

She complied, trying to recollect details submerged in later events. "1 wasflying, like you do in dreams,



only sitting onitsback ... | saw fidlds, and houses.. . . That part was magical. And then everything
became very rapid and muddled. It fdt asif alot of time went past. | was—somewhere dark, and there
wasafacefloating in front of me. . ."

"Describeit.”

"Sort of pdeand flabby . . . likeadug. Theway adug might look if it were human size and had human
features and the personality of a psycho. The eyeswere horrible: black and malevolent. It said—I can't
remember. Not the one . . . something like that. Then it went away, or | went away, I'm not sure. There
was anasty smdll, too. Decayed vegetation. Dryness. Dampness.”

"Which?" asked Will.

"All of them."

"Not the one," Ragginbone mused. " So perhaps. . . Fern wasthe one. But who—"
"Do you think it was more than just adream?' Gaynor said.

"What is adream? The mind can move in other worlds; so can the spirit. Who knows where we go,
when the body degps? Or when the body dies?’

"Fernwon' die, will she?' said Will brusquely, betraying a child's need for reassurance. It wasthe first
time Gaynor had been conscious that she was older.

"Weadl die" said Ragginbone, "eventudly. Still, she'syoung and strong. | must see her. Itisplain that she
has gone, but until we know whereit will beimpossibleto find her. | fear—" He stopped.

"What do you fear?' Will demanded.

"Many things. | havelived my lifeinfear; | am accustomed to it. Courageisadeusion of the young. Hold
onto yours."

After that, he refused to venture more than cryptic utterances, and they said good night, watching him
gride off into the gloom. "Where does he deegp?' asked Gaynor.

"Out," said Will. "Under the trees, under the stars, under therain. Maybe he doesn't deep at dl. I've
known him to spend days— weeks—sitting like a boulder on ahillsde. And | don't mean that asa
metaphor. Bugger him. Let'shave adrink.”

It was Monday before they got to see Fern. Gaynor rang the museum where she worked and extended
her holiday; Will seemed to be permanently on vacation. "That's the point of athess," hesaid. "You do
nothing for acouple of years or so and then dog like hell for the last three months. | drop in on the
college oncein awhile, read abook, paint. I've never redlly absorbed the work ethic.”

"I'd noticed," said Gaynor.

Abby had driven Aunt Edie back to London; Robin stayed on. Marcus declined to move to Dale
House—"Theré's no fax"— conducting hislife from hotel and nursing home by mobile and modem. On
Sunday night he drove over to have supper with them, showing himself properly appreciative of Mrs.
Wicklow's cooking. He was a stocky, well-built man, his thickening waistline counterbalanced by
breadth of shoulder, hisdress of the sort usudly labeled expensively casud (no tie and avicuna coat). He
had an aura of intense masculinity, the eyes of an intellectud, the mouth of a sensudist. He wore both his
costly coat and hisbald patch with anegligent air. Even Will admitted afterward that he was good



company. But he shouldn't be, thought Gaynor. The girl he was dueto marry islying in acomafrom
which she can't be roused and he till sounds clever, well-informed, wryly amusing. It occurred to her
that at no time during the dinner-table conversation had he revealed his deeper fedlings, using witticism or
generdization to fend off persona comment. After dl, he wasforty-six years old, aworldly-wise
sophisticate who would never wear his broken heart on hisdeeve. "But Fern'stwenty-eight,” shesaid to
Ragginbone, driving to the nursng home on Monday afternoon. " She deservesto be loved madly, even
on the surface. He should be weeping and wringing his hands—pacing the floor— abandoning himsdlf to
despair. He shouldn't be cool and calm and collected and entertaining a dinner.”

"Only the very young and the very old love madly," sghed Ragginbone. "Enjoy it while you can. In old
age love becomes embarrassing, often pathetic. The doter in his dotage. Don't be too hard on Marcus
Grelg. He'sreached the years of caution: heloves carefully, grieves privately, and refusesto put either
emotion on show. Y ou shouldn't condemn him for reticence.”

"Anyway, | thought you liked him," Will interpolated from the backsegt.
"l did," said Gaynor. "l do. | just fed he's picked the wrong time to make himsdlf likegble."

They had arranged to visit Fern at an hour when she would be alone: Robin was at home catching up on
deep, Marcuswas working in hishotd. She lay on her back in the high white bed, her head raised up on
the pillows, her aams at her sdes. Thefold of the sheet across her breast wasimmaculate, the plumpness
of the pillows undented save for the dight pressure of her skull. Electrodes attached to her chest
monitored her heart rate: they could see the thin green line on screen, broken here and there into the
hiccup of apulse bedat. "It'svery dow," said Ragginbone. Transparent plastic tubes pumped essentia
nutrientsinto her at one end and removed waste products from the other. A video camerakept a
mechanical eye on her. She looked shrunken, scarcely bigger than achild, and very fragile, adall-like
thing animated only by the machinesto which she waswired. Life was fed through her autometicaly, its
passage recorded, darms poised to go off at any significant change. But there would be no change. They
could seethat. Her face was white, and very till. Ragginbone lifted an eyelid: her eyeswere turned up so
hardly any iris showed. The three of them found chairs and seated themselves on either side of the bed.
Hersdf horribly distressed, Gaynor saw Will had shed his customary laid-back attitude: he was shaking
and seemed closeto tears. Tentatively shetook his hand.

"Isit my fault?" she said after awhile, guilt returning. "Wasthere. . . something more ... | should have
done?'

"No." Ragginbone emerged briskly from some faraway place to which his thoughts had strayed. "When
the Oldest One comes, thereis nothing to be done. Y ou showed great courage under difficult
circumstances, somewhere, Someone takes note. Or so | have cometo believe. Asit is, we have no time
for the indulgence of what-ifs and maybes. What mattersis how we act now."

"Whereisshe?' asked Will, his voice sharpened with bitterness or pain. "Sheisn't here” Hedid not
appear to notice how tightly his fingers gripped Gaynor's.

"Whereindeed?' said Ragginbone. " That isthe question. The tannasgeal drew her from her body, but it
seems clear—if Gaynor's recollection of eventsis accurate—that the owl intervened. But who would
send the owl? There are many evil creatures in the world, some less than human, some. . . more. Fernis
thefirst in along while to manifest the Gift so strongly. That might attract the attention of other Old
Spirits: the Hag, the Hunter, the Child. Even She Who Seeps. And there are too many among the Gifted
who have turned to the cult of Sdlf, to strange obsessions, ancient lusts. they, too, would be interested,
though few remain who have not passed the Gate. | have been trying to remember .. "



"Fern was dways afraid it would send her mad,” Will said. "Like Alison. Or Zohrane."

"They made their own madness,”" Ragginbone responded. " The Gift only gave them the power to exercise
it"

"Shel'snever used it," said Will. "Not since Atlantis.
"It would not take much to be noticed,” said Ragginbone. "'If someone was watching."

Will frowned suddenly. "I know she lost her temper with Bradachin, when hefirst cameto us. Hesad
you could see the power, like lightning stabbing from her hand. But he wouldn't—"

"Y ou cannot trust amalmorth. Remember Pegwillen.”

"He'sdifferent.” Will was decigve. "Stronger. He's talked to me more than once about the honor of the
old lairds—the Mc-Crackens of Glen Cracken. He saysthey can trace their kinship to Cuchulain of
Ulster. He seestheir honor ashis. | know he would never betray us.”

"Maybe." Ragginbone looked unconvinced. "I ... advertised . . . for him; when he arrived, | checked his
references. It isunusud for ahouse-goblin to change hisresidence, al but unthinkable for oneto travel so
far. The goblinkind are not like people: their behavior patterns do not ater. None of the werefolk are
subject to evolution.”

"He's spent alot of time in human company,” said Will. "He might have picked up afew bad habits.

"| believed him capable of loydty," Ragginbone conceded, "up to apoint. But such dementa spirits have
no mord fiber; their substance istoo dight for it. Treachery comes easily to them: alittle bribe, alittle
threat, and the thing is done. They care for humans aswe care for pets. One dead goldfish can dwaysbe
replaced by another.”

"Yourewrong," said Will doggedly. "Y ou're often wrong."

Ragginbone darted him a swift, sharp glance before returning to his contemplation of Fern. "It's possible.
It may have been .. . . bad luck. The spdllfire shows many things, if you know how to look. | have dways
guessed that was how Alimond first traced the key to Dale House, al those years ago. But thefireis
wayward, like dl magics, what you seeis not dways yoursto choose. Still, the searching eye will dways
find what it seeks, intheend.”

"If someone other than the Oldest Spirit found out about Fern and wantsto use her," Will said rather
desperately, "you must haveanideawho it is"

There was a silence while Ragginbone's face seemed to fold in on itsdlf, the furrows drawing together,
closing over hisfeatures, until eyes and mouth were mere dits of concentration in anest of woven lines.
Gaynor imagined him reaching far and deep into the wdlls of memory, sorting through the jumbled
experience of centuries, through moments of hope and joy and pain and sorrow, looking for the lost
connection, the forgotten image. She wondered how it must fed to live through so many lifetimes, to store
so much, to know so much, until the great weight of that knowledge sank without trace into the depths of
the soul. When Ragginbone's eyes reopened their expression was bleak. "Asyou remarked,” hesaid, "l
am often wrong." He would not venture any more on the subject, though Will pressed him. "At least her
body issafe" he pointed out. "I feared, at first, that he might have entered her, taken possession of her.
She had called him, on territory with which hewas familiar; the alcohol had numbed her brain; she had
laid hersalf wide open to him. He would have made her an ambulant, hisinstrument, her spirit lost or
trapped in some corner of her mind, aware but powerless. That would have given him both vengeance



and control. Fortunately, her Gift—or some other factor—protected her. Even her emptinessis barred to
him."

"Fern would never let herself be possessed,” said Will. "With or without the Gift, she's as strong as stedl.”

The sudden movement caught them dl off guard. Discusson and argument were both forgotten; dl their
attention was focused on the patient. The motion had been very dight, abarely perceptible twitch of the
right arm, perhaps nothing more than amuscular reflex. But in Fern'sinert condition even so tiny an
indication of life was somehow shocking, as unnerving as agesture from acorpse. "Look!" Will cried.
"Her heart rate's up.” On the monitor, the blips became more frequent. Will bent over her, caling her
name, but her face remained blank and empty. It was Raggin-bone, on her right, who first saw the cut.
Her arm gtiffened, shuddering, though the rest of her body stayed utterly limp. A thin line of red appeared
on the underside, between elbow and wrigt, fine and shallow as apaper cut. It was asif someone was
drawing an invisble knife across her flesh. Ragginbone pinched the wound shut, demanding gauze,
bandages, Elastoplast. "She musin't bleed!" he said, histone so fierce that neither Will nor Gaynor
questioned him. "Cdl anurse!"

The next hdf hour was an orded. Staff agreed that the injury wastrivid; it wasits origin that puzzled
them. Initidly Ragginbone was regarded with deep suspicion, an officious ward nurse muttering:
"Munchausen syndrome by proxy,” but the videotape bore out the story related by al three witnesses.
Robin arrived opportundy, and was taken aside by a senior doctor and asked if Fern had any history of
what he described as "unusud psychosomatic phenomena.” Robin admitted reluctantly that some twelve
years earlier there had been an incident that had been |abeled at the time " pogt-traumatic amnesia," but
athough he detailed everything he knew about it, and the doctor agreed there must be some connection,
they were no further on. "The video camerais avery inadequate guardian,” Ragginbone said to Will.
"One of usshould bewith her at dl times. | fear sheisin great danger. Persuade your father." But Robin
needed little persuasion. The weekend had turned from romance into tragedy and overnight his habitua
expression of dight anxiety had evolved into one of chronic stress. No amount of care was excessive for
hislittle Fernanda. Thefact that Fern, dthough built on the smal sde, had never been petted and
protected as her father implied, somehow made her present plight yet more pathetic and difficult to
endure. She had bossed, bullied, and manipulated Robin from the time of her mother's deeth, delegating
only afew such dutiesto Abby over the years, and he could hardly bear to see her lying there, so degthly
gtill, neither dead nor dive. Her motionlessfigure appeared somehow broken, defensealess, drained of all
that was Fern.

"You must let ustake turns on watch,” Will said to him. "This could go on for sometime, and you're worn
out aready. Aslong asthere's one of ushere... It would be awful if she were to wake and find only the
nurses and arack of machines.”

"Awful," Robin echoed automatically. The fact that she might never wake eclipsed such minor horrors.

Convincing him to accept Ragginbone was harder. However, by dint of dramatizing the latter's prompt
action when the cut gppeared, and hinting at a superior knowledge of medical arcana (Robin had dways
suspected the old man, whom he knew as Mr. Watchman, of being ascientist or professor falen on hard
times), Will won his point. Before Robin quite understood how, it had been agreed that Ragginbone
would relieve him at eleven o'clock. They left him as another doctor arrived, joining what was rapidly
becoming a symposium around Fern's bed. "They think she's an 'interesting case,™ Will muttered angrily.
"Not just an ordinary coma. 'Many unusua festures—I heard one of them say it. Asif he was an estate
agent sdlling an awkward house."

"Stop it," said Gaynor. "They'll look after her. That'swhat matters.”



"Precisaly,” Ragginbone affirmed. "Her body, at least, isin good hands. Asfor her spirit: that'sfor usto
locate. If we can.”

"Where do we gart?' asked Will.

"Nowhere," said Ragginbone. "Y ou can only look for aspirit in aspiritua dimension. Fed for her with
your intuition, seek her in your dreams. Nowhere isthe only place to begin. Remember, thereisalittle of
the Gift in most of us. Gaynor has aready shown hersdf sengitive to both influence and atmosphere. As
for you, Will, you are Fern's brother in blood: you share the same heritage, kindred genes. Y our spirit
can cal to herswherever sheis.”

"What about you?' said Will. "What will you do?'
"Think," said Ragginbone,

The Watcher shared their supper and then left to return to the clinic, declining alift. "1 can get about,” he
sad, "asfast asl need to." Lougarry went with him, though she knew the clinic permitted no animason
the premises.

"Hemay hitch aride" said Will. "Or he might walk it. He can walk very quickly when he wantsto. Much
quicker than me." He and Gaynor ran through the events of the past few daysfor the fourth or fifth time,
winding up with arecap of the incident that afternoon, coming to no new conclusions, seeing nothing at
the end of the tunnel but more tunnd. Will had opened a bottle of wine and they finished it dowly,
unwilling to go to bed, though they were both tired and there wasllittle to be gained by staying up and
recycling their problems. Eventualy Will poured adram of whiskey for Bradachin and the two of them
went upstairs.

"Maybewe will dream of Fern," said Gaynor, "if we concentrate.”

"You might," said Will. "I never dream of anything. I'm awaystoo busy being adeep.” He did not want
her to see how frightened he was by his sister's condition, or how much his own helplessness galled him.
When he and Fern had first met Ragginbone and become involved in the search for the key, he had been
twelve years old, too much achild still to prevent his sster taking the lead and assuming responsibility.
Now that he was an adult he felt he should be sharing her danger, not watching it; acting, not dreaming.
He knew it was she who had the Gift—he knew at least a part of his attitude might be frustrated
machismo—but he was not one to probe his motives or prove his New Manhood by waiting on the
sddlines. He had sensed the proximity of the shadow world and its denizensfor too long now to regard it
with achild'sformless dread; hisfear, too, was an adult thing, intelligent, knowing. Knowing too much
for comfort, too little for action. In bed he lay deepless, listening for the owl's hoot, hearing only wind
murmurs, and the soft creskings of an old house twitching in its Sumber. A bird caled, but it was not an
owl. Oblivion crept up on him unawares.

He dreamed. It was anightmare from infancy, when he had first heard about dinosaurs, and their
hugeness, their monstrous teeth, their tiny glittering eyes had dominated histerrors. The dightest bumpin
the night would be trandated, in his dreams, into the distant tread of thunderous feet. When he saw the
skeletonsin the Naturd History Museum, taking them out of the domain of imagination and into redlity
and science, they became just big lizards, manageable and not so avesome, and his nightmares had
ceased. But now the horror returned.

The gigantic head was resting on the ground beside him, so close he could have reached out and touched
it. Hesaw it in extraordinary detall: the elongated jaw with reptilian fangs extruding beyond thelip, the
gaping trumpet of the nodiril, the eye, not tiny now but a huge bulbous sphere, lidded with horn, lashed
with spines; its murky colors, dl red, swirling like gasoline on water, its ditted pupil a crevasse opening



onto the abyss. The body waslay ered thickly with scalesthat shone with adull metdlic luster; the
armored brow was jagged and spiked and notched; aridge of triangular bone plates extended down the
pine, vanishing into the darkness. Nearby he could see the outline of aforeleg, the crooked elbow higher
than the creature's back, and an outstretched claw the length of an eephant'stusk, gleaming in the
haf-light. It couldn't be atyrannosaur, he thought, with the small part of hisbrain not parayzed with
terror. The teeth were wrong, the foreclaw too big. It must be some species of crocodile, an antique
behemoth from the vast swamps of prehistory. He could seelittle in the gloaming, but they seemed to be
hemmed in between low cliffs, perhapsleading to acave mouth. The sky above was evening-blue, il
sparsely starred; the bloodstained traces of sunset lingered somewhere on the edge of hisvison. When
he dared to turn his head, he saw the cliffs opening out before them to show abroad valley, dimly
patterned with fields, and very far away what looked like city wallsand atall spirelike ablack needle
againgt the dying glow in thewest. It took a dreadful effort to turn back. He knew now the monster
beside him wasn't adinosaur. He saw the smoketrail rising from its nogtril, thin and somehow aily, like
the fume from some dow-burning pollutant. The nostril itsalf was as blackened as an ancient chimney, but
somewhere deep in its cavern he glimpsed atiny red smolder, an ember that would not go out. He had
redized by then that it could not see him—he was trgpped in afantasy of his deegping mind or someone
esgsmemory of the distant past—yet he felt horribly visible, flattened againgt the cliff face, cowering
from the basilisk gaze of that enormous eye.

The clatter of iron-shod hooves on stone, the shout of challenge, theirregular tramp of following
feet—these sounds cameto him asif from along way away, though in redlity they were close a hand. He
saw thewarrior in his strange armor, made of some dark, unreflecting metd, triple-plated like rhinoceros
hide, scratched and pitted from a hundred fights. The visor was lifted and what little Will could distinguish
of the face between the cheek guards was smilarly battered, no youthful hero but a man callused with
years, pockmarked with battles. His eyes were mere chinks of brilliance between leathern folds of skin.
Hewore abroadsword and carried aheavy shield, so scarred the original blazon could no longer be
guessed, and alightweight throwing spear. The men behind him were amotley collection, mounted and
on foot, armed with assorted weapons. Y eomen and bowmen, villeins and villains, they stood in ahalf
circle at arange chosen by some intuitive accord, close enough to threaten, far enough for flight. For al
the divergity of faces every expression was the same: part fearful, part brave, desperately stubborn, yet
with an underlying dement that Will could not immediatdly identify. The monster will fry them, he thought,
forgetting his own dread, and only their arrowswill reach it—if they can shoot fast enough. They must
hope it will concentrate on the warrior. And then he understood the significance of that careful space.
Thiswas no safety margin: it was the arena of battle, the killing ground. The men, despite their courage
and their doggedness, were not an army but an audience, and the undercurrent that united their
expressons, drawing them to that place, holding them within the periphery of danger, was curiosity.

Dream or vigtation, Will would remember what followed dl hislife. The scraping noise of great wings
unfolding, catching the breeze like spinnakers—the rattlesnake speed of the uncoiling neck—the hiss of
indrawn air asthe jaws opened. Thewarrior dropped to a crouch in thelee of hisshield and cast his
spear. At the same instant, the dragon flamed. There were screams, terrible but brief. The cliffs glowed
red. Will knew he was burning, he sensed the heat searing through him, yet he felt no pain. When the
blast struck he saw rock melt and bubble; plant life within aten-yard radius was incinerated, blown away
inacloud of ash flakes. He did not know what became of the warrior, though he thought he caught a
glimpse of him, through avell of fire, till down on one knee, protected by some power in hisshield. But
what he saw most clearly was the spear. It must have been thrown with incredible force, or perhapsit
had an impetus of its own, for it sped on againg the jet-powered blast of the dragon's breath. The shaft
kindled and became a streak of white flame, but the sharpened head appeared untouched, even
unwarmed. Will saw it with perfect definition, ablack splinter against the streaming fires. He sensed that it
was neither rock nor metal, but made of some other, more potent substance. The air was plit in its path,



the flames parted. Straight down the dragon'sthroat it flew; the monster hiccuped asif swalowing apill,
and it was gone.

For perhaps a minute nothing happened. Then the dragon inhded, sucking both heat and flame from the
atmosphere so swiftly that Will shivered in the sudden cold. And now the fire wasinsdeits body,
coursing through its veinslike liquid lightning. Every scale glowed red-hot, every horn, spike, spinewas
limned with aflickering radiance. The dragon was tranducent with fire: its back-flung head arched and
strained at its neck; itswings lashed; its eyes were globes of blood. Through the curve of its breast Will
saw the burning cod of its heart, dark asaruby, pulsing like an enormous drum. Then a column of flame
shot from the gaping vent of itsjaws, blazing sarward. Endlessly high it soared, until thelast of the fires
were expelled, and the dragon sank back into darkness. The pillar hung in the sky for awhilelikea
contrail, then gradudly it wavered, breaking into separate tongues of flame that floated away, coiling and
dancing like snakes, fading to aglimmer that was swallowed up at last in an infinity of blue.

The dream, too, was fading, itsintensve redlity blurring into amere nocturna fantasy. The dragon's dead,
Will told himsdlf, snatching at the thought even asit dipped away from him, and hisrdief was mingled
with regret, because in its rage and destruction there had been aterrible splendor that might never come
again. But asthe dream receded he seemed to see the mythical reptile arise once more, dark against the
myriad stars, itsfires spent or hidden, and it appeared to grow, and grow, until its head was silhouetted
againgt the moon, and the span of its wings eclipsed whole gaaxies. But theimage was no longer clear
and immediate, only an ethered impression, which dimmed into the shadows of deep. In the morning the
dream remained with him, vivid as experience, but that last fleeting chimeraendured only asan
afterthought, a cobweb clinging to the borders of memory.

"Did you dream?" Will asked Gaynor at breskfast.
"l think s0," shesaid. "But it'sal mixed up. | can't remember anything properly. What about you?"
"Yes" hesad, after apause, but he didn't ducidate.

Mrs. Wicklow, busying hersdlf about the kitchen, added her bit. "It's no wonder you're dreaming,” she
said, "the way things have been here. Happen troubles aways upset your deeping, oneway or t'other. |
had astrange dream mysdif, only last night.”

"What wasit?' Will enquired.

"Fern was getting married, wearing the dress upstairs. Lovely, shelooked, quite lovely. But when | saw
the groom, it wasn't Marcus Greig. It was that man from the gallery, the one who disappeared adl them
years ago. Javier Holt, that was the name. What do you make of that?"

"I dont likeit,"” Will said frankly. "I dont likeit e all."

Trishawas still on compassionate leave and Mrs. Wicklow appeared to find a panaceain housawork,
attacking the mogt furtive corners with the vacuum cleaner, poking along-handled feather duster into
crevices hitherto unexplored. Will and Gaynor retreated to his studio—off limits to the housekeeper
except for supervised hoovering—to discuss his dream. He began to sketch the dragon—not afary-tae
depiction of an elegant reptilian form but a close-up of the head: the crocodile grin studded with uneven
teeth, the rough-hewn scales laminated like oyster shells, the humps and jags of bonethat crested its
brow. But when it cameto the eye, he could manage only the outline. "It must have been terrifying,” said
Gaynor, peering over his shoulder.

"Yes." Will grimaced a the memory. "Magnificent—and terrifying. Afterward, you tend to forget the feer.
Of coursg, if 1'd really been there I'd have been fried to acrisp. But | don't seewhat it hasto do with



Fern. Unless. . ."
"Maybe Ragginbone will know," Gaynor said, missing thet last uncertain word.

""Ragginbone knows some of the answers some of thetime," said Will. "Don't let hisair of venerable
wisdom fool you. HE'd be the first to admit that what he expounds are theories, not facts. We have the
clue it'sfor usto work out what it means.”

"It reminds me of something,” Gaynor said abruptly. " Something I've seen recently . . . only | can't
remember where." She clutched her head in sudden frustration, tugging at her hair. "l think ... it wasan
incunabulum. | can see Gothic lettering ... illuminated capitals. It must have been at work—no, that's not
right..."

"Don't forceit," said Will. "Itll come."

He retreated into his own thoughts and Gaynor tried not to strain after that €lusive recollection il
nagging at thefringes of her mind. It will come, shetold hersdf, echoing hiswords. Stop thinking abot it,
anditwill come.

They had arranged to be at the clinic at three o'clock, taking over from Marcus, but thefirst person they
saw when they got there was Ragginbone, waiting on awooden bench in the garden with Lougarry at his
feet. Therewas alawn to the left of the driveway overlooked by aterrace where patients on the way to
recovery could Sit in sun or shade. The bench wasin the midst of the lawn, under atree with hanging
branches; not awillow, Gaynor thought, maybe aweeping ash. The leaves were just beginning to open:
their color wasthat fresh light green that is the essence of spring. They sat there in aleaf-curtained grotto,
talking about Will's dream.

"That cut on Fern'sarm,” Will said, "that was something done to her spiritua body—her absent self—that
affected her physica body. Isthat right?”

Ragginbone nodded. Gaynor said: "What doesthat have to do with—" but the Watcher silenced her with
aperemptory gesture.

"S0," Will pursued dowly, "it ought to work the other way. If we could somehow strengthen her physical
body, it should increase the power of her spirit—wherever thet is."

"How do you propose to strengthen her?' Gaynor said crossly, annoyed because she did not
undergtand, and angry at her own petty annoyance. "Vitamins?'

Will ignored her. "The spearhead,” he said. "'I'm sure—I think—that it was a fragment of the Lodestone.
Youtold us—" he was addressing Ragginbone "—that when it was broken the Ruling Families of Atlantis
kept the pieces. If that warrior was a descendant of the exiles, he might have owned one. And against the
dragon, it could have represented his only chance. | know thisisal it'sand maybes, but . . . Fern's Gift
was reinforced by contact with the matrix. If we could find that spearhead, lay it in her hand, perhapsit
would give her the power to return to herself.”

"It'sanidesa," said Ragginbone. "Thefirst we've had. Asto whether it would work—I do not know. But
any planisbetter than no plan. | will tell you thismuch. Thereisagtory of Pharai-zon, one of the greatest
of dragons, that says that at one time he was wounded by an arrow or spear whose head was made from
ahaly relic. It may betrue; it may smply be that the Christians got hold of agood legend and adapted it.
Anyway, the holy object en tered into his body and endowed him with a strength immeasurable, so that
he was called the Curse of God, and if he had been evil before, now he was mad with a sacred madness,
and no onewould challenge him. In the end, according to some sources, he perished in hisown fires; but



the holy thing, whatever it was, was never recovered. Some said it was ajewel, some said afingerbone
of Chrigt or one of the saints. those early Christian martyrs scattered their boneswiddly. It hadn't
occurred to me to connect the legend with the Lodestone, but it might fit. Three of the splinterswere
rumored to have been saved from the downfal of Atlantis. However, littleis known of what became of
them, only myths, and stories without endings. How will you begin your seerch?'

"I don't know," Will admitted. "Gaynor thinks she remembers reading something about thisin an old
book, but she can't recal where."

"l wish you luck," said Ragginbone, "if thereisany. Do nothing rash. Watch over Fern. | must go south
for awhile—"

"| thought you were going to help?' Will interjected.

"That'swhy I'm leaving," Ragginbone replied. "Like Gaynor, | am chasing something on the verge of
memory, something from very long ago. That chase takes me e sewhere. | will keep your ideasin mind,
and find out what | can, and return when | can.”

"But what about Fern?' said Will.
"Thisis about Fern. | repest, take care of her. Be cautious. Lougarry will stay with you."

Will bombarded him with further questions and pleasto remain, or at least explain, but he would not be
persuaded. He strode off toward the main road and they entered the clinic viathe front door, while
Lougarry sat patiently outside.

In Fern'sroom, Marcus Greig got to hisfeet. Will's mind was elsawhere and it took several moments
before he redlized that Marcus had launched into what was clearly a prepared speech.

He sounded embarrassed, upset, uncomfortably determined. "1 can't sand it,” he was saying, "just Sitting
here, staring at her, day after day, unable to do anything."

"It's been only four days," Will murmured; but Marcus continued regardless,

"Theinactionisdriving meinsane," he said. "One minute we're getting married, and then—this. | can't
cope. | know | don't show it, but deep down I'm a senditive person, and it's starting to get to me. I'm
going back to London. | need distraction—I need work—I need something to passthe time. Otherwise
I'm just going to sink into the most awful condition of gpathy and gloom, and | won't be the dightest use
to anyone, least of dl Fern. I'll phone every clay. | want to know if she so much astwitchesan
eydashr—"

"1f?" sad Will.

"When. Dear God, | mean when." He doesn't even blush, thought Gaynor. "L ook, if therésanything |
can do, just say theword. Call, and I'll come whizzing up the motorway. But theré's no point in my
hanging around here ad infinitum, like some poor mug waiting for abus that's been canceled.”

"No," Will said very coally. "No point.”

"I knew you'd understand. Tell your father, won't you? It was a bloody difficult decision, but it had to be
made. Life must go on, cliche though it may be. Y ou can't hold the pause button down indefinitdy.” He
shook hands with Will, kissed Gaynor, took one last, long look at Fern. Then he was gone. A sense of
bustle went with him, leaving the room as <till and quiet as a sepulchre.



"It'sjust usnow," said Will, temporarily discounting hisfather's contribution.
They fdt very done.
VIII

In aside street somewhere in the heart of London stood a shop that was never open. So narrow was the
street that it would have been more accurately classified as an alley: there was no passage for acar, and
the upper stories overhung the lower, condricting the available air space until only ablue vein of sky
could be seen zigzagging between the rooftops. It was called the Place, Selena Place; the buildingsthere,
though shabby, bore traces of architectural pedigree; one or two had been partially renovated. Insde, the
houses were honeycombed with precipitous staircases and haphazard rooms. There was aclub on some
of the higher floors where people drank and talked about literature and a club in abasement that required
references and a password to gain admittance. A video store specidized in pornography from the silent
era, asecondhand booksdller in vintage Boys Own annudss, akaosher snack bar in sat beef sandwiches.
The shop that never opened was tucked away between the bookseller and a dilapidated building
formerly asquat, now too dangerous for human habitation, that served no purpose at adl. Therewasa
narrow window dingy with dirt that was not so much ingrained as artfully blended with the glass,
permitting minima visibility. It wasframed by a species of canopy that resembled a Victorian bonnet, the
kind that hid the wearer's face from view. Beyond the window, the perceptive might distinguish an
occasiond table, acouple of items of bric-a-brac, and in the background a curtain of dull brocade,
discolored with mildew that seemed to mingle with the pattern and become part of it. Therewasasoa
case of stuffed birdsin various stages of molt that appeared and disappeared on aweekly basis, though it
was never removed. No one knew what the shop actualy sold. The door was inset with more bleared
glass, showing only aglimpse of the barred grille within. If anotice materiaized declaring the
establishment open, invisible handswould turn it over on the gpproach of a customer, and no amount of
knocking and calling would dicit any response. Nobody ever went in, nobody ever came out, though
there was acat in the area, amoth-eaten ginger torn with half an ear missing and an array of bading
battle scars, whose ownership was attributed to the unseen occupant. But in the vast, seething hotpot of
London, astew that contains every ingredient in the world and is flavored with every spice, the odd
morsd of gristle can go unremarked. The neighbors in Sdena Place were mildly intrigued but never
inquisitive: none of them could remember atime when the shop had not been there, and itsfurtive attitude
to opening hours was part of thelocal scenery, something to be both respected and ignored. In Soho, a
king in exile and abeggar on the make can live side by sde, and no one will ask awkward questions.

It was early on a Thursday afternoon when a man came to the shop and tapped lightly on the door. What
made this knock different from dl other knocks it would have been impossible to say, but after a pause
lasting several minutes the door opened a chink—just achink—as far as might be allowed if therewerea
safety chain ingde. Neither face nor voice featured in the gap, though the visitor certainly spoke, perhaps
in response to a question. There were plenty of people about at that hour—a bearded young man in the
bookstore, a skinhead with an earring in the video shop, a queue for the salt beef sandwiches—yet they
paid no attention. The door closed again; achain rattled. When it reopened, a hand emerged from the
inner darkness, snatching the newcomer and pulling him through the gap. Thistime, when the door shut, it
was with the findity of alast curtain cal, though nobody had been watching the show. The ginger cat,
aerted by these unusua proceedings, plunged into the derelict building next door, no doubt seeking his
own means of ingress. The shop front resumed its customary air of shabby inscrutability. Something all
but revolutionary had occurred, amgjor upheava in along history of inertia, yet the incident passed
strangely unremarked, potentia witnesses were looking the other way, the bustle of the ancient
metropolis absorbed it without even aripple. Sdena Place went about its business undisturbed.

Insde, the vigitor was led through adim room hazardous with looming furniture, along an unlit corridor,



down atwisting stair. At the bottom, another door swung back with an eloquent creak that sounded
disturbingly like avoice, and the guest followed his hitherto unseen hogt into abasement room. The only
daylight was admitted through adit window set high in thewall at the far end; the remaining illumination
came from sallow dectric bulbs under shabby fringed lampshades, but the fringes seemed to have grown,
like lianas, some of them trailing on the chair back or table beneath. Old candles crouched on available
promontories, shapeless humps of wax in chipped saucers, haf-melted and apparently forgotten. The
wallswere lined with books that looked more dated than antique, thrillerslong out of vogue, melodramas
and morality tales by unmemorable Victorian scribes. In the few spacesin between there were random
glimpses of brick and plaster and a collection of yellowing prints a once lewd and faintly horrible: a
crinolined woman coyly lifting her skirt to show a cloven hoof, another exposing a breast where aclawed
imp sucked greedily, arearview nude admiring in ahand mirror the countenance of amalignant spe. A
huddle of chairsfilled one end of the room; at the other stood alarge table littered with equipment of an
alchemica appearance, including a Bunsen burner and severd retorts of assorted shapes and sizes, dl
cloudy with the dust of neglect. Furtive cupboards lurked in corners; the visitor dmost tripped over a
cakestand stacked with ornaments. He saw a blue chinarabbit, an art deco nymph, agreen glass ball
twined with awisp of fishing net, atoad carved in jade with agold leaf crown and eyes set with crystd.

"I'm afraid,” said his hogt, "the place has grown a bit—cluttered. Over the years." He had a curious habit
of punctuating his phrases with odd pauses, audible full stops, asif hewere out of practice with
conversation and had lost the knack of making his sentences flow. "1 keep things, you know. Things that
interest me, or amuse me, or ... remind me. That blue rabbit, now. | used to see blue rabbits, at onetime.
| bedieve it wasthe absinthe. Or the laudanum. | don't indulge now, of course.”

He sat down in one of the chairs after first checking it was unoccupied, perhaps by more blue rabhbits; his
guest followed suit. The ginger cat negotiated the narrow window, which was dightly open, pouring itself
through the gap like ail, depositing its scabious orange form in its owner'slap. Choppy fingers began
groking automeaticdly.

The resident of Selena Place bore an extraordinary resemblance to a spider, one of the spindle-legged
kind with asmadll fat body and ashambling, wavering gait. His head was sunken into rounded shoulders;
his concave chest swelled out below therib cage into the sudden mound of his paunch. Carpet-fluff hair
clung erraticaly to hisscalp or fanned out asif animated by invisible static. He had the bleached
complexion of someonewho rarely seesthe sun and eyes like does, matte black, both iris and pupil, and
as expressive as plastic buttons. His clothes appeared so much apart of him it wasimpossible not to
suspect he never took them off. A buff-colored waistcoat wrinkled over his stomach; above it hewore
severd layersof cardigan trailing frayed woollen threads, al evidently in varying stages of gentle
disintegration. Presumably he put afresh garment on top even as the nethermost one rotted away. His
trousers were both too |oose and too tight, baggy around the seat yet clinging avkwardly to knob knee
and shrunken caf. They stopped well short of his ankles, reveding socks that sagged in laminated folds
above dippers corroded with constant shuffling. He gppeared quintessentialy an indoor person: ahouse
spider spinning web after web in the same inglenook, a cave dweller who would live and die out of range
of the daylight. The other man, in contrast, wore the countryside like a pating, hisface rugged as bark, his
hooded coat, after arecent shower, having both the color and texture of rain-soaked earth. In that musty
atmosphere he steamed faintly, exuding a ditillation of pastoral odors.

"It has been along, long time, Moonspittle," he remarked, "but you haven't changed. Literdly, | fear. Do
you il tradein—"

"Not trade." The man called Moonspittle responded before the question had been completed. Hisred
name, or one of them, was Mondspitzl, but it had lost something in trandation. "I helped people. For a
fee. An acknowledgment of my skill. Not ordinary people, of course. Princes, statesmen, lovers. They



came by night; they knew how to knock. They wanted potions and philters, dreams and visions. They
don't come now. Maybe there are other dream sdllers out there. Less careful, less. . . particular. |
haven't changed, but the world changes. Y ou would know. Y ou were always . . . striding to keep up.”
He added, inconsequentidly: "I'm glad you didn't bring the ... er ... dog. Mogwit never took to her."

Ragginbone eyed the tattered sack of feine temperament unenthusiasticaly. "'l beieveit's mutud.”

"Time doesn't redly matter here" Moonspittle continued, backtracking. "1 blend in, you see. Anyone and
everyoneblendsin. That'swhat | like about the city. It'slike agiant forest—lifeis evolving even now, in
theleaf mold, in the underbrush—growing, soreading, dying out. And | just stay here, deep in my hollow
treg, ticking over. Like abeetle. The branches above could be full of owls, but | don't notice. | stay inthe
dark. In the warm.”

"Owls?' Ragginbone queried with afrown. "What made you think of owls?"
"Owlsand trees. Treesand owls. They go together.”
"I've dways associated owlswith barns. Or belfries.”

"Y ou'velearned too much," said Moongpittle. "In the old stories, before there were barns or belfries,
owlslivedintrees”

Ragginbone's frown persisted, as though he had plunged into a sudden quagmire of thought.

"Was there something you wanted?' Moonspittle enquired eventudly. "Thisis not—surdy—asocid call.
No one ever cdlson me. Socialy.”

"I want your help." Ragginbone returned to the present, subjecting the other to aswift scrutiny. "I need to
draw thecircle. You have the Gift, after afashion. Mineis gone. Together—"

"Y ou want to use me." Moonspittles thin, rather high voice dropped to amurky whisper. "My
power—your will—isthat the idea?"

"Put it how you like," said Ragginbone. "'l wouldn't ask if it wasn't important.”

"Ah, but how important? What will you give me, Caracandd, for my Gift? A black diamond—ablue
rose—alock of angd'shair?'

"I brought you this," said Ragginbone. From an inner pocket he extracted atrangparent plastic globe
containing atiny modd of St. Paul'sin winter. He shook it, and it filled with snow, ablizzard in miniature.

Moonspittle's face shone with achildlike greed. "My city!" he said. "My city in a bubble—a snowstorm
city to hold in my hand. That isenchantment. Eveninthecrystd ball itisnot so clear. Thisisaprecious
thing. Giveit me"

"After," said Ragginbone, putting it away in thefolds of hiscoat. "First, we will draw thecircle.”

They cleared aspace in the center of the room, pushing furniture aside, rolling back aragged strip of
carpet. The outline was dready there, a shadow-marking on the floorboards. M oonspittle took ajar
from one of the cupboards and dribbled a grayish-white powder around the perimeter, muttering to
himsdlf in a sotto voce mumble that might have been incantation or merdy complaint. Therewasno
solemnity, no stately ritua . Ragginbone covered the window, lit the candles, switched off thelights.
Mogwit jJumped on achair to watch: in the artificid dark he became afurry shadow whose eyes glowed
baefully. And gradually the gloom intensified and the room seemed to dter, expanding, mutating. There



was no visble movement, yet chairs and tables appeared to lean away from the circle, crowding toward
the wall. Some shapes swelled, others shrank. The celling arched far above, the bookshelves became a
ladder into infinity. Moonspittle spoke the word, and the circle burned with an unsteady glimmer, hissing
like green wood on afire. Then Ragginbone laid ahand on the back of Moonspittle's neck and he
dropped to his kneesin sudden weakness, folding up as though stricken, the spider swatted. "Elivayzar,”
Ragginbone said softly. "Elivayzar.”

"Y ou take—too much," gasped Moonspittle. "Y ou would sted my very soul ..."

"Not stedl, borrow. And only your power. Isit agreed?" Elivayzar struggled to rise, subsiding into achair
that Raggin-bone thrust beneath him. Then the hand closed on his nape again. If he acquiesced, it went
unheard. He began to speak in a strange language, full of knife-edged consonants, pulsing vowels,
crackling Rsand sibilant Ss. A language of deep notes and clarion commands that made the sae air
vibrate with atuneless music. The language of the logt, the forgotten, the forbidden. Atlantean. But there
was more fear than authority in hisvoice; his accent wavered; the words ran together, losing their native
clarity. Within the circle avaporous substance formed that thickened and thinned according to the rhythm
of theincantation, condensing into half shapes, spectral impressions of torso and limb that dissolved even
asthey began to solidify. The glimmer of aface dwindled into the parald bars of cheekbone and
browbone, with ydlow eyesfading in between, and then the smoke strands blurred and divided,
becoming the flickering haunches of some goatish intermediary, before lengthening into hair, spreading
into hands, sharpening into claws. "Concentrate!" exhorted Ragginbone, while his grip tightened on the
helpless Moonspittle, gnarled fingers probing the bowed shoulderslike burrowing roots. Ragginbone's
lips moved on the words even as Elivayzar spoke them aoud, and the uncertain voice seemed to be
charged with a conviction and aforce from elsewhere. At the heart of the circle ahumanoid form grew
and condensed, becoming fixed in being. It was an old, old woman, so ancient she might have been all
but fossilized, withered into stone. She was as ugly asagargoyle, as shrunken asathornbushina
drought. Bristles of coarse hair stood out on one side of her scalp; on the other the scabby craters of
vanished sores encroached on her face. A singlefang jutted from her arid mouth, stabbing the brown
verge of her lower lip. Her eyebals were encased in wrin kled pouches of skin that permitted only a
diver of vison between twitching lids. The sound that came from her voca cords was a croak whose
softer cadences had long gone.

"What do you want of me?' she said.
"Hexate," Moongpittle began, but the crone mumbled on.

"I was degping—I deep alot now. Why did you disturb me? | am no longer young; | need my deep. |
will wake at the full of the moon.”

"Ask her," said Ragginbone, "if she hasthegirl."
"What girl 7",
"A her."

But Hexate only licked her lipswith atongue like cracked leather. "A girl? What kind of agirl? Givemea
girl, let her be plump and toothsome. | will roast her over adow fire and suck the youth from her sweet
flesh—"

Ragginbone made an impatient gesture, and the hag was gone, diminishing into her own ramblingslikea
leaf whirled awvay on amuttering wind. Othersfollowed her into the circle: an antlered man dressed only
in adoeskin; achild with the face of acdestid choirboy and the eyes of asatyr; ablind woman, velled in
red, holding asmall bright spherelittle bigger than amarble, marked with staring circleslike the patterns



on asardonyx.

"Weare seeking agirl,” said Moongpittle. "One of Progpero's Children. New to her Gift. Her spirit
wanders. Can you see her?'

The seeresslifted her vell. Beneath, the bones of her skull shone white through digphanous skin. Her eye
sockets were empty. She lifted the sphere and inserted it into the right-hand cavity whereit glowed into
life, roving to and fro, the lone ray of its gaze reaching out into agreat distance, though it did not appear
to pass the boundary of thecircle.

"What do you see, Bethesne?' Moonspittle said.

"| seethe Present.” Her voice sounded hollow and full of echoes. " Sheis not there. She has gone beyond
my Sight."

"Isshein the Past?' Ragginbone prompted. Elivayzar repeated the question.

"The Past isabusy place," said the sbyl. "We have al been there, including the one you seek. But sheis
not there now."

"Dragons,” said Ragginbone, thinking of Will's dream, groping for further questions, for ahint, aclue, a
spoor to follow. "Can she see dragons ?'

The seeresswas silent awhile; the questing ray focused on some far-off vision. "The last dragon hatches.
Oneisthereto charm him, aman with aburnt face that isthe stigmaof hiskindred. A burnt face that will
not burn, legacy of that ancestor who was tempered in dragonfire. The burnt man lifts hishand. The
descendant of Fafnir, the spawn of Pharaizon dances at hisword."

"Theline of the dragon charmersisextinct,” said Ragginbone. "Ruvindra Lall died long ago. Ak her—"

But the seeress continued. "One made a bargain with hewho is not named. RuvindraLa'i dept the deep
of deep winter, until the fetus stirred in its egg. He sold his soul to tame the lastborn of dragonkind.”

"Why would the Unnamed have struck such abargain?' said Moonspittle.

"For the dragon. In sdlling himsdlf, Lai'i has sold his Gift and his creature. He has bound the firedrake to
the service of the Oldest Spirit. It isaweapon long sought.”

"A clumsy wegpon for thetimes," said Moonspittle. "Unpredictable—overheated—excessve. What use
isadragon nowadays? Thisis—" he hazarded a guess "—the eighteenth century."”

"The twentieth," 9ghed Ragginbone. "Thewhed hasturned full circle. Dragon or firebomb: who will
know the difference? Besides, the Oldest isnot only of our time but of al Time, and in the domination of
adragon thereisa prestige and glory unique to history. He would never resist flaunting such asymbol of
his might in the face of the otherworld. However, there might be another reason ..."

"For what purpose does the Old Spirit covet the last of dragons, Bethesne?' Elivayzar asked.

"Thiswas the sole remaining egg from the clutch of Senecxys after her mating with Pharaizon. Within the
body of the dragonet isthe spearhead that entered his father long before. When he was dying, Pharalizon
instructed his mate to devour his heart, that the splinter of the Lodestone that had made him lord of fire
and air might be passed on to one of his offpring. Afterward, Senecxysfled to the dragon's graveyard,
laying her eggstherein achasm of flame ere she expired. But Ruvindra Lall' found them, even there
where no man had ever been, and he took the most precious and destroyed the rest, breaking the shells



with ahammer, crushing the skulls of the unborn young.”
"He loved dragons,” objected Moonspittle. " That was the obsession of hishouse.”

The seeressstone did not ater. "Lall had given himsdf to him who iswithout pity,” she said. "Though he
may have wept, he could not disobey. That wasthe price he paid.”

"And now?' said Ragginbone. "Does the dragon charmer Hill live? Ask her."

"Onelives" said thesbyl. "RuvindraLaliisdain, but ancther of hisline hastaken hisplace. Yet heisof
corrupted race, and both hisblood and his Gift are diluted. He needs the Old Spirit to increment his
powers, thus the Unnamed has gained afoothold in hissoul.”

"And the dragon?' said Ragginbone. "What of the dragon? It would be difficult to hide such acresturein
this world."

"Where has he hidden the dragon?* asked Moonspittle. "Is hein the Here and Now, or Beyond?'

"|—cannot tell." For thefirst time, the sibyl fatered. Her single eye wandered; the attenuated beam
flinched and receded, withdrawing asif from agreat depth of darkness. "It is ... too well concealed.
Thereisamist over both dragon and demon.”

"Will it manifest itsdf soon?"

"I do not know. | can see what was, and what is, but not what will be. There was only one of our

s sterhood whose gaze could penetrate the future, and the dread of her visions weighed heavy on her
heart. She foresaw too many horrorsthat could not be averted, and so shelost faith in the idle hand of
Providence—shelogt faith in Time itself—and now she degpstoo deeply ever to reawaken. Her spiritis
gone, and her body molders. Even anecromancer could not summon Skaetha again.” She paused, and
when she resumed the echoes were fading from her voice, leaving it cold and thin as an arctic breeze. "'|
grow tired now; | can see no more. Release me."

"Not yet." Ragginbone loomed behind Moonspittle like avenerable Mephistophees: an ingistent murmur
in hisear, an iron pressure on hisneck. "Ask her about the owl.”

"Theowl?'
"An owl bigger than an eagle, swifter than the beat of time. An emissary perhaps ... athief of spirits. . ."

When Moonspittle repeated the question, the seeress turned her solitary eye on him: alidless orb pink
veined and sheened with blue, where the double circles of irisand pupil stood out against the white like
the center of atarget. A target that might shoot back. The searching ray had dwindled to animbus
around it; the transparent features were barely visible againgt the ivory perfection of the bones. "1 am
tired," shereiterated. "1 have no strength for bird-watching.” A faint contempt tinted her colorless
monotone.

"Try." Ragginbone's voi ce gpoke through Moonspittle's lips, hand followed hand in duplicate motion,
tightening the perimeter, sedling the boundary against any departure. The muted fire glimmer crackled and
grew.

The eye of the pythoness moved again, sending its piercing glance into some other dimension, arealm of
distant night or twilit day. "The owl roogs," she said, and there was effort in the words. "It isfar away ...
ontheedge. . . thevery edge of things. . . The Tree standsthere forever, in aforest of its own shadows.
Itstopmost branches are abovethe stars . . "



"How may | reach it?" Moonspittle's question was still in the harsher accents of Caracandal.

"Thereisno way there, no way back. Only the birds may come and go. The eagle and the owl fly where
they will .. ."

"Look closer. There are other things than birdsin the Eternal Tree."
"The heads of the dead ripen there in season, like hanging fruit ... | can see no more. Release me!™
"Look closer!"

"l can ... no more. Release me!™ The shadowy mouth strained into arictus over pearl-pure teeth; the
skull glowed with an opa escent luster. But on the eyeball the blood vessels had darkened, stlanding out in
ridges, the pupil was a black hole; the bluish nimbus had turned red. The lone ray was clouded, a murky
fume reaching from another place to choke its radiance, forcing it back onto its source. The orb grew
hot, throbbing visibly. Smoke rose from the socket. The seeress screamed, plucking at her head with
skeleton fingers. And then the eye burst from its anchorage, arcing through the air on atrail of sparks,
bouncing once before sailing over the outline of the circle—

Like aglittering marbleit rolled across the floor. The cat Mog-wit pounced upon it, entranced by this
new plaything, patting it from paw to paw, evidently obliviousto the heat of itstouch. Inthecirclethe
seeress howled with rage and agony, her empty socket weeping tears of blood. And around the
periphery Moonspittle crawled on hands and knees, coaxing, threatening, wheedling, while the cat
ignored his blandishments and dipped through his grasp, nudging the trophy so it was dwaysjust out of
his magter's reach. In the end it was Ragginbone who caught Mogwit by the scruff of the neck, plucking
him into the air while Moonspittle retrieved the eye and passed it to its custodian. Her hand closed upon
it; she pulled the vell over her face. Curang himinavoice like the hiss of cold fire, she faded from their
Sght.

"Thecircleisbroken," said Ragginbone, tossing his burden floorward. "We must gart again.”

"Hemight have eaten it," said Moonspittle, stroking his pet with unsteady fingers. Mogwit was il
peering from side to side, clearly wondering where the fascinating bauble had gone. "He does, you know.
Eat things. Rats, mice, cockroaches. Once it was abutterfly. | don't know where he found a butterfly in
Soho. And things out of dustbins. His congtitution is very strong—like agoat, or do | mean an
ostrich?—but . . . Dear knows what that would have doneto him."

"Wemust sart again,” said Ragginbone.

Outside, afternoon had flowed into evening, the uniform daylight giving way to the jumbled illuminations
of the city dusk. Streetlamp and headlamp, arc light and neon, all competed for airgpace, jostling the
shadows out of existence, splashing reflections on paintwork and windowpane. The screams of the
seeress must have been lost in the beat of music from the basement club, the cacophony of smal talk
spilling out of aneighboring bar. In the cellar room the flames hovered over the candle ssumps, each
sugtaining its own diminutive zone of light, whilein between the darkness thickened into that unrelieved
midnight peculiar to caves and dungeons, places where neither moon nor star ever penetrate. Thecircle
gorang into fire again, itswan glimmer very bright now againgt the increased gloom. Thistime, on
Ragginbone'singructions, Moonspittle had traced runes of protection around the circumference. But
when his confederate told him whom to summon he seemed startled, faintly disdainful.

"Why waste the power? Her little brain isfull of trivia. Shetalks of nothing and knows less. Shewill be
no usetoyou."



"That dependsonwhat | wishto learn.”

The words of summoning were spoken: at the center of the circle a cone of vapor, less than three feet
high, swirled, shuddered, condensed into solidity. And there was atiny creature—pixie or pygmy,
leprechaun or homunculus—perched on atoadstool. Not an attractive picture-book toadstool, red
capped and white spotted, but one of the noxious variety, a parasitic growth sprouting from an unseen
treetrunk, itslip frilled into an dligator grin, its underparts emanating asickly phosphorescence. It was
leaking sporesthat drifted acrossthe circle, and asmell came from it so unwholesome that M oonspittle
amost gagged and Mogwit backed away, hisfur on end. But the figure seated on the top, attenuated
limbs curled beneath her, seemed untroubled by the stench. Standing, she might have reached the height
of afour-year-old child, though shewasfar thinner, her jutting boneslike flower twigs, her cunning hands
and splayed feet adorned with more than the usua complement of digits. Many of them were twined with
knotted tendrils and old-man's-beard like rustic jewdry, outward stigmata of a primitive vanity. Shewore
amisshapen garment that passed for adress, woven of cobwebs and grasses, stuck with torn petals and
iridescent fragments of insect wingsthat glinted in the furtive light. Other wings sprouted from her
shoulder blades, bird's wings with many-shaded feathers, ripped from their origina owner and rooted in
place with goblin magic. Too inadequate to carry her in flight, they merely fluttered usdesdy behind her,
asthough trying to break free of their moorings. Her small broad head was set on aneck so supple that
she could twist ahundred and eighty degreesin either direction. Her skin was smooth, nut brown, and
amost completely hairless, save for a short growth like mouse fur on her scap; her ears were mobile and
pointed; her danting eyes utterly black from edge to edge, lustrous as polished cods. Across her brow
shewore achain of berries and daisy heads, like awoodland crown; but the berries were shriveled, last
autumn's crop, the daisies molting. Nonethel ess she seemed pleased with her appearance, asachildis
pleased with fancy dress, admiring hersdf a intervasin amirror chip held in one hand, virtualy oblivious
of her audience.

"I have some questions for you, Mabb," said Moonspittle.

She noticed him then; her chin lifted with exaggerated hauteur. "I am the goblin queen. Y ou will address
me correctly, or not at al." Her voice was hdf child, haf woman, playing on every note from the
shrillness of petulance to ahusky effect intended for seduction. "Why have you summoned me? | am no
antiquated spirit, to be at the beck and call of wizards. | have my own dominion. Y ou have no right—"

"Right or wrong, you are here, the circle holds you, you may not depart until | give you leave," snapped
Moonspittle, adding, belatedly: ™Y our Magjesty.”

"Highness," said the queen. "I am aHighness now. | have decided. What do you want?"*
"Information,” said Elivayzar, nudged on by hisdter ego, "on one of your subjects.”

"My subjects are legion, scattered throughout the north,” said Mabb, preening hersdlf in the glass. "How
should I know oneindividua among so many?'

"Areyou not the queen?' countered Moonspittle, echoing Ragginbone's whispered dictates. " Are you not
omniscient and wise, both the emblem and the confidante of your people?”

"That istrue." Shelowered the mirror, diverted by hisflattery. "Who—?"
"One Bradachin, ahouse-goblin, formerly aresident of Glen Cracken. Do you know him?'

"l know them all," said the queen, forgetting her lofty pose of moments before. "Bradachin . . . thatisa
human name. We gave him another, but | have forgotten it. No matter. Like al house goblins, he spent
too much time with Men. He wanted to play their games, squabble their squabbles, fight their silly wars. |



fear he picked up bad habits: rashness, and folly, and the stupidity they call honor. Morta stuff. | have
not seen himin along while. What comesto him?"

"He left the castle,”" said Moonspittle, "and crossed the border to a house on the moors.”

IIWMI
"The castle was modernized. Central hesting, bathrooms, too many visitors."

Mabb shuddered. "I hate bathrooms,” she said, rather unnecessarily. "Thereis o little suitable
accommodation for ahouse-goblin nowadays. Everywhere there are machines that whirr, and gibber,
and bleep. No more quiet corners, no more cracks and crannies. We are being driven back to the
woods—if they leave usthose. Yes, | remember Bradachin. | remember him too well. Hewas
obstinate—unreliable—atraitor to hisown folk. I banished him once, but that was long ago. It had

dipped my mind."
"Where did you banish him?" asked Moonspittle, and then, at aword from Ragginbone: "Why?"

"Elsawhere. Why? He had something—something | wanted— and he would not giveit to me. | am his
gueen, but he denied me. Md There was awitch who offered to pay mein phoenix wings— wings that
would carry me up to the clouds—and al for atrinket, a piece of rusted metd, agiant's bodkin. But he
would not giveit to me, and | banned him from my sight. He said it was asacred charge. | told him, 1 am
al you should hold sacred. But he hid it from me, and | did not get my beautiful wings. | had forgotten. |
will never forgivehim.”

"What wasthis sacred thing?'
"| told you. A bodkin. | don't want to talk of it anymore.”

Moonspittle raised his hand, murmuring dismissal, and the pharisee was gone. The smell followed her
moredowly.

"Sheisgrotesque,” he said to Ragginbone afterward. "An ugly little pixie as vain asacourtesan and as
wanton asan dley cat." Mogwit groomed his belly fur complacently, unruffled by the chaos he had
caused earlier.

"Mamorths are not noted for their moral fiber," said Ragginbone. "However, she was useful. | needed to
be sure about Bradachin."

"What do you think it was—the artifact he refused to give her?"
"I believeit might be aspear. | recall Will telling me that Bradachin was carrying one when he arrived.”

M oongpittle began to complain that Ragginbone abused his power and his hospitdity whiletdling him
nothing, but made little progress.

"Y our power and your what?' said Ragginbone.
"Hospitadity,” said Moongpittle, defiantly. "1 let you in. Didnt 17"

"Y ou had no choice." Deegp eyesglinted at him. "Come. We are not finished yet, and you are wasting
time"

"Timeisthereto bewasted,” grumbled Moonspittle. "What € se would you do withit? Y ou liveyour life
likearat on atreadmill. Running, running, running. Going nowhere."



"Probably," said Ragginbone. "Restore the circle. | need to call someone—anyone—from the vicinity of
the Tree"

"You can't! You saw what came to Bethesne. She—"
"It must betried," Caracandd inasted. "Concentrate.”

But M oonspittle was nervous; his power of concentration, like his other powers, waslimited. Inthe
circle, leaf patterns formed and faded, livid gleams of werdight hovered like will-0-the-wisps, wing
shapes best the ar and vanished. The night noises of the city cameto them for the first time, undimmed
by the spell, faint asadistant music: the sound of traffic rumbling and generators humming, of people
chatting, drinking, quarreling, making dedls, mak ing love, of lives being lived, of amillion different sories
briefly interlocking, of time passed not wasted, of minutes and seconds being seized and savored and
devoured. A wonderful sound, thought Ragginbone. The symphony of life. . .

"It'sno use," whispered Moonspittle, though there was no need to whisper. "'l cannot reach . . . anything.
There must be an obstacle—aredtriction of somekind. Or else thereisno one thereto reach.” There
was athin rime of sweat on his palid brow, as unlikely as dew on flowerslong dried. He looked both
frightened and relieved.

The figure gppeared without warning at the heart of the circle. There was no buildup of magic, no dow
materidization: hewassmply there. A figure far more solid than his predecessors, with an intense, virile
redlity that made the perimeter seem inadequate to contain him, aflimsy barrier againgt the impact of such
apresence. Helooked part man, part mongter, not tall but disproportionately broad and heavy in the
shoulder, hisbare arms and torso showing great knots and twists of muscle, ribbed with veins. Hewasin
deep shadow, but either he wore breeches made of anima fur or hislegs were unnaturdly hairy, matching
the ragged dark mane on his head. His outthrust brow branched into curling horns, ridged like those of a
ram; something behind him might have been the siweep of atail. His bulging, uneven bone structure
achieved an effect of uglinessthat was close to beauty: acrude, brutish beauty rendered more sinister by
the lance of intelligence. For there was amind behind that face, agile and amord, though what it was
thinking would have been impossible to guess. The other beings summoned to the circle had al appeared
inagtrong light, but he wasin darkness, ared, sultry darknessthat clung to him like an odor. In twin
clefts benegth his forehead the Watchers saw the ruby glitter of eyesat once feral and caculating.

"Well, well," hesaid, "if it isn't the spider. A leggy, whey-faced spider babbling charmsto summon flies
into hisweb. Y ou should be careful, spider. | am big for afly and | might snap the threads that hold
me—if hold methey can.”

"What are you doing here?' demanded Moonspittle, unnerved. ™Y ou were not caled.”

"I camewithout acall, O gormless one—for the pleasure of your company. The door was open, the way
clear. Ask of mewhat you will." The words were ataunt, the note of mockery vicious.

"Begone, haf-breed," snapped Moongpittle, till shaken. "Back to whatever midden you came from.
Varde—"'

"Y ou cannot dismiss me, haf-wit. | am too strong for you. Who isthat dy shadow whispering ordersinto
your eex?'

Ragginbone, who had determined to seize control of the encounter, was startled. Spirits who cometo the
circle can normaly seelittle beyond the rim and should hear only the voice of their interlocutor. "Did you
come merely to bandy words with an old man?' He spoke directly to the unwelcome visitant. " That was
kind of you: we have o little to entertain us. How isyour mother?'



The ugly face grew ashade uglier. "Asever.”

"Redly? 1 had heard she was dead, but obvioudy rumor lied. They said she had eaten hersdlf in her
insatiable voracity, poisoned hersdf with her own bile. One should never believe dl one hears. Is she il
pleased to see you, best-beloved of her children?’

"Asever." Thistime, it waslittle morethan asnarl.

"Ah, well, blood isthicker than water, isit not? Even when diluted with the unholy ichor of theimmortas.
Y ou have your mother's beauty, your brother's charm. What did your father bequegth to you?”

Thefigurein the circle, needled beyond detachment, gave way to rancor. "'l do not haveto listen to thig!"
"Thengo."

Immediately the circle was empty. Moonspittle sank back into his chair; hiswan face looked ghostly with
fatigue. "It isenough,” heinssted. "M ore than enough. Y ou spoke rashly there—you often do. That one
can be dangerous. Hehasno ... proper . . . limitations.”

"He was badly brought up." Caracandal dlowed himself an unpleasant amile.
"l don't understand how he came here.”

"| have an idea about that. Clearly his mother lives. | assumed the world's weariness had drained even
her, and she had passed the Gate at last; but | was overoptimistic. Somewhere—somewhere she must
be hiding—waiting—chewing on her old plots like ajacka with a carcass of bones. | knew she had
tutored Al-imond, doubtlessfor her own ends—but that waslong ago. | wonder . . ."

"L et me closethe spell,” begged M oonspittle, uninterested in such speculation.
"Not yet. Thereis one more question to be asked."

"Of whom?' Moonspittle's tone was dark with foreboding.

"Place the crowned toad in the circle.”

"No!" Thelittle remaining color quitted hisface, leaving the small features|ooking uncomfortably isolated
inawaxen facade. "Y ou cannot—therisk istoo grest. | will not doiit!"

"Fear clouds your judgement. Thetoad isalittle god, athing of few powers and forgotten myth. Only a
handful ever worshiped it. He must be bound by that."

"l will not—I cannot—"
"Why keep thething," said Ragginbone, "if you do not mean to useit?"
"A curiogty. | anacollector . . ."

"So | see" Ragginbone said dryly. The gloom hid the lewd prints, the ill-assorted books, the jetsam
littering and lining the room. "There are people who might be interested, if they knew of this place.
Perhaps you should open theshop .. ."

"No—no—" Moonspittles voice shriveled to awhisper; he huddled into himsdlf, deep inthe chair, a
shivering bundle of terror. "Not people—not customers—" The word was pronounced with an
inexpressibleloathing. "1 never open ... | never open ..."



Ragginbone did not smile. The Gifted have their own bogeymen, feeding on the imagination that isthe
source of dl magic. In alifetimelagting centuries, on the borderline of redity, such fancied demons may
outgrow their more tangible rivals, dominating every nightmare.

"1 opened once ... | forget the date. | dwaysforget dates. It wasthe last time. . . The city was burning.
My city. A man camein without hiswig. | knew him even so: he was aduke—alord—awesdlthy
merchant—whichever. He carried achild in hisarmswith itsface burnt off. 'Give me apotion, he said,'to
heal my son,’ but | sent him away. The dead are beyond hedling. | shut the door, and locked it, and
bolted the bolts, and chained the chains, and came down here until the fire was gone. Maybe it passed
over me: | do not know. When | next went upstairs—it must have been a century or more |ater—the city
had grown again asif it had never been lost. | could fed the busyness of it, thelife. Heaving and bustling
like an anthill. But | don't go out. Not now. And | never open.”

The ensuing pause sgnified Ragginbone's understanding. Now he was camer, Moonspittle seemed to
have acquiesced, resigned to his visitor's recklessness. He placed the jade image at the heart of thecircle.

"Wheat of its name? Do you know it?"
"l hope s0," said Ragginbone.
"| fear 50," sighed Moonspittle.

Hewas back in his chair; Ragginbone's hand was on his shoulder; the wizard's voice spoke with his
mouth. At the ominous words the darkness seemed to grow denser; the cat shrank into stiliness. One by
one the candle flames dwindled and went out, asif snuffed by damp fingers. There was no smoke. In the
circle, the squat figurine began to glow with agreen nimbus, like marsh light. Awarenessgrew in its
crystd eyes, filling them with abaeful glare, sending spiked rays darting round the room. "Agamo—"
Eli-vayzar's lips moved hdplesdy "—swamp god, mud god. Eater of the moon. Inthisnamel conjure
you, inthisform | bind you. Cometo me!"

Thetoad's throat flexed: the sound that issued from its mouth squeaked and crackled like a badly tuned
radio. "'l hear you. Who has—the insolence—to call me thus? Agamo—islong forgotten. | am no
more—inthisguise”

"It will sufficefor my purpose.”

"Y our pur—pose!" Rage distorted the voice dtill further; the word cracked, ending on ashriek. "l
serve—no man's purpose. Who are you? | will remember—your impudence.”

"Caracandd."

"Y ou lie. The Brokenwand—has sunk—to the leve of avagrant—astarveling
beggar—homel ess—powerless—dispossessed. He could not summon—the ghost—of aflea.”

"| take my power on loan. | too have my instruments. Enough of thisranting. There arethings | must ask
you."

"I will not—be questioned by you!" Fury stretched the toad's mouth too wide: resistant to the pressures
of spell and Spirit, the corners began to split.

"Youare Agamo,” hischallenger intoned. "A lesser god of mangrove and marshland. Thereisno belief
left to uphold you, no lingering myth to keep your memory green. Only theimage in which you are bound.
You must answer me."



"No—NO—"
"Y ou sent the tannasgeal to take the girl, but her phantom eluded you. Whereis she?'
"NOOO—"

The Statuette shuddered asif in an earth tremor; the room rocked; books fell from the shelves. The
Watchers saw the cracks widening, dividing, spreading; snakes of lightning flickered from the crysta
eyes. Then the mouth gaped to an impossible extent, wrenching the head in two, and with areport likea
smal bomb theimage exploded. Jade fragmentsflew like shrapnel. Raggin-bone ducked; M oonspittle
scrunched himself into aball, crossed arms screening hisface. Silence came with the patter of the last few
flakes of stone, the dither of adidodged print descending the wall. On the narrow window the blind had
been torn away, and remote streetlighting filtered through the shattered pane. They saw thecircle
guenched and scattered, pictures crooked, books tumbled. On the table at the far end of the room,
severa of the retorts were broken. A husk of ragged glass rocked on the carpet.

"Someone will have heard," Ragginbone remarked.

"Oh, no," saild Moongpittle, plucking asplinter from his outermost cardigan. "They never do." For a
moment, his button eyes shone dimly with the afterglow of power. " They never do."

Ragginbone stayed long enough to help Moonspittle clear up, offering to replace the shattered
windowpane. Moonspittle was vaguely philosophical about the breakages, making temporary repairsto
the window with tape and carefully collecting the segments of the smashed retortsin order to reconstruct
them later with an ancient and evil-smelling pot of glue. "Don't worry about me," he said. "Pepple bring
methings. Deliveries. Theresalittle shop round the corner ..."

"How do you know? | thought you didn't go out.”

"It wastherewhen | did. Maybe a hundred, ahundred and fifty years ago. | suppose it might have
different owners now. | saw the boy once, when he came round. Through the grille, of course: he didn't
see me. Helooked very dark. Hobbs, the name was. He didn't look like aHobbs. I've wondered if the
new people might be Welsh." He made it sound impossibly exatic. "They're a ways dark, the Welsh.
Littleand dark. | never heard him sing, though."

Ragginbone considered explaining about the twentieth century, and abandoned the idea on the grounds
that it would take most of the twenty-first.

"l send Mogwit round there,” Moonspittle went on, "with anote on hiscollar. HEs very intdligent,
Mogwit."

"Hemust be," said Ragginbone. "He hasn't got acollar.”

"Of course he hasacollar!” Moonspittle was startled into indignation. "I'll put my hand onitinaminute. .

Eventudly the collar was found, dangling from the corner of abookshelf.

"See?' said Moonspittle proudly. "Now, you thought I'd forget . . . Didn't you? My payment—my city in
asnowstorm. Y ou thought you were going to keep it, but you shan't. Giveit to me. Y ou promised.”

Ragginbone gave him the trinket and left him gazing raptly into its depths. No one saw him go. Therewas
activity in Selena Place, very different from its daytime business: but the night people paid no attention to
adranger. The vast metropolis, with its motley inhabitants, its eccentric fashions, its myriad lives and



lifestyles, seemed to absorb al comersinto its shifting patterns: it had stood too long and seen too much
ever to be surprised by anything. Wizards and warlocks, demons and dervishes might have passed
unremarked in the crowd. Ragginbone strode off down the street and merged into the wilderness of the

city.
IX

Gaynor wasin Fern'sroom at Dale House looking for her night cream when she found the Atlantean vell.
At the hospital, she would rub moisturizer into her friend'sface hersdlf, asif in thisact of touching, caring,
performing Fern's own daily ritua, Gaynor would draw closer to Fern, hoping against hope that the
gentle pressure of her fingertips might somehow reach into lost consciousness, lost mind. The body of an
absentee remains apoint of contact, adear familiar thing, even when the spirit has strayed too far ever to
return. When Gaynor came acrossthe veil she held it up to the light, trying to catch the pattern, seeing
only faint spectral shapesthat seemed to melt and change even as she gazed at them. On animpulse, she
thrust it in her bag to take with her.

That afternoon at Fern's bedside she pulled it out and folded it as best she could, though the gossamer
was too soft to crease, too tissue-thin for her to make out where the creases should be. Then she draped
it carefully around the deeper's neck, tying the endsin aloose knot, feding suddenly certain that in this
futile gesture she had done something inexplicably significant, asif this slken bond might somehow
protect its wearer from further harm and bind the distant spirit to its long-lost home. The nurse on duty
sad. "Wha abeautiful thing."

"lsn'tit?" Gaynor glanced up, snatched from her reverie. "l don't suppose she knowsit'sthere, but . . ."

"We can't tell what she knows," said the nurse. "Coma patients tell strange stories when they return to
consciousness. Touch her, talk to her, go on hoping. She may hear you."

Gaynor sat clasping the limp hand as the long hours dragged past. She had brought a book but it could
not hold her attention: her gaze and her thought kept returning to Fern'sface. Sounds of activity reached
her now and then from the corridor: the rattle of atrolley, afragment of conversation, rarely medicd in
content. ("Where did you get that? It can't be true—"

"Of courseit'strue it wason thetelly") Birdsong came from the garden outside. A bee drifted through
the window and began to investigate the vase of freesason thetable. Y et these small noises merely
punctured the silence within the room, dimpling its surface, unable to penetrate the nucleus of quiet where
Gaynor sat with Fern. Gaynor's mind planed, soaking up irrdlevant details. On thetelly ... it was on the
telly . . . And suddenly the eusive recallection clicked into place. The story about the dragon—the story
she knew she had seen somewhere—had been in one of the manuscripts that came under the scrutiny of
the camera on that television program. The program about the museum in Y ork, the one with Dr. Jerrold
Laye. .. Shehad tried very hard not to dwell on the incident—the elastic distortion of the screen, the
horror of that beckoning finger— which was perhgps why she had midaid the connection. But now the
knowledge was there, in the forefront of her brain, and it could not be ignored. The core of quiet was
broken, without the impact of sound. Her thoughts seemed to clatter in her head; her somach quailed in
advance of terror. They would have to follow up the clue—they would have to visit the museum. (I ook
forward to meeting you, he had said.) She found she was shaking and her grip had tightened on Fern's
hand; hastily, she forced hersdlf to relax. "It was anightmare,” she said doud. "A nightmarein three-D."
But she had moved into the borderland of aworld where nightmares walked, and she could find no easy
comforters. Instead she gazed at her friend's face, remote and doof inits stillness, and at the drips that
fed her and the catheter that purged her and the steady green line of her heartbesat, dow as a hibernating
animal, and Gaynor knew that whatever her fears, she must do what she could.



It seemed an interminable length of time until Will arrived. She wanted to telephone him, but
Ragginbone'singructions had been clear and she was loath to leave Fern. Shetold Will dl she could
remember of the few lines she had glimpsed o briefly: "It was the story of your dream, | know it was.
The spearhead was mentioned specificaly: a thyng of grate power and magicke. | can picture the
wordsnow ..."

"Hmm." Will wasfrowning. "Odd, isn't it? One moment forgotten, then vividly clear. The clue
materidizes, just when we need it.”

"| don't understand.”

"It'stoo neat," he said. "Too pat. We're desperate—snatching at straws—and suddenly theresan
obvioustrail to follow. Evenif it leadsinto adragon's den—literaly, perhaps—we can't afford to neglect
it. I dontlikeitat al."

"Y ou think it's some kind of a—what do you cal it?>—aplant?’

"I think . . . it'svery convenient. Like the cigarette butt a the scene of the crime. The Old Spirit can send
dreams, manipulate your thoughts. . . Did you get around to checking up on this Dr. Laye?"

Gaynor shook her head. "I meant to," she said, "but with everything that's been happening, | suppose it
dipped my mind."

"Make agtart when you get home," said Will, "if it's not too late to cal people. Any background
information would be useful.

Here—I| camein Dad's car, you takeit." He handed her the keys. "I'll get ataxi back."

Gaynor drove home to Dae House—it was curious how she had begun to think of it as"home'—feding
increasingly ill at ease. Overhead, a heavy sky seemed to reflect her sense of foreboding: clouds dark as
indigo wererolling in from the sea, advancing rain obliterated the horizon. Treeslashed out in erratic gusts
of wind and then were suddenly till, their new leaves shivering asif with cold. When she cameto the
barren moor the gale tugged and pummeled the car asif trying to push her off the road. It reminded her
too much of the eve of Fern'swedding, and she was thankful to see the drive to Dale House approaching
on her left. Indoors, there was awelcome smell of cooking emanating from the kitchen; Robin descended
briefly from the study, his expression of forlorn hope dying as Gaynor shook her head. When she was
able, she appropriated the telephone and sat down to make her calls.

"I didn't have much luck," shetold Will the next day. " Severd people had heard of the museum but no
one seemsto have visited it. Ditto Dr. Laye. He's supposed to be a private collector with academic
pretensions—a doctorate from somewhere or other, an obscure publication or two. No known source of
income but they say he has money, abit too much money to be perfectly respectable. Thismorning |
managed to get hold of the producer of that TV program. She can't have known what happened—his
taking to me, I mean—>but she said he was very manipulative about which manuscripts they showed,
what questions they asked, that sort of thing. She obvioudy didn't like him. | said was his skin that awful
gray color inred life and she said yes, if anything worse, they'd tried to do something with makeup but it
didn't help much. Apparently they'd been warned by the curator not to mention it to him: it'sa sendtive
subject.”" She added after amoment's hesitation: "'l

fed it'simportant—this business of his skin color—»but | don't know why."

"Hmm." Logt in reflection, Will made no comment. "We should talk to Ragginbone," he concluded
eventudly, "but God knows when helll get back. Asitis, we can't afford to wait. Fern'sin



danger—wherever she is—and we have to help her. We can't ignore a clue when it's the only onewe've
got—even if it meanswalking into atrap. 1'd better go to Y ork and take alook at this museum.”

"Waking into atrgp?' Gaynor echoed faintly. "That doesn't sound like an awfully good idea.”
"So wewadk warily. Anyway you're staying with Fern. She can't be left done.”
"N-no," Gaynor demurred. "Y ou need me. I'm the expert on ancient manuscripts.”

After some argument, he conceded her point. " Someone has to stay with Fern, though. Dad can't be
theredl thetime. | could ask Gus, | suppose. . ."

"Won't hethink it odd," said Gaynor, "the two of us going off on awild-goose chaseinthe middie of a
crigs?'
"Not necessarily. I'll tell him the truth, or some of it. Hesavicar: bdief in unearthly powers goeswith his

job. Demonic possession—or digpossession, in this case—should be something he can takein his stride.
It won't be the firgt time he's known usto get mixed up in matters. . . outside norma experience.”

"What about Lougarry?' asked Gaynor. " Should we take her with us?"
"That'sup to her."

While he enlisted the support of the Dinsdales, Gaynor, with an abrupt access of practicality that kept her
fears at a safe distance, checked the museum'’s opening hours and tried in vain to locate it on arather
basic street map of Y ork. Mrs. Wicklow had produced the map—one of an armful—from Robin's study
after tentative enquiries about the area. Gaynor rifled through Provence and Tuscany, the Peak Didtrict
and the Brecon Beacons, before finding what she wanted. "We're going to seea ... adoctor,” she said
feebly, tiptoeing round the facts. "He'sa specidist in comaconditions.”

"Ahh." Mrs. Wicklow gave the single syllable awedlth of hidden meaning that Garbo could not have
equaled. "And Will's gone to see the vicar. Happen he's on theright track.”

"What do you mean?"'

"There's something bad in the house, something that came here near on twelve years ago. She may be
dead, but if you ask me she's still around, that Ms. Redmond. My husband always says you shouldn't
have no truck with the supernatural, but when the supernatural comes a-pestering you, there'slittle you
can do about it. | saw her in the mirror t'other day when | went in to dust. Gave me quite aturn. Only for
aminute, 0 | thought 1'd been dreaming; but she wasn't no dream. | never liked her, never.”

"I'm moving that mirror outside," Gaynor muttered.

"Firg thetelevision, now the mirror," Mrs. Wicklow remarked sapiently. "Happen you've been seeing
things, too."

"Happen,” Gaynor said.

That night, Will sat with Fern until two o'clock. When hisfather arrived to take over, Will offered
Gaynor's explanation for their forthcoming absence, thistime with dl the conviction of agifted liar.

"A specidig?' said Robin, baffled. "But weve got a specidist coming next week. From Edinburgh,” he
added, asif it wereaclincher.

"This chap favorsthe holistic gpproach,” Will said, trying to recdl the precise meaning of "holidtic.”



"New Age stuff. We thought anything was worth ashot.”
"Oh, yes," said Robin, with asad, twisted look that made him appear very much older. "Anything.”

In the kitchen a Dae House, Will poured whiskey into two tumblerswith dow deliberation. A soft noise
made him glance up: Gaynor was standing in the doorway wearing the type of can-dlewick dressing
gown that could only have been unearthed from one of the murkier upstairs wardrobes. With her long
dark hair and unmade-up face she had an old-fashioned appedl, unglam-orous, homely, yet somehow
reassuring, like comfort food on a cold day. He was very glad to see her.

"You didn't St up for me, did you?'
"No," shesaid. "l woke. | was deeping very lightly. Isone of those for me?*

"Not exactly, but it can be arranged.” Hetipped whiskey into athird glass. "The acohol levd inthis
house is plummeting. Are you worried about going to the museum?' She nodded. " Scared?”

"Yes. But I'm ill going.”" She took amouthful of the neat spirit, making aface asit scalded itsway down
to her ssomach.

They sa for awhilein sllent companionship. Presently Will lit acandle and switched off the dectric light.
The sneaking drafts that always permesate old houses set the flame dancing, filling the room with wavering
shadows. But gradually the air grew still and the darkness settled into place out of range of the yellow
glow that encompassed Will and Gaynor.

"Why did you do that?' she asked.

"Atmosphere

In one corner the dark seemed to thicken and solidify, acquiring definition. A smal shape sdled into
existence, a shape that approached the far end of the table in a strange lopsided scuttle, very swift and
furtive. There was an empty chair waiting, and Will did the third tumbler of Scotch toward it. Gaynor was
gl not quite sure what she had seen when something siwvarmed monkey-like onto the chair and reached
for the glasswith long, many-knuckled fingers. Asit came within the radius of the candlelight shesaw a
|eather-brown face, squashed against a broad head matted with hair. The features were unnaturally
mobile, vividly expressive, though the expression was of akind she could not read. Thetiny flamewas
reflected twice over in eyesthat were neither human nor animal, oblique whiteless eyes bright with their
own luster. Gaynor did not move, paralyzed with akind of awe at seeing such a creature, not in ahalf
dream or nightmare but real and close up—awe touched with afear that was yet not disagreeable. The
goblin drained the whiskey in asingle long swallow: the gulp was audible, and the smacking of lips. "A
bonny wee dram," he said in a gruff, whiskery voice shaded with an accent assmilated a random over
the centuries. "With usquebaugh well face the devil!™

"Soundslike Burns," said Will.

"Aye, Burns" said Bradachin. "He stayed at Glen Cracken once, no sae long ago. He wa the best of
poets. He knew mair aboot the worrld than many an auld wizard, Gifted or no. And ye, will ye befacing
the devil inthemorning?"

"I hope not," Will sad. Briefly he explained what they were after: the museum, the clue of the manuscript,
Dr. Laye. "If Rag-ginbone gets back before we do, will you tell him where we've gone?”

"I'm thinking ye'd do better tae wait for the gaberlunzie yoursdl'. He's unco wary o' folks like me. He
cannabelieve abog-gan's tae be trusted—och, and maybe he'sin the right of it, mostly. Seemstae me



yere rushing intae Trouble like amad cow intae abog. Y e wilna help the lass e that road.”

"We can't wait," said Will. "Ragginbone could be ages.”

"Then maybe | shou'd be coming with ye."

"| think welll take Lougarry. Someone has to stay to report to Ragginbone—whenever he shows up.”
"Heisnagoing teelikeit," prophesed Bradachin.

Throughout this extraordinary conversation Gaynor had said nothing, partly from the shock of it, partly
because so much of what Bradachin said was virtudly unintdlligible to her. The goblin had not appeared
tolook in her direction, addressing himsdlf exclusively to Will, so she was tartled and disconcerted when
those strange haze-brown orbs turned abruptly on her. ™Y €re nae planning tae tak the hinny with ye?'

"Not exactly,” said Will. "Unfortunately, she's planning to come. Thereisn't much | can do about that.”

"Havers," Bradachin responded derisively. "I thocht ye had the rummlegumption tae put your foot doon
with awee lass. She's nae Gifted like your sigter, only awee bit thrawn. Y e shoudnabe mixed in such a
wanchancy business, hin."

Realizing belatedly that she was the object of thisadvice, Gaynor said: "1 have to go. Ancient manuscripts
are my speciaty. Will needs my—my academic credibility and my know-how. Anyway, | won't stay
behind just because I'm awoman. We don't do things like that anymore.”

"I'll take care of her," said Will. "Remember: whatever hazards we may come across, Fern'sthe one
who'sinred danger." Privately Gaynor suspected him of trying to convince himsdif.

"Aye, wed," said Bradachin, "l wouldnawish ill tae ony lassie, but | hopeyereright.”

Gaynor went to bed exhausted and dept badly, haunted by uncomfortable dreams. Bats pursued her
down the endless corridors of crumbling museums, and aman with gray hands reached out toward her,
beckoning. "1 look forward to eating you," he said, and she saw he had pointed teeth, like adragon, and
his mouth opened wider and wider, and the corridor vanished down the red tunnel of histhroat. And then
the fragments of nightmare disseminated and she thought she had woken up. Shewasaonein alarge,
dark room paneled with wood. Huge mounds of furniture rose around her, monstrous chairs and
humpbacked sofas, fiffly cushioned asif stuffed with wire wool, the upholstery intricately patterned in
old, dim colors. The paneling seemed to be strangely carved in places, or maybe it was the effect of
graining and occasiona knotsin the wood. She guessed it must be oak; it looked very ancient and hard,
s0 dark in the shadowy cornersthat it was dmost black. Everything was dark. A tall window at one end,
heavily curtained, showed anarrow glimpse of agarden in daylight, and she wanted desperately to be out
there, but she was trapped in the room. She was very frightened, not the dream panic she had
experienced fleaing the bats but afear that wasimmediate and redl, intense as passion. She knew she
was alone but she did not feel alone. Shefét . . . watched. And then she saw the eyes. Thefirdt pair
caught her off guard, peering from under a cushion; the second emerged dowly from the complex whorls
of adesign on apiece of brocade, invading her awareness by stedth, fooling her into the belief they had
aways been there. And there were yet more of them, and more, winking from the knotsin the wainscot,
lurking in the shadow benesath the mante piece, squinnying from among the coasin the chilling fire. Some
looked almost human, some animal; others might have been the lidless eyes of insects, the pale discs of
an owl, the danting orbs of agoblin. She knew it wasimportant to keep track of them but they kept
disappearing and regppearing € sawhere, moving from shadow to pattern, from pattern to panel. And
there were so many of them.



Gradudly the fedling grew in her that there was apair she had missed. She could sense the eyeswatching
her as acat watches amousg, cold, indifferent, faintly intrigued, faintly amused by her antics. She
scanned dl the othersin an attempt to find them, but it was no use: somehow they eluded her. She had dll
but given up when shefindly saw them. They were enormous—so hig that the whole room might have
been merdy areflection in their depths, and she herself a part of it, enclosed in double images, watched
by eyeswithin eyes. Her surroundings had become transparent: beyond, she saw gigantic pupils, ditted,
feline, black asthe abyss, and dow vapors of thought coiling and uncoiling like oil on water. She gazed
and gazed, no longer afraid, mesmerized and ensnared by those eyes. "Don't look," said avoice from
nowhere. "Never look into the eyes of adragon—" and at the word "dragon™ her trance was broken, and
she knew everything she saw was areflection, and the creature was behind her, behind her, and her
terror returned with avengeance, and her knees were water. Shetried to run, but there was nowhere to
run to, and brocade-patterned shrouds impeded her, sawn with eyes that moved and glittered. Then the
fire came, eating up the paneled walls, encircling and consuming her . ..

She woketo apaer darkness and the unmistakable whiff of whiskey. "Y e waur having abad dream,
hinny," said the voice of Bradachin, and though she could not see him, for amoment she thought shefelt a
gentle touch on her forehead, smoothing her hair. Shelet her eyes close, insensibly comforted, but she
did not deep again.

Ragginbone came to the house in the afternoon, long after Will and Gaynor had |eft. "They went off in
tmorning,” said Mrs. Wicklow. "Will said as how they were going to find some kind of speciadist to see
Fern—leastways, so | understood, though Mr. Robin says he has someone coming next week from
Edinburgh." Robin, asthe senior Capd, till got the honorific "Mr."

"Odd they took the dog, though.”
"Lougarry?' queried Ragginbone.

Mrs. Wicklow nodded. "Y ou don't usualy take the dog when you're off to see adoctor,” she asserted
unanswerably. "Happen they think her'll sniff him out.”

Frowning, Ragginbone snatched a minute when she was distracted by the washing machine to make his
way upgtairs, murmuring an excuse about the bathroom. Once in Will's room he began to chant the
Atlantean words of Command, but Bradachin appeared without preamble. "Thereésnae cdll for dl that,"
he said dismissvely. "'l guessed yed be asking after Will and the lassie. They wanted metaetdll ye aboot
it"

"Where are they?"

"Gone. Thelass remembered something aboot an auld book she'd seen on the picture box, and they're
gone away noo in search o' the clue. | told them tae wait for ye, but they woudnalisten. They went off
tae Y orrk the morn, taking the wolf with them.”

"York?' Ragginbone's frown degpened, creasing his brow into a concertina of lines. "Why Y ork?"
"The book waur in amuseum there, sae she seid.”

"Of course. The Museum of Ancient Writings, which hasthe gray-faced Dr. Laye on its board. How
very convenient . . . for somebody."

"It cam’ awee bit timeous for young Will tae swalow, but he said they must gae a-questing, whether or
no. He's sae troubled for hissigter, his heart'swinning over hisheid. Ach wed, hélsafinelad. | hanna
seen any like him for many ahundert year." In the ensuing slence the | ate afternoon sun emerged from



behind acloud bank, sending alow ray danting through the window. The goblin faded in the strong light,
remaining visble only asafaint pencil sketch againgt the solidity of the room. Age sat upon Rag-ginbone
likeavel of dust. "Yewill befollowing them for sure,” murmured the goblin.

"No." The singleword was harsh, hiding indecison. "1 must go to Fern. Who have they |eft with her? Her
fether can't betheredl thetime.”

"The pairrson. They say he's no sae bad—for aman o' thekirk." Habitual contempt for the church and dl
itsworks sounded in hisvoice.

"It won't do. | fear she may need help, more help, perhaps, than | can give. Still, we must do what we
can. All of us”

"We must dree our weird,” remarked Bradachin without enthusiasm. "The McCrackens were aye for
that. It didna bring them much guid.”

"By theway—" Ragginbone hesitated, then continued brusquely "—I saw your queen yesterday. She
doesn't speak well of you.”

The gleam that lit the goblin'sface had nothing to do with the sun, atransient flicker that quirked his
strange featuresinto what might have been alook of amusement. " She waur aye a conterma-cious
besom. Still, she'sonly awee maidie, when dl's seid and done. She disnagrow aulder like some of us.
Therédsmany alassisayewaysabairn a heart. Shell forget she's fasht with me any day—unless she's
reminded. Forbye, she'sdl pharisee—she woudna understand men's honor or women'sfaith.”

"And you do?'
"Yedinnatrust me, gaberlunzie? Isthat dl the trouble?’

"The history of your kind does not inspire trust. House-goblins may fed a passing affection for their
human cohabitees, but honor and fiddity do not usudly enter into it."

"Yet it was ye put oot the word that brought me here," Bradachin pointed out.

"| thought this place needed an extrapair of eyes. That doesn't mean | have to believe everything they
%ll

"Thereés nary akobold I've kent that | would hae trusted,” Bradachin admitted. "Y e must decide for
yoursd'."

"I haven't much choice," said Ragginbone.

It was |ate in the day when he reached the hospital, walking across the moor with a stride so swift that a
pair of ramblers sensed his passage only asadraft of air and aflying glimpse of what they thought was an
animd. He had worn out his Gift, but the ability to didocate himsdlf in Time and moveto an dternative
tempo was a habit that, like so many of his more uncommon traits, he had never lost. At theclinic he
found Gus Dinsdde by

Fern'sbedside, trying to write his Sunday sermon while plugged into a Wakman playing Jethro Tull. Gus
wel comed the newcomer with somerdief. "1 didn't let Will down,” he said, "but | ought to be at home.
The boys are up for the weekend—" He had ten-year-old twins, currently at boarding school "—and |
don't get many chancesto see them. Besides, they're natural vandals—they're at that age, | suppose—a
congtant flow of uncontrolled energy. They're abit much for Maggie on her own." He continued, not
quite as an afterthought: "Do you know what's redlly going on here? Will seemsto think Fern's spirit has



been'driven from her body'—that was the phrase he used. He says she'slost somewhere, in some other
dimension. The church doesn't go in for that sort of thing nowadays, but . . . I've dways bdieved in
keeping an open mind. And Will'simaginative, but not foolish.”

"Y ou should be more careful," Ragginbone said with unusud gravity. "The trouble with keeping an open
mind isanything can get in. Or out. Perhaps that is what happened to Fern.”

Gus met his gaze with eyesthat stared thoughtfully through unsteady spectacles. "Thisian't thefirst time
the Capels have been mixed up with something out of the ordinary,” he persisted. "There was the death
of Alison Redmond and Fern's subsequent disappearance. You and | are barely acquainted, but I've
always suspected that you knew more of these mattersthan any of us. | have even wondered if weare...
on opposite sides of the fence, so to speak.”

Ragginbone's brows went up. "1'm no agent of the devil, if that'swhat you mean.”
"No indeed. | smply fdt that you might represent—amore pagan world."

"I was born a Cathalic,” Ragginbone admitted unexpectedly, "but that was along time ago. Since then,
I've learned to see God through rather different eyes. Y ou could cdl that pagan. Asto what | know
about this—" abrief gesture indicated the figure on the bed "—it isn't enough. Even if | were sure where
sheis, | could not bring her back. | can only watch. That ismy fate."

Guswas gill heditating on the verge of departure, his raincoat hanging off one shoulder, the shabby
satchd in which he had packed his Walkman dumped back on thefloor. "Look, if you need me," he said
abruptly, "1 can make other arrangementsfor the boys. Thisis moreimportant. If there's anything—"

"Do your job," said Ragginbone with a sudden crooked smile.

"Hw_"

When the vicar had gone Ragginbone bent over Fern for awhile, adjusting the wisp of gossamer looped
about her neck, lifting afalen eyelid, sudying the frozen features with the passionate absorption of an
archaeologist poring over avintage mummy. Asthe archaeologist seeksto reconstruct along-forgotten
lifefrom aplethoraof tiny clues, so Ragginbone sought to uncover not life but death, to follow thetrail of
the absent spirit through the gateway of amind in stasis. It was more than an hour before he straightened
up, hisback stiff with bending, hisface seamed with the lines of vain effort. He had caught only echoes of
Fern, glimpses of dream and danger that did nothing to lighten his mood. He had wandered down long,
dark tunnds of thought, calling her name, hearing his own voice coming back to him, seeing at rare
moments a shadow dipping around a corner or an image of the tunndl's end, too remote for certainty, too
fleeting to pin down. Once he might have recaled her, even from the outer reaches of being; but he no
longer had the power, and Moongpit-tle, he knew, would be too ineffectua atool for such a conjuration.
"l can only watch," he repeated, half out loud, and the nurse who had heard the murmur if not the words
told a colleague she had dways guessed he was a bit mad, dressing like atramp and muttering to himsdlf:
she couldn't understand why they alowed him to be left aone with the patient. But when another nurse
went in to check on him, Ragginbone was Stting in sllence, his face somber with thought, and she
retreated without comment or question, feding her presence an intrusion.

Robin arrived around three in the morning. "Mrs. Wicklow told me you were here," he said. "Glad to see
you. Don' like Fern left done.”

"She musin't be," Ragginbone impressad on him. " Stay awake. Watch her congtantly. | have afedling
something may happen soon.” What kind of afeding it was, hope or fear, he did not specify.



But Robin had gone beyond optimism. "Will and Gaynor haven't come home," he went on. "Don't
remember them saying they'd be away for the night. Not too happy about that."

"Lougarry will look after them," said Ragginbone, but the cloud on hisbrow grew darker, and hiseyes
were anxious.

Saturday made no difference to the sickroom: here, every day, every hour was the same. Dawn faded
the lamplight: in the gray palor of morning the face on the pillow looked more deethly than ever, and on
the heart monitor the pulse beat seemed fainter and dower. Medical staff came and went with disquieting
solemnity. Ragginbone snatched afew hours deep on the sofain the waiting area, Robin returned to
Dde Housefor ahasty lunch; but most of the time they were both there, sharing thevigil asif by
unspoken accord, one dozing, one waking, making no conversation, finding amesger solacein ther tacit
companionship. They made a strange couple, the old man and the middle-aged one, the mentor and the
father, seated on opposite Sides of the bed, and between them under the white coverlet the dight outline
of the girl. Once Robin said: "She was never any trouble, you know. No drugs. No undesirable
boyfriends. Studied hard at school, did well at college, successful at work. No trouble.”

"There are S0 many kinds of trouble," sghed Ragginbone.

There was no word from Will and Gaynor, no sign of Lougarry. Shortly after five Marcus Greig
telephoned at some length; Robin took the cal in the nurse's office. " Says he's driving up tomorrow,” he
reported afterward. "Bit of atoken gesture, if you ask me. Gone one moment, back the next, just likea
bloody jack-in-the-box. What | meanis, if he'd redlly cared, held have stayed. All dong.” And, after a
pause of severd minutes. "He didn't deserve her.”

"Hedidn't get her," said Ragginbone.

"Don't want him here," Robin said with lessthan his customary tolerance. "Bit of abugger, having him
faffing around dl the time. Takstoo much.” Another long pause. "Still, Abby's coming, too. Shell dedl
with him. Wanted to come sooner, but | said no. Got her job—house to run—all that. Didn't think it was
necessary to have both of us here. Suppose ... | thought Fern would have come round by now."

"Shélll come round soon,” said Ragginbone. He had never heard of positive thinking, but he knew when it
wasimportant to lie.

The change came suddenly, no dight twitching thistime but a violent motion that brought both mento
their feet. The body stiffened asif in aconvulsion; aflush of scarlet stained the pa e cheeks; beads of
swest burst from the skin. The bedding was soaked in seconds. On the monitor, the pulse line shot into
overdrive, zigzagging wildly acrossthe screen. Y et the face remained immobile, lifdess, asif Fern werea
mere puppet, athing of wood and string and paint, tormented by the manipulations of aninvisble
puppeteer. Beside Ragginbone the left hand clenched abruptly into a fist—spasmsran up the arm—there
wasasmell of snged flesh. Robin thrust his head into the corridor, caling for help, and when he looked
back the body was till again, the limbsflaccid, and the pulse had decelerated to an occasiond blip, and
only thefist wasleft, knuckleslocked into rigidity, to indicate the strength of the seizure. The nurse came
running just asthe Watcher prized the fingers open. Robin gave acry of horror and distress; even
Ragginbone was unable to check hisingtinctive re coil. For the exposed palm was burned—burned
amogt to the bone. Ragged ends of skin pedled away from the underside of the fingers; cracks split the
flesh, filling with blood. The nurse went white and bolted in search of adoctor. Robin said: "Dear God.
Dear God," over and over again, and: "Water. We should get some water. She must be in agony—"

But Fern'sface showed nothing at all.

Part Two



Dragoncraft
X

Thereisno Time here, beneath the Tree. She has no memory of arriving, or of any journey in between;
her memories belong al to that other place, the place where they lived by Time. Dimly sherecals growth,
change, congtant motion—the wearing out of the body, the swift onset of death. Nothing killslike Time.
Here, day and dark are mere smulations, meaningless counterpointsin an endlesdy repeated tune, and
the many seasons of the Tree go around and around like a carousd, returning aways to whence they
began. Sysselore tells her you can see the same leaves unfurling, fading, falling, season upon season, to
thetiniest detail of the veins. Even some of the heads are the same, ripening only to rat, rotting only to
swell and ripen asthe wheel comes around again. Thereisno progress here, only stasis.

It isdark in the cave under the Tree, the cave of roots. Thick tubersform the walls, twisted into pillars,
curling overhead to shape the irregular coves and hollows of the roof. In places the stems grope
downward like stal actites, tentacles of living fiber, and everywhere they are covered with hair-thin
filamentsthat suck nourishment from their surroundings, bristling if you passtoo close asif sensing the
approach of food. In the center isagiant radix, gnarled and convoluted like afossilized serpent from a
prehistoric age, itslower section split down one side to form anatura flue. Theroot is blackened from
the spellfire but not damaged: the Treeisimperviousto such things. Apart from the wan glimmer of the
fire crystdsthat smolder dmost continuoudly, thereislittle other light. Fluorescent growths cling to some
of the tubers and squirming larvae are suspended in shallow bowls from hooks on thewalls, emitting
erratic pulses of greenish worm-shine. They are the caterpillars of an indigenous moth: Sysselore saysyou
must remember to dispose of them at the chrysalis stage, otherwise the moths hatch out, as big as your
hand, and fly into the spdlIfire and burn with ablack maodorous fume that disrupts the magic.

Furnitureis scanty: there are afew chairs and atable made of dead wood, their shapesfollowing the
origind warp of bark and bough; blankets of coarse-textured cloth; cushions stuffed with dried grass.
Beetles gnaw the wood, mites burrow in the cushions. In aniche between the roots there isa cooking fire
of leaf mold and twigs, al but flameless. In another recess atrickle of water descends, more adrip than a
spring, funneled from somewhere high up on the Tree where the rains can reach, collecting in a
basin-shaped dip below. She washes there, though the othersrarely do so. Their smell merges with the
amdl of the Tree, becoming apart of it, filling the cave with adank vegetd fetor; but sheis accustomed
to it and hardly noticesit anymore.

The gleam of the spdllfire oscillates over the roots, folding the shadows into creases, making the wals
writhe with astrange tuberous animation. A facelooms over her, apae moon face atop a swollen mound
of anatomy, crested with thick clots and tangles of hair. The flesh has asemiliquid texture, rippling and
bulging in search of ashape to which it can conform; somewhere within, there must be a substructure of
muscle and bone, but the outer mass seemsto bear no relation to it, enwrapping the skeleton like a vast
unstable blancmange. The features are unfixed: the mouth is stretched into a rapacious hole bordered with
lip; the noseis curioudly flattened; the nogtrils have sunk deep into the face. The thick-lidded eyes have a
luminous qudity like the eyes of an animal, the whitesiridescent, theirisamost as dark asthe pupil. The
skinis perfectly smooth, pale as milk, glistening here and there with athin sheen of mucus. Garments
once rich and sumptuous billow around the monstrous figure: velvet molted into ba dness, fraying clumps
of embroidery. Their colors have dimmed to amurky sameness, their outline adapted to their occupant,
sagging and shrinking with every movement. Sheis Morgus, witch queen, sdf-anointed the greatest of her
kind. Power oozesfrom her poreslike perspiration, and the proximity of it ismore stifling than any
stench. But the girl does not shrink from her. Her hate isaminute red ember deep insde, something she
fedsbut does not know, hiding it in the darkness of her heart, feeding it on morsdls, until the moment
comeswhen sheisready to blow it into aflame.



Together they watch the spellfire and study the ancient lore. They see the phantoms dancing in Azmode!;
they see potbellied satyrs and fauns with whiteless eyes and nimble fegt, winged syl-phids clinging
mosquitolike to their prey, and other creatures grotesque beyond the design of Nature or werekind. In
the Garden of Lost Meanings, plant tendrils hook the ankles of unwary revelers, snapdragons nip their
extremities, bee orchids unsheath deadly stings. Above the rainbow lakes a phoenix circles, shedding
firedust from itswings; but it does not come down to feed. "See!" says Morgus. "He degpsno longer. He
has come back for hisrevenge: he wants you to die dowly, and suffer long. We were barely ableto save
youintime"

"l do not fear him," saysthegirl.
"That iswdl," saysMorgus. "The only person you should fear isme."

Hisplansare deep laid, his nets spread wide. He has been plotting and weaving for thousands of years,
shape-shifting from demon to deity, infusing his strength into athrong of ambulants, whispering hiswords
through empty mouths. Some schemes are abandoned, leaving loose ends to unravel through history,
others grow, becoming ever more intricate, meshing strand with strand in tortuous designs of inscrutable
complexity. Thereisapattern to existence, or so they say, acurrent of events; but Azmordisamsto
direct the current and weave patterns of his own. And somewherein one of those labyrinthine webs the
girl sensesthereisasinglethread that leadsto her. It isathing she fed swithout knowing, like the hate.

"He has dways yearned to control the Lodestone," says Morgus, watching the smoke. "Envy gnawshim,
the sharp end of fear. Arewe not Prospero's Children, mortals with immortal powers? He shows
wisdom in such envy if in nothing el se. He sought the key over many centuries, he seeksthe other
fragments even now. He cannot touch the Stone—it isdien to him—but he sought to dominate it through
Alimond, through you. He has never understood its nature. It isapart of us, aforce that runsin our
blood. We do not need to rush around hunting the pieces like beggar brats|ooking for wishing pebbles.”

"Has he found such apiece?’ the girl asks. "A wishing pebble to play with?"
"Maybe. But even he will have trouble mastering the possessor. Look into the smoke!”

Thevisonsof Azmodd vanish; the smoke spirdsinto avortex, thinsinto clarity. The spdlfire cannot be
commanded but its shadow show can be nudged in achosen direction, if you have the skill. Morguss
willpower isasubtle instrument, with the driv ing force of abattering ram, the flexibility of abullwhip. The
fire quails before her.

Deep in the heart of the smoke they see aman climbing awall. Thewall appears at first sheer, then the
improving focus showsit strangely curved, bulging toward them. Thefasciais constructed of overlapping
dates, irregular oblongs, many of them notched and dented, whose projecting edges offer precarious
toeholdsto the climber. Seen from the back al they know of himisthat heislean, perhapstal, agileasa
lizard, and the long fingers feding for purchase on this curious surface are black. Not the chocolate or
sable of the African races, which isusudly called black, but true black unrdieved by any lightening,
untinged by color. The climb is short; at the top, the wall is surmounted by ajagged rampart conssting of
flat stone dabs, triangular in shape, each apex terminating in an oblique spike, a couple of which have
been broken off. The climber pulls himsalf up between two of the dabs and sits adtride, hislegs dangling.
Thewal moves.

Theimageisexpanding; now it seemsto fill haf the chamber. A seismic ripple heaves acrossthe fascia;
sound impinges, the scraping of date on date, acresking as of some vast arthritic limb. And then they see
acrumpled leathern structure, ribbed with dender poles like an enormoustent, unfolding dowly into a
sweeping fan. The view broadens, and thereisthe foreleg, its crooked elbow higher than the rampart of



spines, the thick coiling neck, the ridged and battlemented head, sagging beneath itsweight of bone. With
distance comes afdling into place of details formerly misinterpreted: not dates, but scaes, nowall, but
the towering flank of the greatest monster of legend. Y et here thereis no serpentine speed, no basilisk
gaze, the movements are labored, the huge eye closed to adlit, its bloodred degps glazed asif itisal but
blind. The hues of life have faded from the leaden hide: the creature resembles a gigantic hunk of
wegthered stone, ancient beyond the count of years, crumbling, corroded, brightened only by the
occasiona patches of lichen that batten on its squamous back. The head swings ponderoudy from sideto
Sde, asif trying to catch a scent long forgotten. It pays no more attention to the invader straggling its

spine than to some parasitic insect; possibly it does not even sense he isthere. The wings that appear too
giff and venerable for motion, let doneflight, begin to beat, gathering strength from their own momentum,
moving faster, faster. And then incredibly, impossibly, the whole massive cumbersome bodly liftsinto the
ar. Thewatchers seeit not asthe dragon risng upward but as the ground falling away beneath: arocky
floor plunging behind obscuring cliffs, the humps and crags of amountain range heaving in between, then
dropping down abruptly to aragged coastline with white foam frills bordering a cold blue sea. And dl the
while the ssowaway clings on, adark rider aboard a steed greater and more terrible than any myth could
convey.

The picture shifts: they see now with his eyes, the nearest spind ridge dicing theimagein haf. Ahead the
sunissetting in ayelow smolder between long strips of cloud. Fire sparkles on the sea. They fed the
rush of air, hear the booming surge of the wings. Night descends swiftly, and they are soaring higher and
higher into adreamworld of faling Sars.

When the sky lightens there are other mountains ahead, the mountains of Elsewhere, snow dabbled,

stone shouldered, cloven with hanging valleys, their lower dopestoo far below to digtinguish clearly, lost
inadizzying visaof height and space. These are the peaks no man has ever climbed, the aerieswhere no
eagle makesits nest. They plummet suddenly into asickening dive, traversang anatura gateway between
two pinnacles of rock, dowing to adrift dong the winding passage of ahigh gorge delved by atorrent
long run dry. Short grasses cling to the dopes like sparse hair, thin soil crumblesto show the bony ground
beneath. The cleft widensinto avalley with many arms branching to either Sde, a secretive maze of
canyons surrounded by steepsthat dwarf even the dragon. Animals do not graze here, nor insects breed,
nor birdsfly: thereisonly plant life and stone life. But on the floor of these hidden canyonsthereis death.
For thisisthe dragons graveyard, the place where the old cometo find rest, where the dain who have
vanished from theworld leave their last remains. No archaeologist ever came hereto pick through the
bleaching bones;, the skeletons lie undisturbed, delicate scul ptures of mythica proportions, wind cleansed,
sun whitened, the eydess skullswatchful evenin their endless stillness. Here the dragon lands, sttling into
dumber, and the red fades from his orbs, and the quickened pulse begt of hisfind flight snksto afluitter,
and islogt. Therider scrambles down from his back and looks around, evidently searching for something.
His gaze focuses on what appears to be the entrance to a cave on the far side of the valley. He makes his
way toward it, surefooted and nimble as a chamois, ducking beneath a scaffolding of tibiaand femur and
descending a stepladder of tail vertebrae, leaping from rock to rock across the waterless valley bed,
climbing the uneven incline to the cave mouth in hungry srides.

Thevision follows him ingde, down anarrow defile into absol ute darkness. He gropes onward, staying
closeto thewal— they fed the grainy texture of granite under his hand, hear the soft hiss of his breath. It
growswarmer. The dark acquires arubescent tinge; thereis ahot sulphurous smell. The passage
debouchesinto acavern so large the farther walls arelost to view: the floor immediately below curves
around in a broad ledge overhanging an unseen chasm; the air tremblesin the updraft of heet; wheezing
jets of gas shoot toward the distant roof. Thelip of the chasm is silhouetted against aburning glow. The
intruder walksto the edge, peers over. They seethe lake of magma benegth, its surface crawling with
torpid ripples and heaving into bubbles that dowly distend and crack, spitting gobbets of fire. The man
leansforward asif fascinated or compelled, gpparently indifferent to the furnace heat on hisskin. At last



he retreats, moving along the ledge to a point where it bulges out into a platform of rock. A giant skeleton
iscoiled here, the naked fretwork of boneslustered in the flamelight. The passage must have been wider
once to admit such a cresture, or maybe it found some other way in, now closed. Thefragile barrier
encirclesashdlow depression where aclutch of eggs still remains, their soft shells hardened to porcelain,
prigtine, undamaged, asif viablelife might yet endure within, incubating in the warmth of the earth'sfires.
The man negotiatesthetrelis of ribs, dipping easly between curving struts, and crouches down over the
hoard. His outstretched hands are black againgt their gilded palor. For thefirgt time the watching girl
knows him for athief.

She can see hisface now, a concentration of angles focused into ahard, narrow beauty, intent,
obsessive, devious, multiple expressonswith but a single thought. His mouth is acompressed shadow;
his bent gaze is hidden under the curve of lowered eyelids. He resembles apiece of cubist sculpture, the
geometric lines of brow and cheekbone, nose and jaw catching the light like polished basdt. She seeshis
lips part; the background noise recedes and she hears, asif from very close by, the faint sibilance of
escaping breath. His hands linger on one of the eggs, sensing by some specidized intuition its
differentness from the others. He wrapsit in athick cloth that he has evidently brought for that purpose
and placesit in aleather pouch hanging from his belt. For amoment his gaze lifts, and she glimpseshis
savage exultation, and the eyesthat burn with acold blue flame, like crystalsin aspdllfire. Then he
detaches alegbone from the skeleton, leaving the vestigid body to disintegratein hiswake, and with this
makeshift wegpon he smashes the remaining eggs. Hisferocity isterrible to watch: he crushes the shells
into fragments, beats each fetusto abloody pulp. He shows no pity, no hesitation. When the massacreis
over there may bealiquid brilliancein his eye, but the tear—if tear it is—isblinked away unshed. Heis
not aman for tears.

Observing him, the girl isboth mesmerized and repelled. His magnetism is real and potent, reaching her
from beyond the magic, yet she feds him to be not merely single-minded but controlled by asingle
passion, amord, driven, ruthlessin the pursuit of hisgoa. Heisaspirit of fire, tempered in the inferno,
one of dragonkind made the more monstrous, not less, by his human guise, hismortal cunning. "Hewas
clever," remarks Morgus, asif assimilating her thought. " Clever, beautiful, treecherous. A black apewith
atwisted soul and the face of ahero. Do not trust him. He could fool even the spellfire, at need.”

"Do you know hisname?' she asks.

"Ruvindra Lall. The family was supposed to be an offshoot of one of the great Houses, the descendants
of exileswho fled Atlantis during the Fal. They were the dragon charmers: that wastheir Gift. Monarchs
propitiated them, wizards consulted them. Ruvindrawas the greatest of hisline, but when he knew the
dragons were doomed to extinction he sold himself to the Oldest Spirit, or so it issaid, that he might have
long life and the opportunity to tame the last dragon on earth. With the Old Oné's hel p he stole the egg
and placed it somewhere for safekeeping. It did not hatch for many centuries and RuvindraLal'i dept,
waiting, like the princessin the story, for the pdll to be broken.”

"Did he get akiss?' the girl asks, but Morgus does not answer.

"Intheworld of Time," she says, "the egg hatched. It might be recently. The charmer charmed, the
dragon grew. But the Oldest Onetook it for his creature—his pet—and Ruvindrawas dain: thusthe
reward for his perfidy.”

"Whom did he betray?'

"Himsdf. Who knows? Maybe we shall see him here, in next season's crop of heads. Then you may kiss
him, if youwill."



In the smoke he has emerged from the cave, the grave robber, nest raider, dayer of the unborn. Ruvindra
Lali. He stands on the mountainside, cdling in Atlantean. A sudden wind arrives, blowing hislong black
hair. A vulture comes flying from the degps of the sky, anight-plumed raptor with atwenty-foot
wingspan and apurple nevus on its naked head. It landsin front of him, turning immediately into asmall,
crooked manikin with the same birthmark disfiguring face and scal p. Words pass between them. Then
the shape-shifter resumes hisbird form and the thief mounts, bearing his stolen treasure. The vulture gives
aharsh croaking scream beforerising into the air, cruising the thermals until it isfar above the ground,
then heading away over the mountains, dwindling rapidly into the blue distance.

The picture changes. Very briefly they make out an old man moving through a vaulted chamber. Perhaps
awine cdlar, though they cannot see any wine. Hisfaceisinvisblein the darkness but the girl knows he
isold because she can amdl it: the musty, dightly sour smel of an aging body. Hisflashlight beam roves
around, picking out the uneven flags of the floor, the patches of damp on thewalls. Helocatesa
cylindrical congtruction identifiable as awelhead; it appears far more ancient than the room around it. It
iscovered with aheavy stonelid. He sets down the flashlight so the beam is pointing hisway, though it
offersno red illumination. Then he heavesthelid alittle to one side, and ared glow spillsthrough the gap,
like the glow in the heart of the volcano, and thereis ahissing, bubbling noise. For an ingtant they seehim
clearly, dyed in the scarlet light, and hisface is the face of a corpse. Then the smoke obliterates him, and
theimages are gone.

The spdllfire sinks, Morguss voice emerges from the gloom. "The dragonisin the egg,” she says, "and
the Stone paring—the splinter that was an heirloom of the exiles—isin the dragon. In Time, it will grow
beyond al other beasts. No prison will contain it. Even he will be unable to command its obedience.
Only acharmer can speak to adragon.”

But the girl isthinking of the old man, caught briefly in the ruddy glare: the angle of the head, gazing
downward; the long-boned skull tapering from hollow temples to angular jaw; the predatory hook of the
nose. And the ashen hue of the skin, un-warmed by thefire glow, surely not the result of age but some
other factor, perhaps even the diluted effect of athrowback gene. ..

"Of what race was the dragon charmer,”" she enquires, "to make his skin so black?"

"It was not hisrace but hisfate," replies Morgus. "They say one of hisforefathers was burnt by the first of
the dragons—burnt but not killed—and the blackened hide of hiskindred was fireproof ever after.”

"Andwasit?'
"Maybe," saysMorgus.

"Maybe not," counters Sysselore, with alaugh coarsened to a cackle in the vacuum of Time. She passes
athin hand above the spdlifire, and the flames shrink from her, until they are dmost gone.

Where Morgusisvast and bloated, Sysseloreis skeletd. She resembles a mantis, an elongated, insectile
creature whose tiny head and attenuated neck appear to have been extruded from her shoulders by a
process of enforced growth. The contours of her face recede from the point of her nose toward the
furtive chin and pae bulbous eyes. Her hair hasthinned to a skein of woally threads, clinging likea
cobweb to anything it touches. Y et at times she retains the vanities of youth and beauty, reddening her
lipswith cochineal or wearing the rags of digphanous dressesthat reved her torso: the breasts shriveled
into flatness, sunken like empty pouches between ribs and sternum. She often wears two or three
garments at once, crisscrossing them with cords and sashesin afar-off caricature of some classcal style,
braiding the long wisps of her hair and twisting them into haphazard coils on the crown of her head, asif
she were a Pre-Raphaglite enchantress.



She should be afigure of pathos, inviting pity; but theinsect faceistoo devoid of humanity to inspire
compunction and a degenerate soul looks out of her eyes. Sheisonly less dangerous than Morgus asthe
viper isless dangerous than the black mamba: the oneislarge, aggressive, disdaining camouflage, the
other may hidein adrift of leaves, and strike at you unawares. And thetwo areill at ease together for al
their long companionship. Sysselore fawns and needles, flatters and jibes, while Morgus appears virtudly
indifferent, dominating her coven sister without effort whenever necessary. Y et thereis an underlying
dependence, the need not merely for a confederate in power but alesser rival, a cheek-by-jowl
comrade, someone to impress, to browbest, to goad and torment. A witch queen cannot rulein avoid:
she must have subjects. For time outside Time Sysselore has been courtier and counsdlor, sidekick and
dave.

"But now we haveyou," says Morgus, drawing the girl to her, and her fat soft hand cups the small face,
travels down shoulder and arm, exploring her breast. It fedslike the touch of some flabby undersea
creature. "So small, so pretty ... so young.” Thereisadreadful greed in the way she says"young.”

"I've waited such along, long while ... It should have been my sister Morgun, my twin sister, my soul
mate, but she betrayed me. She forfeited the chance of enduring power for the failure of the moment. She
wasin love with pleasure, with her own body, with aman she could not have. Her head rotted here long
ago. There have been others since, but none who could take her place. They were weaklings, afraid of
the Gift and dl it endowed, or obsessives, chasing after petty revenges, petty desires. There was one you
may have known, Alimond—the otherworldly Alimond—but she was haunted by imaginary ghosts. | let
her go, and demons of her own creating drove her to her doom. But you ... | can fedl the power in you,
likethefirst green tendrils of some hungry plant. |

shall feed it and coax it, and it will grow and bind you to me, and we shall be three at last, the magic
number, the coven number. Y ou will be Morgun, my sister, and the name you had before will beasa
dream dreamed out, remote as afantasy.”

"No," saysthegirl, not in defiance but uncertainty, reaching back into the blur of memory for the name
they never call her, the identity sheleft behind. "I am not Morgun. | am Fernanda. Fernanda.”

"You aremy sgter!" orders Morgus, and her mouth writhes around the words. "I shdl join you to my
kindred, mix you in my blood. Hold her!" Her soft hand tightens, claping the girl by the forearm;
Sysselore seizes her from behind. Her bony grip has ahideous strength. Fern struggles, but it isno use,
and now sheisdill, watching the knife. Morgus rel eases the dight wrist and pricks her own, pressing
deep into the flesh before she draws blood. Then she grips Fern'sarm again, though shetriesto pull it
away. Theknife dices across her skin, splitting it open. She experiences no pain, only horror. A ritud is
about to be consummated that she senseswill contaminate her forever: neither her blood nor her soul will
be her own again. She cannot resist, cannot move. Even her mind is numb.

But the cut does not bleed. The wound closes by itsdlf: the flesh around it iswhite and pinched. Not a
drop escapes. "Sheis protected!" says Sysselore, and Morgus releases her with a curse, sucking thirgtily
at her own injury. When Sysselore lets her go Fern knows she must not run, must not shrink.

"They cannot protect you dways,” says Morgus. "Y ou are mine now. My way to reclam theworld.”

And then Fern knowswheat to say. "That world exigtsin Time. It moves through eternity like afish
through the ocean. Onward, not back. Fernandaisthe future; Morgun is the past. Which way do you
wishto go?'

Morgus makes no answer, but behind the glutinous mass of her face Fern can see the thought
penetrating, traveling through the many recesses of her brain.



Morgus does not try to cut her again.

The dark hours come, the phase of dreams and shadows. They eat, though Fern feels no hunger; deep,
though sheisnot tired. Morguss dumbering form isamassve tumulus, quivering with soft, subterranean
snores. Sysselore lies under her blanket like a skeleton in ashroud. Sometimes the two of them wake
and prowl around, poking the spdllfire, muttering to themsalvesin athin stream of sound that seemsto
incorporate many whispers, many tongues. Outside the context of time, Fern findsit difficult to be sureif
she hersdf actudly degps or how much. Only the dreams divide awareness from oblivion.

She dreams sheis ingde Time. The sensation of movement, growth, vitdity fills her with a sudden
dizziness, like strong wine on an empty stomach. She can hear clocksticking, bells caling, the urgent
revving of an engine. Sheis pulled and pushed, tugged and hugged, hurried, harried. The faces around
her are anxious, happy, eager—all familiar, familiar and dear, but they come and go too quickly for
recognition, and she snatchesin vain a name and memory. "Don't belate," they say. "Go—go
now—you'll belate—don't belate.” Sheisin what she knowsto be acar, ametal cell, lesther padded,
hurtling forward. And then thereis achurch, agray hunched building, towered and gabled, with
tombstones crowding at the gate, and the ins stent summons of the bells. The faces attach themsalvesto
bodies and go teeming through the doors, and sheiseft done; but Timewill not let her be. The church
clock strikes, and shemust goin.

Sheiswaking up the aidetoward an atar decked with flowers. The sun poursin through amulticolored
window, touching everything with dapples of rainbow light. Petals are falling on her, scattered by astone
angel somewhere up above. Her long dress siweeps the floor; the veil is blown back from her eyes. And
there heis, waiting. He turnstoward her, holds out his hand. Alone among al the faces, heisastranger.
"No!" shecries. "No! He's not the one. He's not the one—" A wind seizesthe church and everyoneiniit,
sweeping them like leavesinto ahegp, whirling them away. There are only the petdsfdling ill, cold and
white as snow. Sheisrunning through the snow in her long dress, and the skirts billow, lifting her up, and
icy hands reach for her, but she dips away, floating skyward, and the bellying skirts have become begating
wings, and sheisriding the owl, on and on into the dark.

Shewakes, remembering aname: not one of her friends but the stranger, the man who awaited her at the
end of theaide. Javier. Javier Holt.

In the waking hours, Fern's education progresses. Morgus is determined to shape her mind, to forge her
Gift, to fashion her in her image—asif she has no mind, no will, no image of her own. Thewitch's
knowledge poursinto her, flooding every level of her thought, so that sometimes the boundary between
experience and learning becomes confused, and Fern fearsto lose touch with her Self. But | am
Fernanda, she resolves, in the dimness of the cave, in the quiet of her soul. | am Fernanda, not Morgun,
and so | will remain. Morgustalks of the Gifted through the ages, both the great and the less: the petty
achemigts and street witcheswhose type still exists, gabbling the future from a pack of cards, chanting
gpdlIslong impotent in languages|ong dead, poring over antique grimoireswhereagrain of truth may hide
amid awdter of occult window dressing. Atlantean, she says, isthe only language of power, the language
that evolved within the aura of the Lode-stone, where each word can be atransmitter, controlling and
concentrating the Gift of the speaker. She does not know that Fern has visited the past, spoken Atlantean
as she might speak in any foreign tongue, before the Stone was broken and the land devoured and the
ancient power passed into words and lingered in genes, lest it disseminate forever. She repesats her
lessons glibly, and Morgus believes she learnsfast. Fernismerely achild to her, astudent or disciple, she
cannot credit her pupil with atdent for decealt.

"Thelegacy of the Stoneiswayward but enduring,” she says. "It is passed from parent to child like eye
color or an unusud shade of hair, missing one generation or many, yet recurring constantly. By now, there



may bealittle of it in most men. The At-lanteans conquered much of the world and spread their seed
widely before Zohrane, the last queen, issued an edict forbidding union with foreigners. Too late! They
say my family can trace our ancestry back to arelative of hers, yes, even to the Thirteenth House, the
House of Goulabey. We are Gifted indeed. There are many who have an atom or two of power, but few,
very few, who can remold their environment, and bind lesser spiritsto their will, and outface even the
ancient gods. Such are we three, the chosen ones. Theimmortals have other powers, which the boldest
of usmay learn to use—if we have the wit and ssomach for it—but the Gift is ours done. Untutored, it
may flarein the extremes of emotion, in anger or desperation, blazing out of control: only the words of
Atlantis can direct it, shaping it with spells, giving it meaning and purpose. Remember that! It raised us
higher than the little gods: it will take usthere again. We are the rulers of Earth, the shapers of doom.
Think of Pharouq and his daughter, of Merlin and Manannan, Ariadne—Arianrhod—Medea." She
thrusts her hand into the springlet and holdsit out to Fern with alittle water cupped in her pam. The
faces dide over the mirror of the meniscus. Dark Merlin, silver-pae Arianrhod, doe-eyed, dy-eyed
Medea. . . "Ther power was legend, they might have been dl but immortd in their turn—yet they failed
intheend. They fel into folly, and their spirits withered, or passed the Gate into eternity.”

She letsthe water run away; her pam is empty. When she speaks again, her voice is soft and certain. ™
We shdl not fall. | have waited aslong as need. | will leave my mark upon theworld of Timeforever."

"What of the Stone splinters?' Fern asks at last, feigning innocence. "Isthere power in them sill? Or are
they truly no more than wishing pebbles—toysfor children to play with?!

"Who knows? There was power in the key, perhaps—the kernel of the Lodestone—but it islost.” She
does not know that Fern held the key twice, that she touched the Stone in Atlantislong ago. " Something
persists, no doubt—a few sparks of magic—but only afew. Had the exiles possessed the powers of
yore they would have wiglded them and conquered the world anew. Each of the twelve familiestook a
gplinter, but only three escaped the Fall; nonetheless, it should have been enough, if the magic wasthere.
Instead the families dwindled into wanderers, rarely outliving their mortal span, passing on the scant relics
of their history to their descendants. Now those treasures are mere curiosities with fragments of legend
attached. Even their owners have forgotten what they truly mean.”

Fernisnot convinced, but she keeps her doubts to herself. Maybe the exiles feared to use what remained
of the Stone, remembering Atlantisin al its splendor and crudty, arace of people warped with power,
inbred by law, spawning mutants and madmen. But Morgus would not understand such restraint. Any
fear she may fed isthere to be hidden, overmastered, ignored, atiny spur pricking her headlonginto a
ruthless course of action. She would not comprehend that fear can be a manifestation of intelligence. She
has lived too long outside Time. But Fern remembers awar that was never fought, awar of weapons
unused, horrors undefined: numberless casudties, corrupted earth, unbreathable air. There aretimes
whenitiswiseto be afraid.

"What of the dragon?' Fern asks her. "Could we control it?"
"Only adragon charmer can charm adragon,” repests Morgus.
"Find one," mocks Syssdore.

She seeshim in the pdlifire, the man with the gray face. He looks younger here, but she knows him a
once, by his ashen complexion, by the high prow of hisnose. Heis sitting in aroom of books—aroom
not merely lined but apparently constructed of books. Chinks of bare wall show here and there, but the
books are the building blocks: fat books, thin books, ancient calf-bound volumes, gaudy modern
hardbacks, their spines crushed together so they can hardly draw bresth, jostling and leaning, vertical and
horizontal, like bricks stacked a random by a drunken bricklayer. And in the midst of the booksthe man



gtson an upright wooden chair upholstered in studded leather, the light from adesk lamp falling Sdelong
on hisface. The shadow of his own profile stretches across his left cheek, the nose e ongated, the thin,
pointed lips outthrust in speech, casting amobile darkness in the hollow above the jaw. Ashis head
moves the beam blinks briefly into his eyes, showing them pale, pae and cold, filled with adesrethat is
part avarice and part desperation. He might be a caricature of the dragon charmer, aged and flawed, the
black purity of his skin dulled, the fine temper of his spirit blunted. Ruvindra Lail was fearless, reckless,
remorsaless, apredator without morality or pity, but in this man those strengths appear shriveled,
reduced to the littleness of mere evil.

Heistalking to achairback on the other side of the desk. The chair may or may not have an occupant:
the spell-watcher cannot see. The back isunusualy high, spreading out into awide ova, the arms curving
around to encircle the sitter. There might be a shadowy ebow resting there; it isdifficult to be sure.
Lower down, the vision blursinto smoke. Sound arrives dowly: the thin mouth tensesinto stillness, and
she hearsthe voice of the chairback—a voice from the abyss, deep and cold and familiar. She has heard
that voice grating from athroat of stone, dripping like honey from stolen vocal cords, she has heard it
harsh with power, cracked with death. But the essence is aways the same. "Y ou would not be an
ambulant,” it is saying. "With an ambulant, the pirit is expelled from the body, to wait in Limbo until that
body dies. Y ou would remain in possession: | would lodgein your mind merely asaguest. A visitor. |
would be yours to summon whenever you have need of power. Y oursto summon, and to dismiss. |
would be adjinn at your command.” She knows helies. It istherein the softened tone, in the gentle
dither of seductive phrases. She knowsit and hisauditor knowsit: loathing and longing vie for
prominencein hisgray face. She sees him push knowledge away, diding toward awilling submission.
"Together," says Azmordis, "we can master the last of the dragons, and in so doing we will have mastery
of the air, mastery of fire and magic. Forget the crude wegpons of the modern age. With adragon, we
have afirebomb that thinks, the ultimate symbol of power. Y ou have dreamed of it, | know you have. |
have seen your dreams. the memories of your ancestors passed on in your deegping thought. The skill isin
your blood, too long irrdlevant; you haveit Hill, the Gift of the dragon charmers. But your body ages: you
need vitdity and strength. Thesethingsonly | can giveyou. Invitemein!"

Invite me in. The ancient laws forbid anyone to cross athreshold uninvited: the threshold of ahouse, the
threshold of amind. The door must be opened from within, the words of invitation uttered fredly. Who
made the laws no one knows. Morgusin al her teaching has not revedled it. Doubtless sheisreluctant to
admit that there are powers beyond her reach, rules that even she cannot break. The enforcers may be
unknown and unseen but they never fail: the Ultimate Laws cannot be gainsaid. Even the weakest
individua hasthislast protection against the invasion of the dark. Y our soul isyour own: it cannot be
stolen from you. But it can be eroded, or sold, or given away.

"Invitemein!" says Azmordis, and in the other man'sface thereisthe dread of cregping age and degth,
the yearning of dreams unsated. Fern wonders what he sees, when she can ditinguish nothing beyond
the chairback save the impression of an elbow. He wavers, debating within himself—a superfluous
exercise: hisbatleisdready logt. "Invite mein!" Thevoiceisadark whisper, less persuasive than

hypnotic.

"Very well!" She hears the man spesk at |ast, histone amost a croak, riven between eagerness and
doubt. "With your aid | shall have power beyond imagining. | shal tamethe dragon, | shal take what |
want from thisworld and live long enough to enjoy it. We have abargain." He holds out hishand, but it is
not taken.

"Say the words. Invite me into your mind, into your body, into your soul. Say the worddl™

Thereisahunger behind hisinsstence, ahunger born of greed. He feeds on swift, perishablelivesto



swell hisone undying life, draining and discarding hishuman playthings, seeking to refill hisimmortal
emptiness with the brief glimmer of their souls, losing them in the end to the mystery of the Gate. Fern
cannot see hisface—if thereisaface to see—but it isnot necessary. All expressonisin the voice, inthe
looming presence of the chair-back, grown now to dominate the room, becoming a throne of darkness
before which the other cringeslike asupplicant. Y et she seesasmilar hunger in his gray visage, shrunken
to mortal dimensions, an object of pathos and contempt, a deadly weakness. He hesitates at the ladt,
unwilling to utter the fearful invocation, but the hunger istoo strong for him. They are drawn together ina
terrible bond, the greater monster and the less. The man speaks with awful deliberation.

"Comeinto my mind. Share my body. Infuse my spirit with yours.™
"Aaseh!"

The huge sigh of satisfaction changesto a hoarse shriek, like the cry of somelong-extinct bird. She has
heard such acal once before, in the heart of atempest long ago: a summons from the world before
speech, when the beasts and the el ements and the gorge of Earth itsalf made the only voicesto be heard.
Theimpression of an elbow is gone from the arm of the chair. In front, the man iffens. Hiseyeswiden
until thelidsdl but vanish, staring orbs on which the veinslegp to prominence like cracks threading an
eggshdl. His cheeks are sucked into caverns, his mouth becomesahole. Ripplestug a hisskin. Then
with avast shudder the tension collapses and hisfeatures dip back into place. He appears unconscious,
breathing through a dackened mouth. His eyes are turned upward in his head and suffused with blood,
ditsof red wetnessin the gray waste of hisface. Fern closes her eyes, feding sick, not only &t the
physica manifestation of possession but the deeper horror beyond—someone else buried in your brain,
gfting through your thoughts, sSnking into your subconscious. The nauseadrains her: she hasknown no
bodily sensation likeit in al her measureless hours beneath the Tree.

When she opens her eyes again she noticesfor thefirgt time that sheisaone. Syssdore deepsin her
bower of roots; Morgus must be outside the cave, watching the dow ripening of the heads. (Fern knows
thereisan exit, though she has never found it.) The spellfire showsitsvisonsonly to her. Thereisthe
man again, talking with asmooth visible fluency though she hears no sound. Heis aged now, perhaps by
his tenant, yet he appearsimbued with some hidden unnaturd strength. The image recedes until heis
framed in ablack square like apicture, ill talking, and hisfinger comes out of the frame toward her,
beckoning, and in the foreground she seesvery briefly aback view of agirl with adark massof hair.
Then the vison isgone, vanishing into smoke. Memoriesfrom theworld of Time rush into her head.
Gaynor— Gaynor and Alison'stelevision set—and the man she had named as Dr. Laye. (Dr. Laye. ..
RuvindraLall?) Gaynor her friend— afraid—in danger . . .

Fern reachesinto the smoke with mind and will, sensing the power risein her, feding it flow through
every channel of her body, through the marrow of her bones, through the blood in her veins. She touches
the core of the magic, willing it to respond. Y ou cannot force the spdllfire, Morgus has said, but Fernisin
the grip of afierce urgency; prudenceisoverruled; Gift and certainty are strong in her. " Show me Dr.
Laye," she demands, her voice suppressed to a hissing whisper in order not to wake Syssdore. "l need
to know what he plans. Show methefate of RuvindraLai'i. Show methe dragon!” But thefireisno spirit
or sihyl whom you can question. The smoke thickens at the pressure, billowing out, swirling around her.
Her eyeswater. She has aflegting glimpse of another picture, neither man nor monster, a picture that
seemsto belong somewherein her story. A palefigurein apae bed. White sheets, white pillows, and the
gtill face death-white, cheeks and lips devoid of color. Transparent tubes stream like ribbons from
various portions of her anatomy, artificid intestines fuding the machine of the deeping body. Thereis
something familiar about her, asense of wrongness. . . But the scene crumples, sucked into a vortex of
smoke, and the magic spins out of control, and the caveisfilled with awhirlwind of black vapor. Fern
crouches down, covering her face. With asound like a suffocated bomb, the spell-fire implodes.



When the air clearsthe flames are extinguished, the crystals scattered. Fern'slegs, face, torso are
blackened. Syssdore rushes over, shrill with fury, scolding like afishwife. "I wanted to control the
spdlfire)” Fern explains. "1 pushed too hard. Sorry."

"What did you s2e?' And Morgusis behind her, moving silently for dl her bulk. "What did you try to
see?!

"Thedragon,”" Fern answers. "RuvindraLa'i. The man with the gray face." Thetruth isaways safer, as
long asit isdoled out sparingly.

"Andwhat did you see?’
“Nothing."
But she knows now what she saw, and why it felt so wrong. Thefigure in the bed was her.

Fern lieson her pallet in the darkness, thinking. Nearby Morgus snores with the sound of an earthquake
dirring, Syssdlore hissesand whistleslike an inefficient kettle. They exist here physically, in theflesh; their
bodies need deep. But her body is deeping somewhere else. The person she saw was not the past or the
future but the present: a gtill white figure in awhite hospital bed, fed and watered and purged
mechanically, athing, just athing, tangled in an octopus of tubes, aive on sufferance. She touches her
flesh, and knowsit for anilluson. Her bodily functions are amere habit of mind, like the shape shefills.
Perhaps that was why she would not bleed when Morgus cut her; she bled e sewhere, in the red world.
Y et Morgus knows the truth—of course she does—and she expected blood. What did Syssdlore say?
"Sheisprotected . . ." There may have been others at her bedside: friends, family, people who care.
(Friendslike Gaynor, who isin danger.) She knows she must trust them, though they are too distant to
picture, memories beyond the reach of thought. If they take care of her body, she must take care of her
Sf.

She must find the way back.

At least thereis no other occupant in her domain. We saved you, said Morgus, meaning from Azmordis,
and Fern seemsto hear hersdlf in another dimengion, caling him, mocking him: Azmordis! Azmordis! Let
him come. Folly. But if she saved me, Fern concludes, it was for her own purposes, not mine. | will take
the ember of my hatred and nurse it carefully, carefully. | need hate, in the dark benegath the Tree where
all other emotions are far away. Courage, hope, love are like rainbow-colored ghosts, bright phantoms
from the world of warmth and life. Here, only hateisleft to me. Hate makes you strong. Hate will find a

way.

Now she knows she does not need it she deeps no longer. She can move about the cave without noise:
her spirit-self may appear to have weight and substance but that isan illusion. Her feet touch the earth,
but they do not pressit. Morgus still does not realize Fern has discovered the true nature of this state of
being. She sees Fern dways as her pupil, her disciple, too absorbed by her teaching to think for herself,
too naive and too spellmazed to question or speculate. Fernis supposed to soak up her words, follow in
her swath. Fern plays her part. In the dark before dawn Morgus wakes aone and moves about the cave,
srangely light on her feet for dl her Size, asif her body floats on acushion of air, gliding just above the
ground. The spdlfireisunlit and the erratic wormshine makes her shadow dance in her wake, breaking
up over the uneven floor and wallsinto separate shadow flecks that seem to caper with abrief life of their
own. Thewhispers as shetalksto hersdf trail after her, hissng echoesfinding their way between the
crannied roots, where they are trapped a moment or two, stifling. Fern hears her name, suddenly clear
among the shapeless murmurs, uttered with akind of deadly lust. Morgus moves away into one of the
cave's many corners, where the tubers form atwisted arch filled with darkness. Another word emerges, a



command: "Inye!" Her hand describes a gesture and alight appears, acandleflame without a candle,
hovering at her side. Under the arch, the darkness withdraws, receding into atunnel that appearsto dope
upward. Morgus must surely be too large to enter such anarrow space, but the fluid mass of her flesh
ripples and changes, pouring through the gap, and in amoment sheisgone.

Fern follows her, without light, touching earth and root for guidancein the gloom. And then sheis outside

The tunndl issues through adot benesth a huge root limb, buckled and snewy, like the outflung arm of a
felled giant scrunching at the ground. Here the darknessis severa shades paler, suggesting the imminence
of dawn, or what passesfor dawn in this place. All around Fern can see Smilar limbs, the smallest
thread-fine, the largest many feet in diameter, crushing the land into a bizarre rootscape of humpsand
hollows, ridges and clefts. Somewhere above loomsthe bole, haf-velled in mig, like acurving gray wall,
many-ribbed, crusted with flaking dabs of bark, immense and ghostly in the dusklight. For thefirst time
she beginsto appreciate the true vastness of the Tree. Sysselore hastold her that beyond there are
shadow forests that you cannot pass, where the stray wanderer will become lost or sicken: offshoots of
the Tredsimagining, manifestations of its dreams. Only the great birds may come and go. But such
boundaries are not necessary: the Treefillstheworld, it is theworld. It stands outside redlity, between
the dimensions; its roots drink from the depths of being, its upper branches out-top the stars. The cave
itself isamere niche scooped out among the labyrinth of itslesser tubers. Shefedsasinggnificant asan
gphid crawling over itsfedt.

Morgusisvisible some way off, adark blot againgt the gray-ness. The outline of her many-robed figure
waxes and wanes like a monstrous amoeba as she moves swiftly over the uneven ground. Fern sets off
after her, halting abruptly on a sudden terrible redlization— ooking back to impress on her mind the exact
pattern of the roots around the exit, so she can find it again. It would be too easy to becomelost in such
aplace. Then she hurriesin pursuit of Morgus, clambering, sometimes on al fours, over the hunches and
hummocks of the Treg's nether limbs, ascending gradually on an oblique route toward the bole. The witch
iswell ahead of her now, often concealed by adip in theterrain.

When she vanishes from sght Fern finds hersdlf hastening indtinctively, afraid Morguswill ude her
altogether; on one occasion, Morgus emerges much too close, and her pursuer drops down into a
hollow, meting hersdf into the gloaming. Morgus has evidently dowed her pace, stopping frequently to
examine the lower branches, which hang down here within easy reach. Fern can distinguish the leaves,
shaped like those of an oak only far larger, gathered into dim masses that rustle softly together athough
thereisno wind. There are globes depending below the foliage, apple-sized, each at some distance from
itsneighbor: it isthese that interest Morgus. And suddenly Fern redlizeswhat they are. Thefruit of the
Tree, which will swell and ripen into form and feature, character and speech. The heads of the dead.

She peers closer a some of them, athough she does not touch, whatever horror she may fed mitigated
by akind of detached curiosity. Horror isout of place here: the Tree cannot comprehend it. The fruit are
gill smal and hard, adight irregularity of shape being the only indication of eye sockets and developing
nose. On the more advanced, peta-fine lines show where lids and lips will open, shallow depressions
mark the nodirils, sprouting protuberances the beginnings of ears. The hair will comelast. Morgus has
told her that many may grow the preliminary stages of aneck, but it will aways peter out, dangling likea
starved shoot benegth the jaw. It isasif the Tree triesto generate awhole body but lacks the will or the
sap, losing momentum after the head. Thelight is <till too poor to define color, but the fruit appear mostly
pale, with darker veins spreading out from the stalk. Some have afaint blush that might be brown or
bronze, rose or gold. Gradualy Fern intimates that Morgusis|ooking for onein particular, one she will
recognize, even thisearly on, by some stigmathat will mark it out from the rest; but if so, she does not
find it. Intrigued by the strange seeds, Fern isinattentive: the witch isamost on her before it becomes



clear sheisreturning on her tracks. Slipping out of Sight behind adouble-jointed root twist, Fern finds
herself diding backward into adip. Morgus passes by, and as Fern goes to scramble out she seesit. A
thin branch swooping so low that it is screened by root and ridge, a solitary fruit ripening in secrecy,
hidden from casua search. And thefruit isblack.

Initialy, she suspects some disease, but thereis no scent of rottenness, the skinishard and glossy. And
then she knowswhat it must be. After along hesitation she departs reluctantly on the witch'strall,
impressing the place on her memory so she can find it again.

The light is growing now, not with the sparkle and freshness of atrue dawn but with adow paing of the
world, agradud trangition from the gray twilight to the normal hues of day. After the gloom of the cave
the colors gppear overbright even without the dazzle of sunshine, stinging her eyes. Different browns
shade earth and bark; the leaves are the deep green of late summer, threaded with crimson veins, for the
sap of the Treeisred. Bronze driftsliein many hollows, the lesf fal of countless seasons, harboring tiny
clusters of cloche-hatted toadstools, one among the many fungi whose use Morgus teaches. Grasses
cushion every bank, mosses pad every root. Flowers are few and furtive. The air isfilled with the
morning small talk of birds, though Fern can see none. She fedlsvery exposed, caught in the daylight, no
longer a shadow among shadows but a displaced being, standing out againgt the groundscape like an
dien. Shefallowsin the direction Morgus has gone, but cautioudy, taking care to remain well behind.
When Morgusfindly disappears from view atogether Fern has amoment's panic before sheidentifiesthe
giant'sarm tree root and the entrance to the tunnel. Color changes everything. She plungesinto the
narrow darkness, debouching with a strange sense of relief into the retreat of the cave.

Morgusisthere, waiting. Her fat soft hands seize her victim, their flabby grip thewed with hidden
grength. Fernis pressed againgt the wall: the huge body envelops her, overwheming her dight figure so
her very bones are crushed and her ribs squeeze at her heart. She can barely draw bregth into
condricted lungs. "What were you doing?' The words writhe from ragged lips; the hot red hole of the
mouth is closeto her face. "' Cregping around outside like a spy on my hedls. Why did you follow me?
Why did you follow me?'

Struggleis pointless. Fern blinks at her like someone emerging from deep or trance. "Y ou caled me" she
says, her voice cramped into hoarseness. "You caledme. .. and | came. . . but | couldn't catch up with
you. | waslogt in a world of roots—you were always ahead of me, but | never seemed to get any nearer.
Likeadream..."

Her expression remains blank, tinged with the bewilderment of adegpwalker too roughly awakened.
Morgus knowswell that the Gifted experience many thingsin dreams or dreamlike states, she must recdl
that she spoke Fern's name. Fern seesthe redlization sinking in, permesting the many layers of her mind;
sheisdgfting it, checking for any possible mendacity. But Morgus can perceive no dynessin her pupil, no
decat. Sheisflattered to believe that aname uttered in private musing could act as a summons, that the
captive spirit isso well attuned to her command. She surveysthe girl with akind of drooling exultation.
"S0," she says, "you belong to me completely now. Y ou come at amurmur, trailing my footsteps evenin
deep. Itiswdl. Itisvery well. | shdl give you anew name, neither Fernanda nor Morgun: aname for the
future. Morcadis. Y ou are my coven sister, my brood child, my handmaiden. Body and soul, you are
mine. All mine." The hed of her hand grindsinto Fern's breast; then the hand moves down, groping her
abdomen, parting her clothes. She reachesfor her sex, penetrating her with abloated finger. Excitement
heightens the sweat sheen on Morgussface; her irregular panting sends the breath blasting through her
lips. Fern can fed no details of the vast anatomy pressed againgt her, only asurging tidal wave of flesh.
Sheishepless, powerless, smothered into submission. But the rape cannot touch her: itisonly anilluson
of her being that isinvaded and mangled, her shape, not her Self. Her body isfar away, lyinginaprisine
white bed under white sheets. Clean. Protected.



When it isover she sinksto the floor, unable to speak.
"Get to your bed,” says Morgus, and Fern obeys.

Back on her palet, shefeigns deep. Insde her thereisagreat sillness. Hate burns there with abright,
seady flame, filling her with astrange cadm where her thoughts can evolve undisturbed, clear and sharp
assted. SheneedsMorgus. Shemust learn dl her teachings, suck her dry of skill and knowledge. She
must find out more about the dragon, the gray-faced Dr. Laye, the danger that threatens her friends and
kindred in the world of Time. And then she must go back—back to redlity, to life, to Sdf. | will takethe
name Morgus has chosen for me, Fern vows, and when my power waxes she will know what she has
made. With dl her wisdom, sheisnot wise. Blinded by ambition and pride, trapped within the confines of
her own ego, she thinksto develop my Gift and useit for her own ends. But | will grow beyond her reach
and when | am indeed Morcadis, Morcadis the witch, | will chalenge her, and she will be destroyed.
Fern has never thought of killing another human cresturein dl her life. Y et the decison is made, without
effort or vacillation, as certain asfate. It iswritten, so they say, and that is how shefedls. One day, she
will kill Morgus. It iswritten.

Xl

Fern sitsadone, watching the spellfire. She sees visions too numerous to record, scenes from an agelong
gone: joudts, tourneys, ogres dain, knights triumphant. Then two sisters, perhaps thirteen or fourteen,
playing with their newfound powers—plucking stars from the twilight, shedding leavesinto a cauldron.
One of them takes alivefrog and dropsit distastefully into aliquid that seethes and bubblesin itswake.
Fern glimpses them romping together, exploring each other's young breasts. They are twins, but not quite
identical: oneisthinner and sharper of feature, the other more rounded, more beautiful, but not more
gentle. Their skinismilk-pae, their hair cod-black. "They arethe witchkind,” saysafemaevoice, and a
serving woman in awimple obliterates the picture, casting a nervous glance over her shoulder. "They had
anursemaid, but she scolded them, and then she died, though there was nothing amisswith her . . ."
More images come and go. Fern sees one of the twins, older now, on awhite horse. Sherides astride,
her skirt kilted, her black hair streaming out behind her. Thereis something in the hungry parting of her
lipsthat isfamiliar. Her face comes closer, closer, filling the smoke, blurring until only the mouth and eyes
remain, floating alonein ahaze of vapor.

The scene changes. Fern sees an idand, bleached gold by the sun, cloud wregthing the summit of its
sngle mountain like awhorl of whipped cream. There isaboat drawn up on the beach, aboat whose sail
is patched and tattered, whose timbers are weeather stained. Many footprints lead away from it acrossthe
sand. The eye of vision travels up the mountain to a pillared house overgrown with strange flowers,
blood-orange trumpets from which stamens protrude like tongues. There are pigs in an adjacent pen,
shaggy wild pigswith angry eyes. Unlike norma animasthey stand very dill, watching the man who has
comefor one of them. The picture changes: it isevening now, and in alamplit kitchen thereisawoman
bending. Her hair islong and fine and greenish-fair, hanging down so straight it looks most wet; her
gyes arelarge under smooth eydids. Although not dressed for cooking sheistending aspit thet turnsin
the widefireplace, licking adainty fingertip where the juices have scaded her. A whole hog revolves over
thefire. Theflavor of the meat seepsinto Fern's mouth: not quite pork, something stronger . . . Then both
taste and vision are gone; the smoke fades as she opens the flue. From somewhere up above she hearsa
pig snorting, rooting under the Treefor windfalls.

Fern has heard about the pig from Sysselore. Both she and Morgus seem to be wary of it, perhaps
because they do not know exactly what it is, or whereit comesfrom. Thereisonly one. It must live
somewhere around the Tree—every creature here lives somewhere on or around the Tree—but it is
usudly seen only during the season of the heads. Even this early on fruit may fdl, till unripeand



shapeless, the stem pecked by birds or gnawed by insects. "They will come again,” says Syssdore. "Each
head must ripen, and open its eyes, ereitstime hereisdonewith.” The pig, shereates, isvery large,
black bristled, double tusked, grown strong and fierce on its strange diet. "People eat pigs,” says
Sys-selore, "and pigs eat people. But thereisawaysaway to vary the cycle Andin her mind Fern sees
again the young woman with green-gold hair, sucking the gravy from her finger.

Syssdloreiswith her now, laying ahand on her shoulder. Her fingersare dl bones; if you sucked them,
you would taste marrow. "Did you see what you sought?' she asks.

"No. It wasjust ajumble of images. None of them meant anything to me.”

"Y ou must use your power, but gently. It islike blowing onasmal flameto fanitintofire. If you blow
too hard, you will extinguish it. Watch. We will look for the dragon charmer, you and I. We will see how
hedied.” And asudden lust flickers over her face, illuminating it with brief color. For aningtant Fern
glimpsesin the flesh the far-off enchantress, her perfect cheek flushed from the fire glow. In front of them,
the smoke re-forms. As before, phantom pictures come and go—tournaments and pageants, queens,
vagabonds, ns—but nowhere isthe dark face of Ruvindra Lall. Sysselore's thin mouth curlsinto a
snarl of vexation. "The magic iswayward," she mutters. "Sometimesit runs like metwater down a
mountain: the torrent istoo swift to be nudged into an eddy.” It isan excuse, and she knowsit, moving
away in aflounce of moth-eaten rags, exuding ill temper.

Fern says nothing. For reasons that she cannot explain, she fed's Ruvindras death is her business and
hers aone, adark secret to be shared only between hersalf and him. When Sysseloreis gone Fern
releases her tenuous hold on the spellfire. The quick-change tableaux decelerate, dissolving into vague
shapes and hues that reassemble into anew scene, clear-cut and still. A scene of fantastic rocks,
time-sculpted into amultiface of planes and ridges, pockmarked, scooped, jagged. On either side they
riseinto topless cliffs; ahead, they hold mirror-smooth waters, broken into a chain of pools and dyed with
hot, vivid colors, bright as stained glass againgt a rockscape achromatized by the descending sun. Fern
knowsthis scene; shefedls she hasknown it agelong. Thisis Azmode, sometimes called the Beautiful
Valey, the Vdley of the Damned, the Valey at the Bottom of the World. But now she recognizesthat,
likethe Tree, itsvery nature is unnatural, the time-sculpture is an illuson, the rocks are the rocks of
dreams— the dreams of Azmordis, Oldest of Spirits, who has molded this place from his own thoughts
and desires. And heisthere: shefedsthe presence that she cannot see. Hefillsthe valey like the sunlight;
the indentations in the rocks are hisfingerprints; every shadow isasigil of one of hismany names.

The man begins as ablack dot, the only moving thing in that petrified scene. Azmordiss awvareness
surrounds him, at once focusing on him and enclosing him in menace, yet heisnot apart of it, his
blacknessis done and separate. He is climbing toward Fern, springing light-footed over the crooked
rocks. The very way he movesisingantly familiar. Heis predatory and solitary, unquestionably more evil
than good, yet sheisdrawn to him, asif they are two pointslinked by theinvisbleleyline of their Gift. His
clothing istattered, too dark to show color, yet less dark than his skin. He hats on the edge of a pool
whose emerald depths shade to shallows of acid-green. "Call it," saysthe voice of one she cannot see.
There may be aphysica manifestation, perhaps human or humanoid, an image of the omnipresent Spirit,
but al she can distinguish is a shadow on the border of the picture that might be the outline of ashoulder,
the musculature of an upper arm. Asin the room of bookswith Dr. Laye, the spell-scene avoids him.
"Cdll it," the voice repeets, and the cliffs give back the command in echoes and whispers. "It istime. It
has played here too long. Summon your servant.”

The dark face hardens, midiking either the tenor of the voice or theword "servant.” Nonetheless, he
seems to acquiesce, bending over the poal, his eyeslowered. Fern can only guess a the intengity of his
gaze. "Angharid!" he cals softly. "Infernding! Little crocodilel™ Fern guesses these must be pet names:



the beast he coaxesis till young and nameless. For awhile nothing happens, but he shows no
impatience, though she can sense Azmordiss frustration. Then something bresks the surface; aV-shaped
ripple travels smoothly toward the bank. The cresture emerges, half opening fragilewingsto fanitslithe
body, shaking the water from its scalesin astorm of glittering droplets. It is perhaps twelve or fourteen
feet long but serpent dender: at its broadest the trunk could be spanned by two hands. It fill hasthe snub
nose and overlarge eyes of the hatchling; its scales are shiny with newness, green-tinged with first youth;
the skin of its unused pinionsis barely thicker than tissue paper. It approaches the man with evident
pleasure, as a beloved master long missed. Itsforked tongue licks his outstretched hand, the twin prongs
moving individudly, twining hisfingerslike tentacles. The dragon charmer caressesits crested head with
great gentleness, but the hardness of his face does not change.

"Isit reedy?" asksthe voice of Azmordis.

"Heisready," saysthe dragon charmer. He beginsto stroke its neck with dow rhythmical movements,
and the beast rears up, arching its head back, a strange rippling motion appearing benegth the supple
covering of throat and belly. Itstail lashes; the wings unfurl to their full extent and best the air, sending the
rock dust whirling. Its mouth gapeswide: needle fangs glint in the sunlight. Its gorge swells. And then with
the cry of athunderclap thefirdtfire comes, abolt of flame shooting up fifty feet or more, flaming, fading,
sucked back into the dragon's body. The inner furnace flushes every scae so that its whole being
becomes incandescent, gleaming red-hot, and the thrashing of itswingsliftsit from the ground, its hind
caws griking out in confusion. The eyes, formerly dark, fill with light like giant rubies. Then it subsides
back to earth and beginsto coal, its flanks dimming to bronze, much of the greenish luster of immaturity

aready gone.

Its throat now pulses with a throbbing sound somewhere between agrowl and apurr.
"Itiswell," says Ruvindra, looking at the dragon, not the demon.

"Namehim!" orders Azmordis.

"Thisisnot thetime."

"Name him, and bind him to me. It wasfor this purpose only that | gave you deep deep and long life.
Fulfill your part of the bargain!™

Ruvindrawhedsto confront him with disconcerting speed. "I have more than done my part. | solethe
egg for you and destroyed the rest, dl the clutch of Senecxys savethisone, thelast of dragon-kind. |
found the monastery where | knew the egg might remain unsuspected and undisturbed. | was there for
the hatching, and | took the infant and cared for him until—on your orders—I brought him here. He has
breathed hisfirgfire a my touch, risen briefly in flight. All for you. It isenough. My debt ispaid.”

"Only | can declare when your debt ispaid.” Azmordiss voice grateswith astony dryness deadlier than
any anger.

"Y ou cannot threaten me—no, not even you. Y ou need metoo much." Ruvindrasfaceis proud and
impudent and cold. His boldness before this most powerful of adversariesis reckless to the point of
madness, terrifying, wonderful. In this moment, Fern knowsthat sheloves him, and her heart shrinkswith
the fear he does not fedl. "The dragon cannot be bound. Heisnot adave or afamiliar: dragons arethe
freest of the free creatures. Only atrue charmer may talk with them. And thanksto you I, too, am the last
of my kin. | have outlived my descendants, and the blood of my family is muddied with lesser blends.

Y ou will not find ancther with my complexion and my skill. Say me, and you will lose your mind link with
the dragon, and dl your scheming over the empty centurieswill beinvain.”



"Our bargain wasthat | should control the dragon,” says Azmordis, very softly. "Do you wish to ...
renege?’

"Y ou can control him—if that isthe word—only through me. His namewill be of my choosing, and the
hour inwhichitisgiven." And hereterates, digpassionate even in defiance, hot blooded, cold tempered:
"Our bargainisvoided. | have paid my dues.”

"So beit." The huge whisper isbone deep, rock deep; the air shudderswith it. Y ou made the covenant
that cannot be broken, signed in your own blood, yet you would breek it. Despite your Gift, you are as
lesser mortals. Y ou think to take and take and never pay the price. Besure, intime | will clam al that is
dueto me. For now, the dragon shall remain unnamed, ahatchling till. Dismissit.”

"Heisnot a pet to be so lightly dismissed, asyou will learn,” says Ruvindra. But he spegksto the dragon,
and it diretches up to nuzzle his cheek before moving away, lifting now on a double wingbest, hovering an
ingant asif in glee at its newfound ability, and then plunging into alake of scarlet. Therippleshissinto
deam at its entry, then the water smooths over it into immobility. "So beit!" says Azmordis, and hisvoice
expands with the words, making the mountains resonate. The outline of arm and shoulder blurs, soaring
upward into acusp of darknessthat leans over the recusant. The sun, sinking toward the pith of the
valey, turns red; shadows reach out like spears from every jut of rock. "Our covenant isended. The
payment isal that you have, and al that you are. For | have found another of your kith to serve mein
your stead: a degenerate whose blood isimpure, yet hisskill will sufficeto finish what you began. His
hunger isstrong but his spiritisweak. Hewill open hismind to me, and | will bend hislittlewill like pliant
wood. Thedragon will be his, and through him, mine. My weagpon and my plaything. Y ou will never give
it aname or send it forth to ravage the world. Think on that, while thought endures. Y ou broke a
compact with Azmordis: your lifeisforfeit. All that you sought to gain | will take, and you will diein pain,
knowing that where you sowed, your enemy will regp. That ismy price for oath-breaking.”

The black figure slands motionless. "1 could recal the dragon.”

"Itisyoung and gtill vulnerable, itsflame uncertain. It would die with you—and believe me, | would rather
seeit dead than beyond my power. Recal it!"

Lali does not answer. His silhouette is straight and tal againgt the red sunlight. "So beit.”
Then: "Cometo me!" cries Azmordis. " Creatures of Azmodd! Cometo me and FEED!"

Out of every shadow, every hollow, every wormhole they come, out of stillness and emptiness, wriggling
and writhing into amultitude of unnatural forms. They are blotched and piebald, maggot white, scarlet
speckled, dime green. Some are earless, some bat eared, eyeless or many eyed, somewithrat's
whiskers, beetl€'s antennae, the warts of atoad. They pour over the ground in adow tide, skimming on
lizard feet or pattering on cloven hooves, groping with fingers, talons, claws. They are too many and too
diverseto identify species or smilarity, creatures of drugged delusion or fevered fancy, but each has at
least one mouth, and al are open, and the whole horde flickers with the darting of wet red tongues, and
drands of sdivadrool from every lip.

Still Ruvindra Lail does not move. He has drawn a knife from his belt, his only wegpon: the naked blade
isasblack asthe hand that wieldsit, and so held that it ssemsto be an extension of hisarm. But it means
less than nothing againg the swarm now converging on him. The spell-scene closesin, until heis staring
directly a Fern, hisblue eyes burning al the more fiercely on the edge of despair. And in that ingtant she
knows he sees through Time and Redlity, past danger and degath, across the dimensions— he sees her.
She glimpses something in his gaze that is amost recognition. In that meeting of eyesthereisabond, like
asudden cord drawn tight around her heart, abond stronger than all loves, deep asthe roots of the Tree.



| will know you again, saysthat look, though hisfina moment iscome. And then the horde engulfs him
like awave, and the dance of the knifeis black lightning, and grotesque fragments of anatomy are sent
gpinning through the arr.

But heis overwhelmed in seconds, and the lightning is quenched. She hears not acry, not a scream, only
the sucking, swilling, rending noises of gluttons at afeast. Spatters of blood fly upward, organs discarded
by one feeder only to be fought over by two more. Faces, claws, arms emerge smeared red. Teeth
crunch on bone. She watches because she cannot turn away: she must watch and go on watching until the
very last ingant. Morgus, Sys-sdlore, the Tree, persona peril, and peril of friendsare dl forgotten. "What
do you think of your bargain now, Ruvindra?' murmurs Azmordis, and the shadow of hisbeing is
withdrawn, and the sun is swallowed up in the jaws of the valey. The dark flows down over the gridy
banquet, and the smoke enfoldsit dl. Fernisreleased, and she stedl s softly to her palet, and liesdown,
curled like afetus, shivering asif with an ague.

When day returns she resolvesto find the black fruit, and seeif it isripening.

Fern can come and go now without hindrance: Morgus does not stop or question her anymore. She
believes Fern has accepted her fate, and thus she is accepted in her turn. Sysselore follows her
sometimes, dogging her steps like afurtive shadow, not becauise she thinks their apprentice capable of
secret rebellion but because such is her nature, or so her nature has become. It gives her pleasure to take
Fern unawares, sdling softly to her shoulder to whisper in her ear, or reaching out to touch her
unexpectedly with her choppy fingers. But Fern learnsto sense when sheis near: she fedsthat prickle on
the nape that betrays awatcher. When she goesto visit that one specid fruit, sheis careful to remain
unobserved.

Morgus still huntsfor it, roaming the root maze, examining the heads at every stage of their early growth,
probing half-formed features or the swelling hump of anose. She pays particular attention to those whose
color gppears darker or to be darkening; imagination chesats her, as shereviststhisfruit or that, fancying
it isthe one she seeks. The crop hangs only on the lower branches, maybe the Tree bears other fruit
higher up. If there are any she cannot reach she sends her magpiesto look at them. Many of the smaller
birds didike and fear her, chattering spitefully at her approach, but the magpies come at her command,
bringing her the larvae that light the cave, performing nameless errandsfor her. They are bigger than they
should be, bullying gangsters with stabbing besks, their customary black-and-white marking enhanced
with bands of blue on thewing. They are not her only alies among the avian population. Once Fern sees
her with akind of hawk that hovers and screeches at her; another time with a gigantic owl, white masked
and doe eyed. Thereis something familiar about it, and something frightening, but she cannot remember

why.
But Morgus does not find the black fruit.

It is changing now, lengthening into narrow shapeliness, the definition of the nose increasing, the ridges of
cheekbone and brow bone beginning to swell. Thefirst hairs sprout prematurely around the stem, ears
gtart to uncurl. The closed eyelids bulge like buds. Fern does not touch it: she feelsto do so would be an
intrusion, like caressing adeeping stranger. In the night, the hog has been here. There are the prints of
trottersin the earth, nearly afoot long, and deep furrows made by tusks, raw woundsin the grass. So far
she has hidden the fruit with awish, athought, nudging the search dwaysin another direction, keeping the
pressure so gentle that Morgus does not fed it—even as they have taught her to do with the spellfire.
They little suspect how well she has learned her lessons. Now a stronger protection is needed, a deeper
and more subtle concealment. She must weave anet to hide this hollow not merely from the witches but
from the marauding pig. Shevisudizesit suddenly very clearly, samping the ground until the fruit shakes
on itsstem, lifting its snout to catch the scent of ripening. Fern knows the words for the spell but fears



that Morgus may heer it, senseit, brush its outer strandsin passing, and then sheislost. But the risk must
be taken. Thisfruit above dl others mattersto her, though she cannot explain exactly why. And so she
concentrates dl her thought, reaching for the power within, channding it through the Atlantean
phrases—the language of the Gift, the words of the Stone—binding, hiding. A spdll to cloak aspell, a
deception of leaves and shadows, of turning away and leaving done. She sedlsit with aCommand,
though she dreads the mind of Morgus may be sharper than her ears. She can fed the danger, watching
her back. Y et when she turns around no oneisthere.

The spdl hangsfire, visble to seeing eyes, acat's cradle of spider linesthat glitter faintly before fading
into ar. Fern withdraws dowly, watching the fruit disgppear into amaze of foliage, climbing out of the
hollow, which seemsto close behind her, lost benesth a plaited mass of root and earth. Then shelets
herself succumb to atrickle of rdlief, arelease of tensgon that might be premature.

"You gotoagreat ded of trouble," saysavoice, "to hide one unripe plum.”

Itisadark, ugly, fera voice, thick asabear's growl. Fern starts abruptly, turnsto stare—yet il sees
nothing. And then gradualy a shape develops, asif it has been there dl thewhile, like asecret imageina
puzzle picture, twisted horn and knotted muscle emerging from the twists and knots of the roots, the
shag-haired lower limbs from grasses and leaf mold. The hues of skin and pelt seem to take color from
their background, camouflaged chameleon style against bark and blade. But the eyes, set adant inthe
deep cleft between cheekbone and brow, have adarkness al their own. Apart from the hog and the
denizens of the Treeitsdlf, she believed Morgus and Syssdlore to be the only living beings here. They
have never mentioned any other, resdent or visitant. And he has seen her bind her spell, he knows what
she wishesto protect. She inches cautioudy into speech, picking her words. "What isit to you, if | wish
my plum to ripen unharmed? The pig has been here ..."

"I canamdl it." Hiswide nogtrilsflare, asif savoring every tincture of theair. Fern can smdl only him. He
has the warm, rank odor of a hot animal and the fresh-sweat smell of a hot human.

"Anyway, why are you spying on me?"'

"I had heard Morgus had a new toy. | wanted to take alook at you. Maybe she will let me play with you,
oneday."

"You cantry," she sayswith an edge of contempt, confident in the reflexes of power. Itisalong time
gnce shefeared any mae. "What isMorgusto you?'

Hislaughisarid, asif sarved of merriment.
"Shesmy mother.”

For amoment Fern says nothing, struck dumb at the thought. That M orgus could mother anything seems
incredible, that achild of hers might be fresk or mongter dl too likdy, but thisis no victim of birth defects:
heisacresture of an older kind. She senseshis nature, dien and inimica to Man, yet with asuggestion of
warped humanity. His very hodtility reminds her of something she cannot quite place. She speaks without
reflection or dissmulation, asking the question in her mind. "Who was your father?'

"Can't you guess? Heisan Old Spirit: Cernethey call him in oneform, Pan in another. Heisthe Hunter,
the Wild Man of the Woods. Such a union should produce no offspring, since the immortalslive forever
and have no need to reproduce. But my mother-to-be planned to outwit fate: by her arts she conceived,
and summoned an eementa to inhabit her unborn fetus. She hoped to bear achild of exceptiona
powers, instead, she got me.



A mongrd, ahybrid, asport. Half-human, but without a soul; half-spirit, but dienated by avestigid
humanity. My mother hates me, since | remind her of failure. | am her punishment for transgressing the
Ultimate Laws, but for what am | being punished? Are you clever enough to tdl methat, little witch?'

Thedusvefamiliarity crystdlizes: she remembers ayoung manin Atlantislong ago—ayoung man
beautiful as agod—taking with derision of hisown mixed blood, part highborn Atlantean, part plebian
mainlander. Rafarl Dev, whom she loved once and dways, or so she thought—the man she unwittingly
sent to his death. Hisface seems dim now, but she can il hear the self-mockery in hisvoice, masking
pain. The one before her isadmost ludicroudy different, aface of lumpy boneswith acrud, sardonic
mouth, deep-delved eyes and a cunning, secret intelligence, yet the same pain might be hidden there,
buried far down where its owner cannot touch it. She says. "'Y ou may be more human than you know."

"If that is meant for reassurance or compliment, | require neither.”

"It isneither. | spoke my thought, that's al. Y our—attitude— reminded me of someone | once knew."
"Mortd or otherwise?'

"Hewasaman | loved."

"So you are drawn to misfits and monsters, creatures of crooked make. That isthe witch in you. What
unnatura seed will you grow in your little belly? Will you swalow that black plum you protect so
carefully, and sprout ababy plum tree of your own?' Heis standing very closeto her now. Hisloinsand
chest are hung about with rags of leather and skins, but much of historso is bare. The giant muscles
gppear to wind hislimbslike cablesimprisoning him within the bondage of his own body. He ssems more
primate than man, more demon than pirit.

"What | do with my black plum,” saysFern, "ismy own &ffair.”
"Andif | tel Morgus?'

"She will be pleased. She has been looking for it."

"Soif | leave you to your spdls, what will you do for me?'

"Nothing." Shewill ask no favorsfrom him. Inginct tells her he will batten onto weaknesslike avampire
onto an open vein.

"| thought we might meke abargain.”

"No. Tell Morgus, and shewill pat your head, and call you her good dog. Thisis abone she has been
seeking for alittlewhile. Also, shewill be angry with me, she may punish me. Tell her, or don't tell her.
It'syour choice. | do not bargain.”

"You areaproud little witch, aren't you?" he says sourly. "So it'sto be my choice. How do you think |
will choose?!

"l won't play that game," Fern says, "so don't try it."
"What games do you play?"
"Nonethat you know."

Thereisared glint in the darkness of his eyes, but he laughs unexpectedly, thistime with genuine
amusement, and it fades. He moves away suddenly and swiftly on clawed feet, padded like the paws of a



lion: afantastic conglomerate of beadts, like the mythical monsters of old, parts of thisanima or that
tacked together to create an improbable whole. Lion's feet and ram's horns, human skin and matted pelt.
Briefly he pausesto look back, dropping to a crouch on a shoulder of root, balancing with histail. "l go
to Morgus," hetaunts, "like agood dog. | will see you there."

"What should | call you?' she asks.
lle .II

And on the name heis gone, vanishing into the environs of the Tree asif it was his native habitat. Fern
follows more dowly, picking her way by the marks she hastrained herself to recognize. She hopes or
hazards that he will tell Morgus nothing, but nonetheless she reenters the cave of rootswith acertain
trepidation. But for once Morgus pays her no attention. "What are you doing here?' sheis saying, and
the scorn in her toneisblatant. In front of her K&l stands at alittle distance, he is so much the shorter he
appearsto be cowering. "Filia duty? Affection? | hardly think so. We know each other too well for that.
Y our loathing for me can only begin to match minefor you. Thefirst of my sons, for dl hisfalingsand
falures, had beauty if not charm; the second—"

"Mordraid was a monster under the skin; | show it. | am asyou made me, mother dear. The fruit of your
womb."

"The heads are the fruit of the Tree, but it lets them fall and the wild hog egtstheir brains. Don't dabblein
sentiment: it doesn't become you. Stick to your jeers and gibes: they are pinpricks | cannot fed, and as
long as | ignore you, you are safe from me. What brings you here?'

"l met someone who was asking after you. It inspired me with acurious urgeto pay avist."

"It inspired you with curiosity, no doubt. Who wasit? | am not one to be casualy spoken of. Who was it
?I

"An ancient spider—anegligible creature—setting his netsfor afly too big for him." He speaksin riddles,
or o it seemsto Fern. "But there was another in the background, one far more skilled, atarantulawho
haslost hisvenom but not hishbite. He wastelling thefirgt little spinner how to weave hissilken traps. |
wondered who—or what—he was hoping to catch. So | came here, to consult the Greek oracle.”

"Syrce!" The S sounds hisslike snakes.

"| told him only what he could learn for himsdlf,” says Sys-selore defensvely.

"Y ou have a pretty new toy, Mother. Such apretty thing. May | play withit?"

Still Fern says nothing, and Morgus does not spare her alook, though she must sense the girl's presence.

"Don't touch her,” Morgus says, bored, "or you may liveto regret it"—»but whether the threet is persona
or an expression of her confidence in her apprenticeis unclear. "Who was this tarantulawho impressed
you so much?'

"| didn't say heimpressed me."
"Y ou didn't need to. Who was he?’
"Y ou knew him of old. | thought you would remember.”

"Him." Derision warps her face, tugging her thick mouth off center. "He's no tarantula. A legless crawler



who champs his hollow fangs because he can no longer dance. What does he want in dl this?'

As she speaks, Fern has a sudden mind picture of aweather-brown face, creviced and cragged, lurking
in the shadow of a pointed hood, of green-gold eyes bright as sunlight on spring leaves. She seeshimin
thefire circle, shaking the sparks of were-glow like water drops from his coat. And she seeshim beside
aclean white bed, watching over the degper who lies there. Cara-canda. Ragginbone. Once her dly, if
sometimes unreliable, dways her friend, though it islong snce they have exchanged aword. The
awareness that he might be searching for her, shielding her unoccupied body, islike ahand reaching out
when she had believed hersdf entirely alone. But she keeps her face immoabile: evenin the uncertain
wormshine Morgus can read the dightest change of expression, and the thought behind the change. Fern
movestoward them, letting her gazefdl coldly on Ka. Morguss luminous black stare flickers over
her—flickers and passes on.

"Maybe" Kd issaying, "hetooisdriven by ... curiosity.”

"Heisdriven by the urge to spy and pry. He is the sort who minds other people's business, and calsit
responsibility. He does nothing, neither evil nor good, and makes avirtue of it. He will spend ten years
watching apebble, waiting for it to hatch. He was a charlatan, a poison peddier who tried to turn himsalf
into amagus and sickened of hisown failure. And now heis asnooper who, without reason or power,
lays claim to some kind of mandate from an unknown Authority. Senile deusions. Hismind isas cdcified

ashisbody."

"All thesame," Syssdloreinterjects, perhaps for provocation, "he livesin the world beyond—the world of
Time. He moves around. He meets people. He knows things. His presence—his interest—aways means
something. Y ou have said so yoursdlf."

No one likes having their own words used against them. Morgus rounds on her, spitting vituperation. As
her attention shifts Ka looks sidelong at Fern, ady sardonic smile on his misshapen face. "It isgood to
know that the coven ssters till exude so much sigterly love," he remarks. Morgus turns back with a
word, agesture, so swift that thereis barely abresk in her tirade. The sudden whiplash of power knocks
him down like ablow: he sprawls on the ground, helpless and ungainly, before sngpping hisbody into a
huddle from which he glowers, red eyed, rubbing amark like aburn on his chest. Fern has never seen
Morgus use her strength in such away before and the ease, the cardlessness of it isterrifying. Sherecalls
lashing out hersdlf once, at the house-goblin—areflex of anger without thought—but she made no
contact, caused no pain. Shefinds hersdf clutching right hand in left asif to keep it under contral.

Syssdlore cowers under the diatribe with the resentful cringing of asubordinate who feigns submisson
while plotting a petty revenge. Thelong habit of sisterhood has engendered certain rules between them:
conflict isonly ever verba. Morgus stops as abruptly as she began; her black gaze veers, finding the girl.
"Are you enjoying the spectacle, Fernanda?' she asks.

Fern shrugs. "A family squabble.”

Morgus laughs—her mouth splits and widens, the soft flesh shifts and re-formsitself around the red hole
of her mirth. "Do you seethis?' she says at last, indicating the hunched figure on the ground. "Thiswas a
mistake. Learn fromit. | had ason once, when | was young: hisfather was aking whose legend they ill
remember.”

"Hewasyour hdf brother,” mutters Sysselore.

"Irrdlevant. My son was handsome and proud, though with little Gift, but he was dso impatient and
greedy. Ambition and rancor destroyed him. When | saw he was flawed | set out to make mysalf a better
child. | took the seed of agod and warmed it into morta life, | infused it with a phantom drawn from the



ether. It wasamagic like no other—"
"Gdataea," murmurs Syssdlore. "Theflower bride of Llew Llaw Gyffes."

"Galataea was a statue, areceptor put to adifferent use. Blodeuwedd was a doll made of forget-me-nots
and love-in-idieness. My experiment was with flesh and blood—my flesh, my blood. | nursedit likea
fragile plant and it grew in my belly like atumor. When it emerged | sasw—this. Neither Man nor Spirit, a
mongter from infancy, crawling in hisown dirt. | gave him to apeasant hafwit and he drank in stupidity
with her breast milk. When he was older, he used what little power he had to snesk and stedl, growing
only in vice—the crude vices that Soring from amean imagination, from brute sensuaity and bile. | had
named him after Cdiburn, the sword of fame and fable. Now heis Kaliban, abyword for abeast. | let
him live asareminder. The Ultimate Laws can be bent but not broken. Look a him and learn.”

You let him liveto torment him, Fern says, but only to hersdlf. Y ou take vengeance on him for your own
aberration.

"Didyou ever try to love him?' sheasks, asif inagpirit of scientific enquiry.

"Lovel" Morgus laughs again, but without sound. "What do you know of such things, beyond poetic
sentiment and story? Listen: | will tell you of love. Loveisaphantom of the mind, afaminein ahungry
heart. To loveisto go forever yearning and empty. It isagift that cannot be given, astone that weighs
you down, incapacitating instead of conferring power. It was spawned as part of the machinery of nature,
awayward link in the reproductive chain; but we live outside the natural world, we do not need such
bonds. Had this creature here fulfilled my hopes | would have used him and gloried in him, but never
loved him. Why should | waste emotion on him now?"

Ka getsto hisfeet, looking at Fern, addressing his mother. "1 know many secrets,” he says. " Secrets you
would give much to share.”

"Droppings from afeast table where you will never have a sedt,” retorts Morgus. "Keep them to yourself.
| do not pick over other men's crumbs.”

He moves away from her crabwise, vanishing into the shadows around the exit, but for along while Fern
seemsto fed hiseyes, watching her from the dark.

Fern does not degp anymore, but sometimes she dreams. The same dream as before: agray church, full
of turning heads. From somewhere, there comes the boom of solemn music. Thistime sheiswatching,
not taking part. Thereisalong white dress moving dowly up the aide. It seemsto have no occupant. The
man iswaiting for it besde afountain of flowers: heisdark, stocky, dightly bading, with aclever,
not-quite-handsome face, amusing and amused. She seeshim vividly, and heisvividly familiar, spearing
her with astrange kind of pain. She even knows his name: Marcus Greig. Thedress placesan invisible
hand in his. "I'm not therel" Fern screamsin asudden panic. "Can't you see lI'm not there?' But the
ceremony proceeds, and she wrenches hersdlf back to consciousness, swesating asif from afever,
forgetful that her body's trembling and the perspiration that soaks her are mereilluson. As she grows
camer, memoriestrickle back, details she has not thought of before, insignificant beside the greater
priorities that burden her. Sheis supposed to marry Marcus, he may even be waiting at her bedside.
Dimly sherecdllsthat this was something she wanted, though her reasons for so doing have evaporated
like raindropsin the sun. She knows now that she can take no such empty vows, that even to have
considered it was akind of madness that had nothing to do with either Morcadis or Fernanda. She
reaches for another, older memory, amemory that haslain untouched at the back of her thought for what
seems like aeons—a beach in Atlantis, golden with sunset, and waves breaking, and aman rising up out
of the water to meet her like aseagod. But even asthe image surfaces, it has changed. Heisdark



againgt the seas glitter, too dark, and as he comes toward her she sees hisface isthe face of Ruvindra
Lal.

Thefruitisripening.

Fern wanders beneath the laden branches with Syssel ore observing the swelling globes, seeing the
strands of hair dripping with moisture, the burgeoning of new colors benesth the skin. Already some of
the faces begin to ook faintly recognizable, asif she has seen them in the other world, on a square screen
or aprinted page. Oncein arare while there will be one that does reappear, season after season, fading
alittlewith every fruiting. "Whatever the reason," Sysselore says, "they cannot passthe Gate. Their soul
may be eroded, or their will. They may be trapped by vain emotion, resdue of alost life—caught in arut
until their flame withers and vanishes utterly. Hereisone.” The head hangslow, within essy reach. The
cheeks have an unhedlthy pallor, blotched here and there with red; greasy threads of hair dip forward
across the brow; more hair sprouts over the upper lip. Eyes and forehead are scrunched together ina
blind scowl, savage and meaningless. Asthey watch, the eydids split, bursting open, the mouth beginsto
jabber. But the light-blue stare is unfocused, the voice curioudy remote, like aradio with the volume
turned down. The words pour out in an unceasing stream, vehement, passonate, raucous, with now and
then the echo of an identifiable language, but for the most part incomprehensble, al gibberish. "Inthefirst
couple of seasons he was much louder," says Sysselore. "He used to harangue us—Morgus understood
him; she speaks many tongues. He doesn't see us now. In aday or two his eyes will become bloodshot
and hell gart to rot from within." It isaface Fern knows, though she cannot recall the name; names are
unimportant here, except in conjuration. Y et somehow she remembers the face asfuller, stronger, more
solid, whereas the fruit, though barely mature, seems aready shriveled, decayed beforeitstime. It has
become awesk, pathetic, shrunken object, where the last flicker of asoul isimprisoned, gleaming fitfully
ereit expires. The eyes shine with adreadful ferocity of spirit, but they are the eyes of amadman,
expending his enmity on mongersthat only he can see.

Most of the heads appear young, though they may have died old. "The sap of the Treeisstrong,” says
Sysseore. "Morgus believes it was a Spirit once, old asthe Oldest: immortal ichor runsin every bough.
Atthevery least it is—an entity, something with apower dl itsown. Many of the fruit will wither into age
before they fall."

"Therewasatreein Paradise," Fern says. "Maybethisisthe Tree of Purgatory.”

"Paradise! Purgatory!" scoffs Sysselore. "Y ou talk in cliches, like the old priests. Apples grew here once,
so0 Morgus says, apples of gold whose juices were the nectar of the gods, conferring wisdom and youth.
A serpent was coiled about the trunk to protect them, greater than al other serpents save only the
Nenheedra; his venom was as deadly asthe juice of the apples was sweet. Now— now the heads of the
dead grow where golden apples once ripened, and awild pig devours what the serpent used to protect.
When the nature of Man changes, there may be apples here again. But | think you will wait along time
for another such harves.”

When shereturnsto the cave Fern remains, Sitting astride athick twist of root closeto the bole. A part of
the trunk isvisible looming above her, like atiny glimpse at the base of a gigantic tower—a congtruction
of many towerswelded together, living towers sprouting around asingle core, curve melding with curve,
growth with growth, to create a Babel among trees, clamorous with the din of birds and the gibbering of
the heads. And al she sees are the lowest branches and the ground benegath; who knows what creatures
may breed in the long, long journey toward the crown? It isacold thought, like looking into eternity. She
flinchesaway fromit, shivering.

No sun penetrates this close to the bole. Farther away there are hollows full of dancing light, green-gold
flecksthat have filtered through the endless leaves to make their way to the ground, where they cavort



likefirefliesin the strange breezes that circle the outer reaches of the Tree. Where such breezes come
from even Morgus does not know; perhaps from the Treeitsdlf, breathing to its own rhythm, swaying to
some secret musicin itsdark heart. The very sun that shines on the upper branches may be an emanation
of the Treeg's own thought, as unreal as the timeless pulse beat of day and night. Here below the bole,
however, the hollows are forever sunless, overhung by shadowy clouds of foliage, encasedina
permanent green twilight. Shefedsthe Tree's power not only in the groping tanglewood of roots but in
the crumbling soil beneeth her feet, in the leaf mulch of innumerable seasons, in the ripening and rotting of
the heads. It isagluttony that feeds on itself, agreed that has outgrown its reach and is now condemned
to ingrowing. And Morgus has drawn on that power, nourishing her Gift from an aien source, fattening
her spirit on the Tree that harbors her like a gross parasite engorged with the blood of itshost. Itisa
thing Fern has long sensed, without understanding, but now at |ast it becomes clear to her. Morgus and
the Tree are bound together in an unholy union: her vast storehouse of flesh ismerely the physica
manifestation of her leechdom. Her mind, too, must have absorbed its great appetite with its strength: in
the horror of her embrace Fern felt its smothering hunger, and the lust for absol ute dominion looks out of
the witch's eyes. But the Treeisfixed in adimengon of its own, outside redlity, between worlds. Morgus
ismortal, and mobile, and she would take her appetite into other realms, and feed there unsated, and
spread the tendrils of her power through wider pastures. The Tree may be amonstrosity, but the thought
of Morgus rampaging through Time and redlity stabs Fern with anew and deeper dread. While the evil of
Azmordisisapart of the world's evil, something to be fought and resisted in an unending conflict onthe
edge of defeat that can never be won and must never be lost, Morgus would be a bane outside such
reckoning, capable of tipping the balanceinto darkness. And Fern isthe mechanism she needsfor her
return, completing the coven of three, connecting her with the long-lost thread of the present. The flame
of Fern's hatred chillsinside her, becoming cold and hard as resol ution. She has too many battlesto fight
and too little to fight them with. Morgus has taught her the ways of power; with her help Fern could
forestall Azmordis. But she must do without help. Sheistrapped within the influence of the Tree, her
body deeps, and far away the dragon is gtirring unrestrained, and there is danger to those sheleft behind.
Faced with such need, her inadeguacies no longer matter. She must eude Morgus, and find the way
back, before the current of Time runs away from her forever.

Initshidden déll, safe in acocoon of spells, the black fruit isamost mature.

In the dark time Fern lieswith her eyes closed, smulating deep. But the lids have become dmost
trangparent: she can il dimly perceive the root tracery of walls and roof, the erratic pulse of the
wormshine, the bluish glow of the spdlfire reflected on the glistening moon of Morgussface. Syssdoreis
a her shoulder, her long neck thrust forward, bulbous eyes agleam; Kal is nowhere to be seen. Fern can
distinguish too much, and ingtinct or some deeper knowledge tells her why. Her spirit-body has been too
long out of touch with its fleshly home; it is beginning to lose its shape, forgetting the precepts of physica
incarnation. If sheis not restored very soon she may become only an amorphous blob of ectoplasm, a
phantom of haf-remembered anatomy, unable to resume agarment that does not fit her degenerate form.
But surdly Morgus must have reckoned with such apossibility. Fern would be no useto her asa
permanent ghost.

"When?When?" It is Sysselore who spesks, eagerness and fear commingling in her voice.

"When sheisready. When | am sure of her.” The picturesin the smoke areinvisible, only alight that is
not that of the fire passes over Morguss features, changing them. "Then | will pour her back into her
mortal body and possess her utterly. But we must be diligent: she has more power than Alimond, perhaps
more power than | have seen in any individua in a hundred centuries. Her Gift has been solong
suppressed it is hard to measure, but | know it is strong. The spdllfire has shown us none like her sincel
was last in theworld. Small wonder the Old One seeks to destroy or ensnare her. When | can wield her
Gift unhindered, | will know itslimits."



"Alimond was obsess ve—dangerous. How do we know this one is not the same?"

"Alimond was afooal, blinkered by her own obduracy. Impetuosity and clumsiness hampered what Gift
she had. Shewas not destined for us; indeed, | saw nothing in her future but futility and death: that was
why | let her go. Fernandaisfar moreintelligent but sheisdill pliable, untried, untempered. The beggar
Gabban-dolfo has made no imprint on her soul. Sheismineto shape: my creature, my creation. Her very
destiny ismine, to rough-hew as|

wish. Soon, the hour will come—the hour when Time begins again. Thelife of the Tree runsin us both:
the changel ess cycles without spring or winter, the leavesforever green, forever rotting. So will it be with
us. Wewill dough off these worn-out chrysalids and appear as once we were, strong in youth and
beauty. Through her, wewill go back. | tell you, | have watched this modern world, and we will not need
to rule by seducing kings or bewitching lost sailors. There are other ways now. There are crystal balls
that operate without magic, visonswithout aspellfire, shipsthat fly, wiresthat speak. There are wegpons
our heroes never dreamed of, stedl tubes that spit death, fireballsthat could engulf awholecity. The
human race hasinvented a thousand new forms of torment, a thousand new fashions on the road to
suffering. Through Mor-cadis, wewill learn them all—we will use them—we will reenter the
world—taste it—dominate—Iive. The Unnamed has reigned many ageswithout riva. In any case, what
has he ever been but a shadow in men's minds, one who bargains for souls that we could reach out and
take? Wewill be real . | will take back my idand, the green idand of Britain, and thistime no one shall
wrest it from me. No one.” Fern cannot see Morguss expression clearly through her eyelids but Fern can
hear the relentless sleamroller of Morgussvoice, the insatiable lug, the implacable will.

"Wemust hurry," says Sysselore, injecting atiny needle of doubt, maybe for provocation, maybe
because of Morgussuse of thefind "me," excluding her partner. " Sometimes| think sheis starting to
fade"

"She cannot,” says Morgus. " She does not gppreciate her own condition. While she believesin her body,
it will endure.

"Kd might havetold her."

"If hedid ... I will fill hisentraillswith liquid fire. | will boil the blood in hisveins. Hewill know what itisto
burn from within. | do not tolerate treachery.”

A red gleam drafes her face, coming from nothing in the cave. "So," she murmurs, concentrating on
images Fern cannot see, "the Old One has found another to charm his winged snake-ling. Look at
him!—adotard, gray asdirt, abastard unworthy of hisforefathers. Lailis dead indeed.”

"Y et you have not found it.”

"His season will come; it comesfor them al. Heis dead aweek—ayear—aday: what is Timeto us? It
was written in the ashes, whispered in the rainsong. Such a one cannot die unremarked. He must ripen
here soon. And then—hewill tel me hissecrets. All his secrets. | shall suck the truth from him likejuice,
squeeze out histhoughts like seeds, till thereisonly the husk of hisskull for the pig to chew on.”

"All thisfor awishing pebble!" Sysselore derides.

"Imbecile. Y our brain has rotted like the fruit. | should feed you to the pig—there would be a sweet
justicein that—»but | fear thereistoo little meat on your bonesto interest him. | have no need of the
Stone. But the dragon—that is another matter. The Old One knows the value of such aweapon, in any
age. A flying steed that can outpace the wind, afirestorm with mind and magic. A dragon isnot smply
the manifestation of might but itsliving symbol: who since the dragon charmers has ever controlled one?



Y et through this gray haf-caste he seeksjust such control. We have taken the girl from him; it would be
more than satisfying to take the dragon, too. | will show him who isthe true power on earth. When | find
the head—"

"Only adragon charmer can talk to adragon,” says Sysselore.
"Do you dare to doubt me? Now, when we are so close?!

Syssdore flinchesfrom her, squeaking and chittering in protest, and Morgus quenchesthefirewith a
gesture. The smoke swirlsin between them, and when Fern opens her eyesthey are gone. She seesthe
witch dispassonately now, without hate, as agrowing tumor that must be cut out to save existence itself.
Not an enemy to be killed but a disease to eradicate. She lies there, between thought and oblivion,
rerunning Morguss speech, dreaming of termina surgery.

It istimeto plan. Fern watches the spellfire hersalf now, sewing with big, ragged stitches at afew scraps
of old cloth. "I want another pillow," shetells Syssdore, and the hag laughs as Fern knew she would,
mocking her love of comfort, but she provides a needle made from the bone of abird, unused pieces of
clothing, unraveled strands of silk. But it isnot apillow that Fernismaking. Inthefire, sheletstheimages
show what they will. The smoke fades into dust devils dancing across the surface of a desert. One of
them assumes a specific shape, impossibly tall, manlike yet not aman, pacing the sand with astrange
flowing moation. Thefaceisastudy in vapor, the features blurring and reforming, unable to maintain fixity,
but the eyes gaze steadily out, narrowed against the sun, long ditstoo bright to look at. The smoky figure
fills her with agrayness of fear, a sudden chill that tills her working hands. Asit moves across the empty
wadteit growsin height and substance, drawing the dust into itsdlf; its questing gaze mirrors the flames of
sunset. Dusk stealslike acloud over the land, and in the distance there are campfires twinkling, and
tethered animal's, and the conical shapes of tents. The pacing figure halts, grown now to monstrous size.
The stars shine through the shadow pattern of itsribs. It stretches out its arm, spreading wavering fingers,
and the remote fires Snk beneath the pressure of its hand. And far away Fern hears the voices of the
nomads, caling on the God of the Dark in terror and worship. " Az-mordias! Azmordias!"

Night mergesinto night. The vast spaces of the desert close in; the dust whorls pae into snowflakes,
whisked into ablizzard by ayowling wind. Beyond, she seestwo—no, three—dotsof yd low light,
windowsin asheer wall. The shape of aroof looms above, with pointed gables and ashaggy outline
suggesting thatch. The blizzard prowls around the building, plucking straw from the eaves and probing the
unglazed window dots. Shutters dam againgt it. Within, thereisthe sound of carousing, of songs defying
the winter cold. But outside the snowflakes are sucked into a column of storm and darkness, and a
glance like white lightning flickers over gable and wall. The shutters are flung back, lamps and songs
extinguished, and from those who cower at theinvasion comesasingle cry of fear and prayer:

"Utzmord!"

It was easy to be agod, in the days of magic and supertition, when the immortals, greedy for power, fed
on bdlief and grew strong, and only the Gifted gainsaid them. Now Science has reduced theworld to a
whirligig of molecules, and magic is driven into corners and over the edge of redlity to the borderland of
Being. But Azmordis—Azmordisthrivesforever, changing with mankind, learning new waysto replace
the old. Maybe it is harder for him, and the world's weariness corrodes his dark heart, and a creeping
despair contaminates dl that he does, but if so, that will only make him the more vengeful and bitter—he
who knows no pity, least of dl for himself. And very briefly—in avison, in anightmare—Fern ssemsto
glimpsethe abyssof his spirit: an existence without fear of desth or hope of life, aeons of nothingnessto
fill, every emotion, every passion turned to abile that chokes him even as he spewsit out. Envy
consumes him—for the brevity of mortd lives, their freshness, their endlessrenewd. In the degth of
others he seeks his own. But the aftertaste of sweetnessfadesal too quickly, and thereisonly thevoid.



In the spellfire, Fern seesidols and temples, ritual and sacrifice. Perhaps she iswatching not fragments of
the past but the memories of Azmordis, scenes from the days when his hunger was a new-kindled flame
and his power over the early races till aroused him—the days before al was drowned in the dreariness
of unending hate.

She touches his unwary mind—and flinches away, lest he should fed her there. His souvenirs are too long
ago and far removed for him to sense her gaze, but she knows now why the spell-scene shrinks from
closer encounters. Like Ruvindra Lail, he might be aware of the watcher, and seek her out. And
suddenly she remembers how sometimes, in the world beyond, shefelt hersalf observed, and how once
she saw the eyes of Morgus staring a her from the depths of amirror.

She should have learned and been more vigilant. Too late now.

Theimages grow smaler and arelost in smoke. The flameswither.

"So what are you gtitching, little witch? Simple Susan sewing samplers.. . . What kind of aspell isthis?"
Kad.

"There are many kinds of spells" Fern says, ignoring sarcasm. "'Y ou might say thiswas a part of one."
"And does my dear mother know that you are embroidering avell for her Sght—or anet to snare her?'

"Neither," sheretorts. "Thisis hardly embroidery. | am setting crooked stitchesin old rags of materid. |
told Syssdoreit wasfor an extra pillow. Shelaughed a me for needing to deep soft.”

"Y ou dways go softly, don't you? Soft-footed, soft-voiced, weaving your enchanted webs so quietly that
none will know they arethere." He crouches close to her, his breath warm against her cheek and sharp
asthe breath of afox, his splayed hand beside her thigh, the long fingers probing the ground. "Come.
What will you give mefor my discretion? | see you clearer than Morgus, for al her power and her
knowledge."

"What could you tdll her?" Fern holds up her crude handiwork. "I have nothing to hide."

"Except acertain black plum that must be amost ripe now. Isit fat and sweet?Isit juicy? Would it tempt
my gppetite?"

"Itisfood for pigs" she sayswith ashrug, "if that isto your taste.”
He draws back, hisferd odor changing with anger. Y ou go too far, little witch," herasps.

For the first time Fern turnsto meet hiseyes. "We play with words," she says. "A game of insult and
ingnuation. What istherein a game to sting your pride? Y ou wanted to bargain with me, or so you said:
very well, wewill bargain. But not in agame, not for trivia. Wewill bargain for life and death, for
friendship in danger, for al things lasting and true. We will make a pact, you and |. Fernandaand
Kaliban. Isthat what you wish?'

"Fernanda and Kaliban. Beauty and the beast." He savors the words with a curious mixture of
satisfaction and derision. "And what would my part bein this pact?’

"To stand my friend, and aid me, even against Morgus.”
"And yours?'

"I would be your debtor, to pay however and whenever you choose, o long asit does not dishonor me,



or causemeinjury.”

"A clever proviso!" Thewolf's smile splitshisface. Y ou are indeed among the Crooked Ones, Smple
Susan. No doubt you have afine sense of dishonor.”

"We bargain for your friendship. A friend would not injure or shameme. If you fulfill your part, there
should be no qudification required.”

"Cleverer and cleverer. You arefar neater with words than with stitches.”
"You can refuse,” says Fern.

Theruby gleam flickersin hisdanting orbs—flickers and dims, leaving pupil and iris dtogether dark. Only
the whites shinein the velvet shadows beneath his heavy brow. In the uncertain glimmer of the cave he
seems acreature al darkness, an overpowering physical presence more sensed than seen, malicious, has
been waxed. Under oblique brows the eyes appear but lightly closed, asif in deep. The mouth, too,
dumbers, its subtlety and tenson gone with the waking mind. Shewaitslong, disciplining hersdlf to
patience; the Tree cannot be hurried. Sometimes afaint quiver contracts the muscles, and she sartsup in
eagerness, but dwaysthe dark face remainsimmobile, that flicker of motion merely anillusion, atrick of
thelight, a& most areflex of the growing process. Then at lat, after too many disgppoi ntments to mention,
agpasm comes that is more prolonged, and the eyes open. They are blue as the sky and crackling with a
cold brilliance, like crystals of ice. Even though she has seen them in the pdllfire, nothing has prepared
her for their intengity, for the savage vital force that neither death nor the Tree can diminish. The mouth
hardens into character, parts on aword.

"You."
Not an accusation: an acknowledgmen.
"Yes," shesays. "I watched you in the spdlfire. | have been along time watching and waiting.”

"| caught the old hags at it, once or twice," he says, "peering through the smoke, spying out my ways. But
you are young for ahag.”

"I will grow older. Oneday | will beahag in my turn."

"| think not. A hag isapredatory creature: a harpy without wings, a succubus without sex gpped. There
isthat in you that will never be predatory.”

"Y ou saw 0 much, in one look?'

"In the moment before death your visonisvery clear,” he responds. "And now—now | am dead, and |
must hang heretill | rot. | haveto pay the price for my life. It was not alife of virtue or principle, but |
enjoyed it; so the priceishigh. Did you come to ease my purgatory?"

"Not exactly. Before you pass the Gate, you have some unfinished businessin theworld. I ... could help
youfinishit.

"What businessisthat?" asksthe head, and the expression shifts into skepticism, becoming at once
guileful and discerning.

"With the dragon.”

"l am dead. | am serilefruit on afruitlesstree. | am avoice without athroat, amind without a heart.



Hunger without abelly. Perhapsthisis not redlly desth but a state in between, unalive and undead.
Mortification of the flesh. Refinement of the soul. Who knows? Anyway, the dragon is the business of
others now. My connection with the world has been permanently severed. And why should you help me,
witch-girl? Areyou sureit isn't my help that you need?'

"Both," Fern admits. She knows she cannot handle him as she handled Kaliban, hiding deviousness with
candor, using another's unhappiness and resentment for her own ends. Where Kd is cunning, mocking,
suspicious, Ruvindrais acute, disconcerting, dangeroudly perceptive. For him, truth done will serve. "We
need each other. The dragon isin the power of the Oldest Spirit—"

"That isimpossble”

"A descendant of your kin hasthe dragon penned in awell— or at least in apit or cave beneath awell.
Hecdlshimsdf Laye, Jerrold Laye. His heritageis corrupted, like his name. Whether he has any love for
dragonkind | do not know, but heis greedy, greedy for power and life and the opportunities he thinks
have passed him by. He hasinvited the Unnamed into hisbody, into his mind; | don't believe he could
gect him now even if he would. Through him, the Oldest hasimmediate contact with the dragon. He will
use the dragon without regard for histrue nature; you know that. He may day him, or arrangefor himto
be dain, in order to obtain the splinter of Lodestone within. He has always lusted after it, though he
cannot touch it or useit himself. You let this happen, RuvindraLall. It isyour business. Y ou aone can put
itright.

"That isfighting talk," saysthe head, "from astray spirit who has not even given me her name.”

The blue of his gaze seemsto enter her like aprobing ray, penetrating to the back of her thought, to the
nucleus of her soul, seeing what sheiis, and the truth in her heart. And Fern stares back, eyeto eye, soul
to soul, and in that mutual seeing she senses once more the link between them, the bond that is beyond
mere understanding, beyond love. She needs no persuasion for Ruvin-dra, no bargaining. The necessity is

enough.

"I am called Fernanda," she responds.
"And your Gift name?'

"l will be Morcadis, when | am ready."

"And did the old hag choose that?' he asks shrewdly. "The fat hag Morgus, who crowns hersdlf a
queen.”

"Even she makes mistakes," Fern says. " She has taught me how to use my Gift—given her dayer aname
toliveupto.”

"So you hate her?'
"Hate burns the heart away, leaving you with ashes. | will kegp mine cold, until | want it.”

For aminute heisslent, and the many angles of hisface seem to tighten, concentrating on afocal

thought, an ingtant of dark revelation. "Why do we meet now, who might have met in life? It istoo late for
me, witch-girl, too late for us both. My hour—if | had an hour—islong past. Go back to your spdllfire
and look for someone elseto help you.”

"Thereisno oneese" sheretortsbleskly. "I will come again.”

"Y ou waste your bregth."



"I am aspirit. | have no breath to waste.”
He laughs a sudden harsh laugh, making the leaves dance. "Then we are two!"

"Do not laugh so loud,” says Fern, "or you may shake loose from your anchorage, and the wild pig will
find you, when next he roots here. Or Morgus may hear you. My spells divert her from this place, but
they cannot make you ether invisible or inaudible. She, too, wants your aid, and sheisless patient than
r],E.ll

The head does not answer, merely gazing at her through narrowed eyes. Unwillingly she moves away,
and sets off back to the cave.

In that timeless place, Fern sensesthat somewhere her Timeis running out. The spdllfire shows her anold
house, grim vis-aged, hooded with roofs of stone, and at a casement she sees apae face heavily
curtained with hair. But the casement is barred, and the face alone and desperate. "Who isthat?' asks
Sysselore, leaning over her shoulder, cobweb tresses brushing her cheek.

"l do not know. The magiciswillful; it reveals nothing to the purpose.”
But she knows.

Now thefruit isripe shefearsto leaveit, lest her fragile protection prove inadequate and the hog Strays
there, pounding &t the Treerootstill it fallsfrom the bough, or Morgus discoversit in her absence. Yet
sheisequaly afraid to vigit it too often, to arouse suspicion, to be followed unawares. She ventures out
when the witches deep, in the hdf-light before dawn, collecting fungi and wild herbsto excuse her
roaming. Morgus has taught her much plant lore and shefinds ause for some of her harvest beyond that
of study. Outside the cave she wanders asif at random, watching and listening with al her senses,
approaching the hollow only when sheis confident of being unobserved. "We must go soon,” shetellsthe
head.

"I am going nowhere. | have finished with my life; only the Gate awaits me. Besides, thisfruit would not
last long in the red world. Two daysat mog."

"Wedon't need long," says Fern. "Here you may last awhile, but to what end? Morguswill suck out the
pips of your thought and burrow like aworm into al your secrets. She, too, wants to harnessthe

dragon’s power."
"Whatever she does, it will avall her nothing. That Giftismineaone."
"Y ours and your descendant's,” Fern reminds him. "Do not forget Jerrold Laye.”

"A degenerate. You said so yoursalf. No other could understand dragonkind as | did. To touch the mind
of agpirit dl fire, to experience passion in the raw, hunger, rage, love—yes, love— uncomplicated by the
mazes of human thought, unchecked by meaningless scruples—only the strongest could survive such a
contact. A weaker man would be driven mad.”

"Maybe Laye ismad,” says Fern, "but heis till avehiclefor the Old One. He has no regard for the
menta condition of hisingruments”

The dark mouth twistsin contempt. " Such a one as this Laye— corruptible and possessed—could never
hold any true communion with adragon. They perceive human reactions with an enhanced intensity,
amog asif incolor. A lieisdull, tainted, discolored. They see dl the affectations of man, our mordlity,
hypocrisy, decet, asinhibiting the vital e ements of nature—awanton folly that is beyond their
comprehension. To communicate, the dragon charmer must set aside al barriers, he must open hismind



to that of the dragon. They do not speak aswe do but their thought takes shape in your head, thereisan
intuitive understanding, ajoining of two spirits. Once that bond is made, you are changed forever. The
fire has entered you, and it will burn until you die." Hefixes her with the blue lance of his gaze, but she
does not turn away. "It burnsin me gtill, even here, but thisisthe last smolder. Soon it will be ashes.”

"If you were so close to the dragons,” Fern asks hesitantly, "how could you have destroyed the other
eggs? When you went to the dragons graveyard and robbed the nest, why not Ieave the ones you did not
want?'

"Y ou don't understand,” he says, and there isan edgein hisvoice sharper than anaked blade. "I Ieft no
riva, no possblethresat for thefuture. | did as dragonsdo.”

Fern absorbsthisin slence. "This opening of the mind," she saysat lagt, "this conjunction of two spirits. .
.did you try that with me, when our eyes met in the spdllfire?’

"No," he answers. "But perhaps you did."

Later on, in the daylight period, Fern watches Morgus. She is searching with increased determination,
covering ground aready explored, peering under every leaf, into every knothole. Soon she will passclose
to the ddl where only athin film of magic and the convoluted ground hide the black fruit. She may sense
the perimeter of the spell brushing her thought with an unfamiliar bewilderment. Fern, knowing her own
inexperience, fears a possible clumsiness may betray her: Morguss perceptions are too acute to be easily
bemazed. Fern observes the witch through a dit between root and earth, seeing her draw nearer to the
hollow, moving dower with every step, as though conscious that somewhere close by there are shadows
that have eluded her. Now she has dmost reached the penumbra of the spell. Fern thrusts down panic,
gretching out with her mind, probing the labyrinthine branches far overhead for inspiration—for a
creature she can use, abrain smple enough to be malleable. Somewhere above she senses aclot of
matter sagging from abough, awhining buzz of sound—the drone of busy wings, the many-celled
awareness of the swarm. Her thought quickensinto recklessness, pushing self-doubt aside. Softly, softly
the power flows from her, murmured words giving it direction and purpose. A hundred feet above, the
swarm fedlsthe menace.

They swoop down on Morgus in awedge-shaped arrow of rage, amultiple mind with but asingle
thought. Not bees, as Fern expected—though the vicinity of the Treeisamost flowerless and she has
only ever seen one, acuckoo bee that hives aone— but wasps. Fat black wasps with scarlet stings,
zooming in on their target like a dive-bomber, whirling, darting, stabbing. Taken off guard, it isamoment
before Morgus can protect herself—before the crack of Command that has her tormentorsfrying in
midair, Szzling into cinerous particles that fal harmlesdy to the ground. But she has been stung: there are
pinpoints of red on her cheek and the flesh roll of her neck. Fern, sinking deep into the dead leaves, sees
her turn toward the cave. She will be back, wanting to explore the reason for such an attack—knowing
there may be no reason, since the denizens of the Tree are often wayward and savage—coldly curious,
nursing, perhaps, a burgeoning suspicion. Shewill be back very soon. Even here, thereisno Time | eft.

When the witch has gone Fern clambers down into the hollow.

The head iswaiting, watching her with its hawk's stare, dark lips dightly parted to show the glint of teeth,
atrace of sap dripping redly from its neck ssump. It greets her with a chalenge, and the sharp edge of a
gmile. "What now, sorceress? What witch games have you been playing up there?'

"l was saving your rind," says Fern, choosing the noun with ddliberation. "Morguswas close by: she
knows she has missed something near here. | called up aswarm of waspsto distract her.”

"l heard them," saysthe head. "Also her curses. Y ou are skilled for your years.”



"Not skilled enough. She didn't curse: that was a Command. My champions burned in midflight. It wasa
temporary measure only; shewill return, and shortly. | must leave when it isdark, with or without you.
The choiceisyours™

"Can you give me achoice?' sneers Ruvindra. "1 am an gppleripe for plucking, by you or by her. 1 ama
dainty for your delectation. Would you offer me areal choice? Would you destroy me with your
witch-fire, even as Morgus destroyed those wasps?

Would you set me free—free of this shape, this punishment, free to passthe Gate into eternity?"

Fern hesitates, trembling suddenly, though she does not know why. "Y ou are bigger than awasp,” she
says. "'l am not sure—I am not sureif the heat would be enough. A strong fire needs more fuel than a
little spell. | could steal somefire crystas, | suppose. . . Yes, | would doit. If that iswhat you wish."

"Won't you set conditions? That isthe way of witchkind. Nothing for nothing.”
"No," says Fern, with atouch of pride. "That isnot my way. | offered you achoice. Choose fredy."

"Very well," saysthe head. "I will hold you to your promise. | choose the completion of my desth—a
swift passage through the Gate instead of adow lingering in between. Do not forget. But first | will go
with you as you asked, back to the world of Life, to forestall the Oldest of liars, the Stedler of Souls—if
wecan."

Fern smiles—agreat warmth rushes through her, so her spirit-body becomes suddenly radiant, though
she does not know it. She stretches out one bright finger, stroking the black hair. The dark face seemsto
soften. "It will be hard,” he says, "returning to adimension of strength and vitdity, inthisform. When |
lived, | lived as dragons do, with every fiber of my being, every nerve. Now | am a stunted misshapen
thing—a gargoyle—emasculated—helpless. A fruit without seed—a head without body or limbs.”

"1 will beyour limbs," says Fern.
Her toneisvery serious, asin avow, and quiet fals between them.

"Do you seek to touch my heart?' mocks Ruvindraat last. "1 have no heart. The Tree does not provide
such inessentids.”

"I will be your heart," says Fern.
XIl

On the day Ragginbone returned to Y orkshire, Will and Gaynor had |eft Dale House shortly after
breakfast. They took the aging Ford Fiestain which Will paid his occasiona viststo the university or
went on exploratory drivesin search of scenery to distort in his pictures. There were sketch pads and
canvasesin the back, the seats were daubed with random smears of paint, and the externa bodywork
had been enlivened with representations of holes from which various insect and anima heads peeked out.
"Fernwon't gointhiscar,” Will remarked. " She saysit's embarrassing. | hope you don't mind too much?'

"l dont mind at al." Privately Gaynor wondered if Fern's objections were actudly founded on the
stuttering condition of the engine and the delayed reaction time of the brakes, but she did not say so. "Do
we know how to find this museum?" she asked.

"Not offhand,” said Will, "but | know Y ork pretty well. Anyway, we can always ask."
They asked severd times before they happened on the museum, more or less by chance. Gaynor found



her confidence restored in the familiar ambience of unlived-in rooms, of bleared glass display cases, of
the carefully conserved scribblings of history. Thiswas her norma work environment, ahaunt little
frequented by visitors, where fragments of the past were studied, restored, illuminated, giving brief
glimpses of light in the darkness of logt ages. Therewasasmell of dust hovering, awaiting only the
departure of awandering vacuum cleaner before settling comfortably back into place. The rooms must
once have been heavy with late-Victorian gloom, overfurnished, somberly curtained, but now naked
windows et in the gray daylight, and neutral paintwork reduced everything to abackground. The exhibits
had taken over. In her own workplace Gaynor often felt the books had both presence and personality:
the aloof superiority of pricelesstomes, the secrets reaching out to her from half-obliterated pages, the
arcane wisdom groping for new expression. They were awakened by her touch, dive and curious. Here,
however, the books seemed crippled with age and intellectua neglect, collector'sitems, preserved,
imprisoned, unread. She could almost hear the creaking of arthritic spines, the crackle of desiccated
paper. Occasional patches of color stood out, vivid asif new-painted, astylized illustration or €l aorately
decorated capita; but they were few and far between. It was the gleam of gold leaf that drew her to the
dragons.

The book was the centerpiece of one of the smaller showcases, open at the section Gaynor had seen
fleetingly on thetelevison. "A grate dragon, grater than anye other lyving beaste, ravaged the kyngdom,
devouring anye who stood in ytsway. Onlie one Knyghte was found brave enough to stande against yt. .

"It does sound like your dream,” Gaynor said.

"Described by someone who wasn't there. Still, frontline journalism wasinitsinfancy inthe Middle
Ages—and anyone who was there wouldn't have lived to tell the tale. How about asking for the curator,
and seeing if we can get aproper look at this?'

The curator—the elderly young man Gaynor remembered from the televison program—was stirred
amog to enthusasm by

Gaynor'sinterest and her credentias. "We have so few vistors," he explained. "1 had thought, after the
TV publicity . . . but no. People don't want books, you see. They don't want knowledge. They want to
gawp at the assassin's knife, the courtesan's jewelry, the collar of the roya lapdog. We get the odd
American, of course, researching athess, or someone writing a book, but they tend to be more crank
than scholar. Chasing the Grail legend, or one of those conspiracy theories, Freemasons and stuff. Not
genuine study, just some hypothesisthey've got hold of, and they think they can attach the evidenceto it
afterward, like hanging bells on a Chrismas tree. Usudly they want to spend more time talking about
how clever they arethan actudly looking at the exhibits."

"Wereinterested in dragons,” Gaynor said alittle nervoudy, aware that this, too, might be labeled
cranky.

The curator, however, seemed pleasantly surprised. "Dragons,” he murmured. "Well, that's different. No
one'sinterested in dragons. They believe in secret societies and magica artifacts, but adragonisjust a
crocodile story that got out of hand. Still, I've dways thought the symbolism might reward analysis. Isthat
what you're sudying?'

"Moreor less" sad Will.

"I'm his supervisor," Gaynor explained, giving Will aminatory look. "He's doing a doctorate, but he's
quite sensible about it. He doesn't have any weird ideas, honestly.” With his connections, she amended
privately, he doesn't need them. "He's working on the 'Origins of the Dragon in British Mythology.™



"Strictly speaking,” the curator pointed out with what might have been suspicion, "there's no such concept
asBritish mythology."

"Cdtic, Norse, Greco-Roman . . ."
"Oh, dl rignt..."

The curator removed the book from the display case and carried it to an upstairs room where an untidy
desk was cramped between filing cabinets under the dope of theroof. "Y ou'll be careful, of course,” he
adjured. "It'sfrom Dr. Laye's collection; we have anumber of histhings on loan at the moment. Y ou may
know of him: he's on the board here.”

"l saw him on thetelevison,” said Gaynor, trying to sound naturdl.

"An extraordinary man," the curator said, with anuance in his manner that Will could not quite clarify. It
might have been merdy the resentment of aweaker character outweighed by one more forceful, or it
might have been something else. Apprehension, uncertainty, fear . . . "Curioudy enough, he, too, hasan
interest— amost an obsession—with dragons. Perhaps you ought to ... speak to him."

Gaynor missed the hesitation, but Will didn't. "I don't think so," she said. "I mean, we won't trouble him.
Heisn't here, ishe?!

"Not today."
"Do you know of any other documents we ought to be studying?'
"I'll have alook for you."

With the departure of the curator she turned to the book, her nervousness vanishing in professiona
absorption. "It'svellum,”" sheinformed Will. "The condition isalmost perfect. I've never seen one more
beautiful. It redly should be in amajor museum, not an obscure placelikethis. Don't touchiit! I'll turn the
pages.” It began with an account of how Shaitan, presumably the Devil, made the firgt dragons out of
gtone and fire, inhabiting their bodies with hungry spirits from below the nethermost regions of Hell. "And
those eementdl's, being born of the grate heate of the Inferno, took fire even in lyfe, and breathed flames
of Hell, and poysonous fumes; but their spirits were tempered with the cun-nynge of Shaitan, and they
gpoke with tongues, and there was sor-ceriein the glaunce of their eyes. And he sente them forthe into
the world, to be a plague on beastes and menne." Various accounts followed, some familiar, some new
or strangely dtered, of dragons and their activities. The story of St. George was set in Egypt; another tale
featured the L eviathan deeping beneath the ocean's floor until the end of the world, when it would awake
to swallow the sun. ("Not adragon, aserpent,” said Will. "The Sea Serpent, Jormungund, the
Nenheedra. Fern saw it once.") There were few details, however, to flesh out the substance of Will's
dream. The dragon who had swallowed "athyng of grate power and magicke' was described as growing
to enormous Sze and findly being consumed in its own fires, while the warrior who had confronted it
joined the ranks of other heroes, lost in the realm of mystery and myth. In due course the curator
returned with a stack of manuscripts and a couple of more recent books bound in calf and printed on
paper. A plungeinto thefiling cabinets offered the opportunity to trace related materidl.

"Thisisgoing to take ages," said Will. "I hadn't redlized.”
"It'scalled work," Gaynor said with arueful smile.
"Somehow, | don't redly believe well find anything of use.”

"Wewon't know till wevefinished."



Around three o'clock Will departed to take Lougarry for awalk, though they had eft the car window
open and she was quite capable of taking hersdf. Gaynor remained at the desk, immersed in awelter of
arcana, turning from manuscript to file and back again, scrawling notes on a piece of scrap. The habit of
study cocooned her, shutting out darkness and danger, numbing anxiety. She found herself hoping against
hope that thiswould dl prove useful, searching for something that constantly € uded her—something
hiding between the words, behind the tales. But whatever it was, she could not find it. One manuscript in
particular held her attention: the story of "a Tamer of dragons, who could speke with them, and they
would answere, and their fire did not burn him, for he had the countenaunce of hisHouse. His ancestor
was blackened in the flames of Taegbor Infernes, father of dragons, and lyved, and no other flame could
burn him, nor anye of hiskyn." But later pages were missing, and what the Tamer did was unreveded.
Gaynor sensed the story wasimportant, but she did not know why, and wondered if the pricking of
ingtinct was merely unsatisfied curiosity. She pushed both manuscript and file away, assailed by the
recurring image of Fern's il face, feding ineffectud and frustrated.

And then it happened. The room around her—the doping planes of celling and skylight, the narrow
rhomboids of wall, the many corners of cabinet and desk—seemed to shift very dightly, asif adjusting to
another dimension. One moment shefdt secure, unthinking, fretting only at her problem; the next shewas
being crowded, crushed, folded away between hard, flat surfaces, boxed into atiny cube of existence
where no one would ever find her. Shetried to scream, but the condtricted air squeezed the voice from
her throat. She struggled to get up, and the chair tumbled, and the desk seemed to tilt, spilling its clutter
on thefloor. And from the crack between the dimens ons—the splinter of nothing between time and
Time, somewhere and el sewhere— eyes watched her, flickering and vanishing as the door opened and
the room jolted abruptly back into place.

"Areyou al right?' asked the curator. "What has happened here?’

"l—I'm sorry," stammered Gaynor. "I must have fallen adeep.”

The curator may have believed her, but she knew better now than to believe hersdif.

"Wel?" she said to Will, over abeer inadim corner of astudent pub. "What do we do next?"

"Y ou know the answer to that one," he retorted. "I've been thinking about it al afternoon. | don't likeit,
but we've no aternative. It's been obvious al aong. Y ou needn't comeif you don't want to."

"I'm coming," Gaynor whispered.

"Fine" said Will. "I'll go and call amate, fix up asofafor the night—or asofaand afloor, sncel expect
that'swhat you'l prefer. Then well go out for aredly good mea—French, | think, with Itaian
undertones—and you can tell methe story of your life. Afterward—some time afterward—I'll kissyou.
Things may even go further, though not too far. Y ou're not the sort of girl to be hurried, and thisisthe
wrong moment for hurrying.”

Gaynor gaped at him. "Y ou're not serious,” she said, pulling hersalf together. "We're supposed to be
helping Fern—"

"And tomorrow," Will perssted, "well pay acdl on Dr. Jerrold Laye.”
Gaynor'sindignation stopped in midflow. "l see,” shesaid.

"Doyou?" he responded. Her face showed sudden doubt. "I remember the first time | saw you. | was
Sxteen, so you must have been about twenty. Y ou'd come to the house with Fern on your way to a
Christmas party. It was somewhere outside London, and you were driving. Fern looked immacul ate the



way she always does, sort of perfectly finished, red spangly dress, high-hegled shoes. Y ou wore black,
which doesn't suit you, something with lots of tatty lace, and you'd tied your hair back but it had burst the
eladtic, and you had flat squashy bootsfor driving. Y ou didn't look pretty, or glamorous, but | thought
you S0 bloody sexy. A sweet disorder inthe dress ... | said to mysdf: 'One day, I'm going to have that
girl." 1 don't know that | meant it serioudy, not then. But | could have picked your face out in acrowd
any time after thet night. Any time."

"It waan't tatty lace,"” Gaynor muttered. "It was antique.”
"Same difference”
"And Fern's dress was burgundy, not red. I've never seen her wear red. It's a bit flamboyant for her.”

"Anything elseyou'd liketo correct? | must point out it's my memory. If | want to remember ared dress
and tatty lace, | bloody well will. I suppose dl you noticed of me was a grubby schoolboy who leered at
you fromthe gairs?'

"Actudly," said Gaynor, carefully noncommittd, "I told Fern | thought you'd be causing alot of troublein
afew years time."

Will gave her animpish grin. "'l aready was"
"That'swhat Fern said.”

He went to telephone, and she sat finishing her drink. All my life, she thought, I'm going to remember this,
Not just the horror and the magic—the phantom in the snow, the gray beckoning finger of Dr. Jerrold
Laye—but this moment, this dark, crowded, beery interior, and waiting for Will to come back from the
telephone. All my life... A wave of feding washed over her, so violent that she shook from the impact of
it, amixture of shock and revelation, of wonder and happiness and terror. She thought of her previous
encounters with that fegling, of the giddying highs and lows of her six-year relationship with amarried
man who had ultimately left hiswife, but not for her. It would be so easy to tll hersdlf, in hope, infear:
Thisis different. She mustn't dare to think such thoughts, not of Will, who was her best friend's brother,
who had more than hisfair share of charm, who took nothing serioudy, not even the Dark. Fern's spirit
waslogt, and ashadow lay beyond the next dawn, and al she had wasthis one evening, to livein it with
al her senses, saving it for memory, expecting no more. But treacherous longing and inevitable doubt
would not be so lightly thrust aside, and when Will returned he found her pale and quiet, her drink
undrunk, her reponses monosyllabic.

"Comeon," hesad, and they went. Afterward—Ilong afterward—Gaynor redlized she had never even
noticed what that forever-to-be-remembered pub was called.

The restaurant, as Will had promised, offered a Mediterranean menu, aFrench wineligt, Italian waiters.
It was cramped, busy, and noisy, but they did not notice, too absorbed in each other to be distracted by
extraneous details. For an hour or two they set aside their current preoccupations to explore each other's
lives, exchangeideas and hopes, to luxuriate in the enchantment of mutual understanding. It'sjust agame,
Gaynor told hersdlf, it'sadwaysjust agame, but she had never redly grasped therules, so she dways
staked too much, lost too much, and was|&ft in the end impoverished and adone. But for thistime—this
little time— she would pretend the game was for redl, and abandon hersdlf to theillusion of a perfect
companionship. Will's smile teased her but his eyes were serious, or so she fancied, and in their steedy
gaze shefdt her heart shiver. "Fern once told me you're the sort of exceptiondly nice girl who dways
fdlsfor abadlot," he said as she concluded the saga of her past affair.

"Did she?' Gaynor'sflicker of indignation died swiftly, giving way to aresigned weariness. "Anyway, |



thought | was supposed to befaling for you. Isn't that supposed to be the idea?"

"Touche," said Will. "I'm not exactly abad |ot—neither black sheep nor whiter than white. More sort
of—piebad. Or white with black spots.”

"Gray?' suggested Gaynor.

"Thanks. Maybe we could moveinto awider color spectrum? For instance, how purple do you fedl?
Gaynor—"

"Wait!" Her expression had changed to one of anguished concentration; she was clutching her templesin
furious thought. "White—black—gray—that reminds me—that connects. . . I'll haveitin asecond.” Her
hands dropped: shelooked at him with the clarity of dawning redization. "Listen. There wasthisstory |
found this afternoon—I was sure it was important but | couldn't think why. It was about this ancient
family who had aspecid gift of being able to talk to dragons, and tame them. One of their ancestors had
been burnt in dragonfire and had lived, and his skin was black ever after, and fireproof, and so was the
skin of his descendants. Supposing . . . supposing the family heritage got so dissipated over the centuries
that the black faded, and became

?Didn't Ragginbone say something—about a certain family?1 wish | could remember . . . Our Dr.
Laye—"

"—could be atamer of dragons,” Will agreed. "Hell. Hdll and bugger.”
"Thisisanother clue" said Gaynor, "and it'sleading somewhere."

"That'swhat | don't like," Will said. "I don't imagine | could assert my macho authority and make you
stay behind tomorrow?”

"No," said Gaynor. "Y ou need me. I'm the expert on old books and manuscripts. He won't talk to you
unlessI'm there. Anyhow, it's become something | haveto do. Fate. Also, I'm older than you. If you get
assartive, | can clam seniority. And it isn't asif there were dragons anymore. And—"

"Coffee?' said Will.

Gaynor shook her head. Their stolen interlude was over, aborted long before midnight. Fearsfor the
morrow had invaded, destroying their brief indulgence in romance. When Will kissed her good night
before sttling on hisfriend's sofa, the sudden flare of passion seemed less sexual than desperate, a
commitment to each other not aslovers but as partners, setting out together on adark road. Hislipsfelt
hard and his mouth tasted of wine and peppered steak. She found hersdlf thinking she would never be
ableto eat it again without remembering that kiss. It was swift and hungry and soon over, but afterward,
lying donein the spare bed, sherdived it and savored it, sensing it would be their first and last, knowing
achance had passed her by that she might regret and she might not, but it would not come again.

Shefdl adegp with the throb of that brief passion running in her blood and disturbing her dreams.

Thefollowing morning did not dawn bright and fair. It just dawned, night paling dowly into the grayness
of day. Will'sfriends | eft early, onefor part-time computer programming to supplement her sudent grant,
the other for afull-time job as a garbage man that appeared to be the only thing for which his philosophy
degree had fitted him. Gaynor heard the belch and gurgle of water in the pipes, indistinct voices from the
kitchen downgtairs. Eventudly the front door banged, and there was silence. If Will had been woken, he
must have gone straight back to deep. Gaynor knew she should get up but a huge reluctance seemed to
be weighing her down, afedling that once sheleft her bed the wheds of fate would start to turn, and she



would be carried forward inexorably into the shadows of theimmediate future. She tried to recapture the
sweetness of lagt night'sintimacy, the pepper-and-wine aftertaste of that kiss, but only gray thoughts
came with the gray daylight, degpening her premonition of an ungpecified doom. In the end she forced
hersdlf to get up and, finding the shower little more than atrickle, ran hersdf abath. Scrubbing at her
limbswith a coarse loofah, she was visited by the fancy that her actions were those of a soldier purifying
hersdlf before the battle—or avictim before sacrifice. It was not a pleasant thought.

The morning was well advanced before they got on the road, armed with their maps and Dr. Layes West
Riding address, courtesy of the museum curator. It was along drive from Y ork to the Dalesand the
house proved eusive, or maybe they were unwilling to find it too easily, so they halted at apub for lunch.
The conversation steered clear of emotional entanglement and the potentia for passion; instead Will
related more details of hisand Fern's previous connection with Ragginbone and Lougarry, Alison
Redmond, the OId Spirit, and the otherworld they represented. Gaynor asked so many questionsthat it
was late when they returned to their search, later gill when they findly saw the place they sought, a
slhouette of steepled roofs and knobbled chimneys against asky dark with cloud. 1t had been built on a
ridge just below the crest, so that its ragged gables topped the hillside; the millstone grit facade was
cloven with tal windows that seemed to be narrowed againgt the wind. "Wuthering Heights," said
Gaynor. She thought it looked like the kind of house where there lways would be awind, moaningin
the chimneys, credling under the eaves, making doors rattle and fires smoke. The somber afternoon
seemed to provideits natura background.

The road swooped below it, and they pulled up beside the single entrance in the high stonewall. Their
way was barred by a black ironwork gate crowned with spikes; the gateposts on either side were
surmounted by statuary that might once have been heradic, but endless cycles of wind and rain had
eroded them into shapel essness. However, there was a modern intercom inset on the right, complete with
microphone and overlooked by avideo camera. "If hiscollectionisso vauable,” sad Gaynor, "he must
be afrad of burglars.

"Maybe" ssid Will.

The name of the house was on apand in the gate: Drakemyre Hall. "No sign of amire,” Will remarked,
"and no ducks ether.”

"Myre may be a corruption of moor,” Gaynor explained. *And drake usualy means dragon.”

After ashort argument, she was the one who rang the bell. Her recollection of the television program was
imperfect but she was aimost sure the voice that responded was not that of Dr. Laye. She gave her name
and professional status and enquired for him, fegling gauche and uncomfortable, thinking: He knows
aready. He knowswho | am. He's expecting me. The gate opened automatically and they got into the
car and drove up to the house. In the backseet Gaynor saw Lougarry's hackles lifting; her eyes shone
ydlow in the dingy afternoon. "Stay out of sight,” Will told her. "Well leave the window open. Comeif
wecdl." He parked in the lee of awall where asilver Mercedes lurked incongruoudy, gleaming like a
giant pikein the shadows of amurky pond. In front of the house, someone had attempted to creste a
forma garden, their effortslong defeated by bleak climate and poor soil. The wind had twisted the
topiary into strange, unshapely forms; afew predatory shrubs and spiny weeds sprawled over the
flowerless beds; moss encroached on the pathways. Two or three holly trees huddled closeto the
building, weather-warped into an arthritic crookedness, seeking shelter under the man-madewalls. The
Hall itsalf loomed over its unpromising surroundings, grimly solid, abulwark against long winters and
bitter springs, sprouting into irregular wings on either side, capped with many roofs. The front door stood
open, showing an arch of light that looked unexpectedly warm and welcoming. Will took Gaynor'sarm
and they stepped across the threshol d.



The door swung shut to reved a man standing behind it—a short, gnomelike man, with alumpy face that
appeared to have been made of dough, atight mouth, jutting ears, and eyes so deeply shadowed he
might have been wearing amask. But hisdark suit wasimmaculate, his manner that of the perfect butler.
"I have reported your arrival to Dr. Laye," he said. "I am afraid he cannot be with you just yet: heison
the telephone to Kuala Lumpur. A manuscript has come on the market that he has been seeking for some
time. However, if you will follow me. . ." Heled them down a corridor that branched left and through
another door into alarge drawing room. In contrast to its exterior, insde the house everything was
warmth and luxury. The room was partly paneled in some mellow wood; the flicker of afire—red or
fake, it wasimpossible to tell—picked out glints of gold initsgraining. Central heating engulfed them,
Orientd carpets deadened their footsteps. They sank into the depths of a sumptuous modern sofaasinto
asoft clinging bog. Most of the furniture looked antique: heavy oak sideboards, unvarnished and
ostentatioudy venerable, elegant little tables poised on twiglet legs, ababy grand piano, another
instrument that Gaynor thought might be a spinet. Will, scanning the pictures, noted something that could
have been aPaul Klee and a pseudo-mythical scene of rurd frolics that might have been painted by
Poussin on LSD. "Dragons are good business,” he murmured for Gaynor's private ear.

"I will bring you sometea," said the butler. "Indian or China?'
"China" said Gaynor, and: "PG Tips" from Will.

"The lady hasthe preference," the manservant declared, and retreated with the soundless tread of butlers
long extinct—or of gnomes.

"Thebutler did it," said Will when he had gone.
"He looks like Goebbels." Gaynor shuddered. "All the same, thisisn't what |—"
"Nor me. | wonder if that Paul Kleeredly isa Paul Kleg?"

"I waswondering if thisreally isagood time to phone Kuala Lumpur.” She paused, fiddling with astray
lock of hair, braiding the endsinto aplait. "Will—what exactly are welooking for?'

"I don't know," he admitted. "A dragon's tale—a broken spear— a piece of stone. | ought to try to case
the joint while our host is occupied €l sewhere. When the butler comes back I'll say | need apiss. Going
in search of the bathroom should give me a chance to see abit more of this place: it's bound to be miles

avay.'
"Y ouwont leave me?'
"Not for long." He appeared dightly startled at the note of panic in her voice.

"It'san awfully well-worn ploy,” she explained, pulling hersdlf together, fighting anirrationd upsurge of
fear. "Do you think hell beieve you? Thebutler, | mean.”

"Nothing succeedslikean old trick,” said Will optimiticaly. "Anyway, why shouldn't he? | can—if
necessary—yprove my point.”

But Gaynor did not smile. "Thethingis" she pursued, "we didn't redly come hereto follow aclue, or
trace along-dead dragon or amagic spear. We came. . . because thisisatrap, just like you said, and
you want to find out who set it and why, and the only way to do that isto walk right into it. But. . ."

"Whatever the reason,” said Will, "were here now, and we may aswell get on with thejob.”

Presently the butler returned bearing atray laden with crockery and ategpot from which wafted the scent



of Lapsang Soo-chong. Gaynor struggled to rise and failed as atable was whisked in front of her and the
tray set down onit. Will scrambled to his feet, hampered by the cushions, requesting a bathroom. " Of
course," thebutler said. "1 will show you the way."

"I won't beaminute,” Will said to Gaynor by way of reassurance, and | eft in the wake of the gnome,
following him back into the corridor, past numerous doors, and through what seemed to be a breakfast
parlor to the farthest reaches of the house. Here he was shown aroom with alavatory and basin and left
to hisown devices. "l can find my own way back," he assured his escort, and when he reemerged, he
was aone.

Adjacent to the parlor was akitchen and a storeroom, both unoccupied. Back in the passageway, he
approached thefirst of the doorswith caution, listening at the panels before venturing to turn the handle
and push it alittle way open, hisexcuse—"I'm afraid | missed my way"—on thetip of histongue. Instead
he found himsdlf staring into abroom closet. The second door admitted him to asmall bare room that
seemed at aquick glance unremarkable. Then he tripped over afootstool that he was amost sure hadn't
been there amoment earlier, picked himself up, and wasimmediately confronted by a picture so
unpleasant, so seething with subliminal motion, that the ill-formed patches of color gppeared to be
actualy heaving off the canvas toward him. He retreated shaken, trying to shrug off what he hoped was
just fancy, approaching the next door with trepidation. It opened into akind of gallery, with glass cabinets
againg thewals and adisplay casein the center smilar to the type used in the museum. Forgetful of
Gaynor waiting nervoudy in the drawing room, Will closed the door behind him and gazed and gazed.

The room was full of weapons. There were pikes, halberds, longbows, claymores, abroadsword whose
blade was notched and misshapen, aten-foot spear that |ooked too heavy for anorma manto lift. A
ragged banner adorned the far wall showing a dragon rampant, rouge on sable. In the cabinets were
helmets, many of them battered and blackened, reduced to mere lumps of metal, breastplates scored as if
by giant claws, the tattered shreds of mail coats. The display case showed asingle huge glaive, engraved
with wordsin alanguage Will did not understand; red jewels shonein the hilt. Thesight of it sent a
strange shiver down his spine. He thought: Those stones must be worth afortune; but it was the words
that drew him, though their meaning could not be guessed. He pored over them, peering closer and
closer, and when he finally wrenched himself away he seemed to have lost track of time. The room
appeared to have both grown and shrunk, its proportions distorted, and the dragon banner rippled asif
with hidden life, and he was staring at a hanging shield that he thought he had seen before, in adream
long ago. Redlization dawned; he said to himself: These are the wegpons of the dragondayers, and for an
instant he smelled fire, and there was blood running down the walls. The room shivered with the potency
of what it contained.

Hewas horribly afraid, but he knew he had to stay, to look at every spearhead, every fragment of arrow
or blade: the thing he sought might be here. But the shafts were tipped only with iron and stedl, stone and
bronze, all scorched and chipped and scarred; the splinter of Lodestone would be unmarked and
unmistakable. At the far end on asmall table he came across aknife that looked different from therest. It
was entirely black, without scratch or ornament, gleaming asif new: when he touched it the hilt seemed to
nestleinto hishand. It fet like something that belonged to him, that had been made for him, for this
contact, for hisgrip. A leather sheath lay besideit. He did the knifeinto the sheath and then, with a
cursory glance over his shoulder, tucked it into hisjeans, dismissing aminor quam of conscience: he
might have need of aweapon. It occurred to him that he had been absent for too long; Gaynor must be
frantic. He hurried to the door, opened it without precaution, stepped into the corridor.

The blow fell dully on the back of his heed.

Gaynor waited. She had poured a cup of tea, but she did not drink it. He wouldn't leave me, shetold



hersdf. He wouldn't leave me here. Nearby, a clock ticked. And dowly, very dowly, the light changed.
The fire sank and guttered, the gold flecks faded from the pandling, the eectric lamps seemed to blear.
The gray daylight retreated beyond the haf-curtained window, leaving the room dim and unfriendly.
Shadows gathered behind the furniture. A disquieting sense of dgjavu assailed her. And then she
remembered: It'smy dream . . . The room there had been darker, the woodwork more somber, the
detail s exaggerated, but surely, surely it was the same. Soon she would seethe eyes. . . Shegot to her
feet, sumbled over arug, but even as she reached the door it opened. "I am sorry to have kept you
waiting," said Dr. Laye.

In the flesh, his grayness was shocking, a hideous abnormdity. Theinsides of hiseydids remained pink,
making his eyeslook bloodshot, theirises luridly blue. As he spoke, yellow-ivory teeth flickered between
colorlesslips. His suit was dmost asimmeaculate asthat of his servant, but Gaynor could not help
ghrinking at the proffered handshake, her gaze averted from the remembered horrors of finger and nail.

Y et his voice was not quite the one that had summoned her nearly two weeks ago. It was somehow
lighter, singletoned, more. . . human. "1 see my complexion disturbsyou," he said, withdrawing the
gesture. "Many people react that way. It isahereditary peculiarity: | assure you not contagious. Do Sit
down. | trust Harbeak has made you comfortable.”

And shewas plunged back into the sofa, sammering something incoherent, while he added with athin
amile: "I have been so looking forward to meeting you." For amoment her head spun: she thought he
might actualy alude to the nightmare incident of the television screen. Then: "I have acquaintances among
your colleagues,” he went on, and named a couple of people she hardly knew. "I understand you are
interested in dragons.”

She had not said o, but perhaps the curator had telephoned him. How el se would he know? "Will," she
interrupted. "My friend. He's the one who—I mean, | think we should wait for him."

"Well let him take histime," said Dr. Laye. "l expect he's having alook around. There are many
interesting thingsin thishouse.”

"Maybe he'slogt," said Gaynor, braving raised eyebrows. "1 ought to go and find him."

"Then you might become log, too," Laye responded. "Much wiser to stay here.” Shedid not like his
choice of adjective. "Shdl | order fresh tea? Brandy, perhaps? No? Very well then. We will talk. You
areinterested, as| said, in dragons.” It was a statement, not a question. Gaynor did her best to assume
an academic mien. She could think of no dternative. " Dragons have dways fascinated me," he continued.
"Did they ever exist? If not, why did we have to invent them? Of al the monsters of mythology, they are
the most charismetic, the most enduring. And yet, what are they? Lizards with wings—magical cousins of
the dinosaur, breathing flames, endowed with a hypnotic eye and a human intelligence. According to
legend—and we have few other sources—they eat virgins and hoard gold, undoubtedly human traits.
Such creatures can only be demons born of the wishful thinking of mortal men. Y et | used to dream that
in the dawn of history there were true dragons, spirits of fire, dreadful and irresistible, soaring beyond the
imaginings of mingrelsinto awider world. There was atradition in my family that our ancestors were
once dragondayers, their skin not gray but black, dragon burned, dragonproof.” And, as Gaynor started:
"Perhaps you have heard that tale?"

"Yes" shesad, "Yes, | ... It wasin amanuscript in the museum.”

"I lent them that manuscript. From my earliest youth, | wanted to learn the truth behind the story, theredl
cause of apigmentation that no dermatologist could explain. Wasit agenetic freek, arareillness, the
mark of Cain—or of ahero? Surely you can appreciate my obsession.”



Gaynor nodded. For dl her repulsion, she felt astab of sympathy for this man disfigured from birth,
marked out by he knew not what. He had dipped under her guard, stirring both her compassion and her
curiosty. Shefound hersdf urging himto go on.

"l spent my life searching. There were no fosslized bones, no remains preserved in glacier or bog. Only
written accounts, third-hand, secondhand, avery few by genuine witnesses. | became acollector, a
scholar with an established reputation. Y et the more | learned, theless| knew. My dreamstold me more
than any document—dreams of fire and combet, of desperate valor culminating at last inamind link with
the mongter itself. | wasthedragon, | clovethe skiesin flight, | controlled its thoughts, wielded its power.
For, as that manuscript you read had told me— and it took me thirty yearsto procure it—my ancestors
were not dayers but tamers, the dragon charmers whose inherited talent set them above lords and kings,
uniting them with the immortals. The discoloration of my skin, S0 often abhorred, was not a deformity but
agift, the grestest Gift of al." Gaynor's eyeswidened at theword. "Y et there seemed to be no dragons
left for me to charm. My search had become a quest doomed to unfulfillment.”

He paused asif awaiting comment or commiseration, but Gaynor's momentary sympathy had dried up.
Beyond the high-flown language she glimpsed an ego swollen with the lust of power and the cult of Sdif.
She sad, trying for anote of pragmatism: "If there ever were any dragons, there are none now."

"So | thought." Helicked hislips. "So | feared. Y et the dreams il haunted me. | saw adragon hatched
in ahigh londly place among men too smple and too foolish to do more than marvd at it; but the hands
that held it were black. | knew thismust be long ago, yet my heart swelled with hope. | saw the dragon
grow in ahidden valley far from the farthest outposts of civilization. | saw it dance on the air above lakes
of green and scarlet. | dreamed it was done, the last of dragons, living while lived yet forever beyond
my reach, and | woketo disillusionment and an empty existence." He paused once again, but thistime
Gaynor said nothing at dl. "And then | had avistor. He camein the night, nearly ayear ago. He said he
hed felt me calling. Hewas—not like us." The tongue reemerged, circling the moistureless mouth, agross
red thing againgt the monochrome flesh. "Would you like to meet him?"

"No!" Suddenly Gaynor noticed that the daylight had drained from the window. Jerked back to the
terrors of the moment, she cried: "Will! Wherés Will? What have you done with him?'

But the face of Dr. Jerrold Laye had changed. His eyes were infused with abaleful phosphorescence; the
voice that issued from his mouth was deeper, colder, and familiar. "We meet again, Gaynor Mobberley.”

"No," shereiterated, but her tone had shrunk to awhisper. Shetried to stand but her knees gave, and the
quagmire of the cushionsreclamed her,

"You are not like your friend," the voice continued. "Fernandais Gifted, and strong; you are powerless,
weak, afraid. Y et you cameto me. | called you, and you came." | chose to come, thought Gaynor; but
shewasn't sure. "And Fernandawill come for you, you and her brother. She will cometo me at last.”

"She c-can't,” Gaynor managed, though her lips shook. "She'sin acoma—in hospitd. Her spirit islost—"

"Fool! Do | not know her better than you—better than that beggar Brokenwand whose wisdom has
gonewith his Gift? Sheis strong: strong and cunning. Shewill find away back, no matter how perilous or
how far. Danger draws her. Power guides her. She does not need your feeble assistance, or that of the
vagabond who seeks to be her mentor. | understand her mind—her spirit—as no other can. | have cast
the augury, and seen her. She will cometo me, and submit to me, or die, knowing that both you and the
boy will perish with her. To losedl, or to gain dl: thereisbut one choice. Love will betray her, and in my
service shewill belovelessforever.”

Gaynor wanted to cry out in defiance—Shewill fight you! Y ou cannot win—but her voca cords were



numb. The gray hand reached out toward her, the arm extended over an impossible distance; dust-dry
fingerswound around her throat. Horror filled her, pardyzing struggle; but only for aningant. The
strength of that hand was beyond Nature, and in seconds the room darkened, and went ouit.

Harbeak!" The man's voice had returned to its usud timbre, but hisface was drawn asif in the aftermath
of pain and his breathing came short and fast. The servant entered, saw the girl crumpled on the sofa.
"What have you done with the other?!

"Inthecdlar, magter."
"Wasthat wise? He may beinquistive.”

"That would be unfortunate.” The pdlid featurestwitched involuntarily. "However, the cellar is secure,
Y ou wanted the specid room for the girl; in one of the others, he might climb down from the window or
break inadequate locks. Unless we put them together . . ."

"Apart. Together, they might encourage each other, console each other. Apart, they will have nothing but
fear. By thetimethe witch arrives, he wants them—I want them—to be very afraid. | want them begging
her for mercy. Shewill never be ableto refuse. We will haveto risk the cdllar. | thought this onewould
come aone. The boy wasnot called.”

"I could give him another dose of the soporific. Thelonger he degps, the less able heisto cause usany
trouble

"Itiswell thought of. Doit. Thegirl, too."
"Perhaps | should feed your little pet?"

"Not tonight. Tomorrow you may go hunting; it may need fresh mest. The witch will come after midnight.
He has seen her. If she submiits, it will be hungry ill. If not . . ." The butler responded with agargoyle
smile. Jerrold Laye pointed to the unconscious figure. "Take that away. Y ou know what to do with her.
Shewill bewatched."

Harbesk lifted Gaynor without effort and carried her from the room. Behind him, the brief werelight
flickered in Dr. Lay€e's eyes, the other voice spoke through his stiffened lips. "1 have you now, Fernanda.
Y ou can choose: the dow torment of agradua endavement or the swift anguish of atriple deeth. Either
way, you cannot escape me. Y ou will belong to me, or | will destroy you. Vengeance ismine, saith the
lord, and what other lord is there for men to worship, save me?"' age each other, console but fear. By the
time the em—to be very afraid. |

| never be ableto refuse. nt this one would come soporific. The longer hetrouble.” too."
o

,0 hunting; it may need idnight. He has seen her.

lot..."

:gmile.

;clousfigure. "Take that will bewatched." and carried her from the ckered in Dr. Laye'seyes, led lips. "'l
have you now, lent of agradua endave-h. Either way, you cannot

Il destroy you. Vengeance lord istherefor mento



Xl
Itisadark road for amortd,” saysKd. "Dark and till deadly. Are you sure you wish to ventureit?'
"| thought you said it was abandoned,” says Fern.

"The gods went away long ago. But afew spiritslinger there, unable to move on, phantoms without
shape or name craving anything that reminds them of the life they have logt. If you look back, they will
seizeonyou."

"] won't look back."

"It will be harder than you think. There may be pursuit. Morgus will not release you so easily and
Syssdore, for dl her gibes, will go where Morgusleads. A fat woman with athin shadow. Y ou must
crosstheriver before you can turn to face them.”

"They cannot follow me," she says, "if they do not wake." And she crumbles the pale toadstool s between
her fingers, catching awhiff of their faint drowsy scent, the scent of moonbeams on awarm night. The
slvery powder siftsinto the mud-green depths of the brew that Sysselore dways keegps a asimmer over
the cooking fire.

"Isthat poison?' Thereisdoubt in Ka'svoice.

"No. These are dumbertops: they bring deep, not death. | will not kill wantonly."
Hatred can wait. That is not the way.

"They will suspect something if you don't drink it," Ka points out.

"l never drink it," Fern replies. "Morgus would suspect something if | did. It tastesvile; | dwaystip mine
avay."

The potion bubbles up, absorbing the powder: the stink of pungent herbs boiled to liquefaction eclipses
the aroma of moonbeams.

"How fast doesit take effect?"
"Sowly," shesays. "Likenatura deep, only deeper. They say it brings sweet dreamsto the weary.”

"Beware," saysKad. "My mother distrusts sweet dreams. In any case, her mountain of flesh istoo vast to
succumb to the influence of any drug. Areyou sureit will work?!

"No," answers Fern.

She knows Morgus can see beyond the veil of expression, picking the thoughts from her mind. To
deceive her, she must lie not only with her face but with every nuance of emotion: Morgus must detect no
unnatura excitement in her gpprentice, no hint of concedl ment. Fern creates an image in her head of the
black fruit, not asit isnow but unripe, alumpen thing of half-formed features and petded
eyes—something new-discovered, till mysterious, hanging high in the leaves. She intendsto give Morgus
adigtraction, afocusfor her plans other than Fern herself. Above al, she must not think of wasps. But
when the witch queen appears the angry stings seem to have aready faded, asif no poison can penetrate
far into that swollen flesh, soimbued with its own power that it has no space to absorb an dien

substance. Asthelight failsthey St by the spdlfire while the crysta's crack in cooling, spitting blue sparks,
and Fern accepts Syssalore's herba infusion out of custom, unwilling to offend, and she catches Morguss



dy sdeways glance as she poursit unobtrusively away. Theliquid sinksinto the earth, leaving afaint
residue on the surface, the betraying glitter of powdered toadstool. She quells a sudden legp of panic,
making hersdlf ignoreit, trusting that what she overlooks, Morgus, too, will not see. Fortunately,
Morguss attention has shifted. Ka enters, taunting Sysselore for her witch's brew, distracting both with
an exchange of insults until the potion isdrunk and he is driven back outsde to deep where he can. His
mood isreckless; he seemswilder than usua, somehow less human, carrying with him an aura of
primeva dark, the red smell of blood, the black smell of midnight. His uglinessis exaggerated by the
wavering shadows, turning him into abeing dl mongter, without hidden grief or sworn dlegiance. Yet his
arrival iswell-timed, his departure prearranged. When he has gone, Morgus asks. " So what have you
learned of |ate, little gpprentice, and where did you learn it?" Fern answerslightly, letting the recollection
of the black fruit dide through her mind, resolving to vist it by daylight, knowing Morguswill follow.
Morgus does not catechize her further. Fern yawns her way to her pallet and watches Morguss toying
with the spdlfire, whispering to Syssdlore so that the caveisfilled with furtive echoes. Thefireis
extinguished; the flickering wormshine dapples the wals with will-0'-the-wisps of light. The whispers
merge into the roving shadows. The witches gppear to be melded into asingle figure, huge, distorted,
many-limbed, the head dividing into two and then regjoining as more confidences pass between them. At
last the amorphous blob separates into one thin shade and one bloated one, and they go to their beds.
Presently, Morgus's snore begins to rumble through the cave like arestless volcano.

Fern waits along time before she moves.

Asdways, sheisdeeping in her underwear; it takes her only afew momentsto dress. Tight swester,
loose trousers, trainers: the clothes she has been wearing al along. Such garments are a habit, like her
physica form, and in the borderland of redlity that is enough to give them substance. Her head has been
resting on the result of her sewing: she empties out the temporary stuffing of grassand dry leaves and
hooks the strap diagonally across her chest so the pouch hangs on her hip. Belatedly she looks around
for awesgpon, but the cave offerslittle choice. The knivesthey usefor eating are sharp but smal, the
blade barely afinger length, no more than a pinprick to Morgus, whose vital organs must be buried far
beyond the reach of any dagger. Fern takes one for other purposes, dipping it into her bag, and,
remembering her promiseto Ruvindra, she snatches ahandful of fire crystals and thrusts them into her
left-hand pocket. Then she stedlstoward the exit, passing close to Sysselore, who moans as Fern's
shadow touches her face, moving asif to brush it away, relapsing into dumber. For an instant Fern
freezes, tenson seizing every muscle; then the dread releases her, and sheis able to creep into the
passage, fedling her way between the roots. Only the sudden sense of space and athin drift of cooler air
tell her when sheisoutside.

It isutterly dark. She has never ventured abroad before at this hour, the lightlesstime, when the Tree
itself deeps. The heads are silent, the birds roost; the very process of growing seemsto stop. With a
word and gesture she conjures atiny bal of were-glow that hoversjust ahead of her, itsdiminutive
glimmer showing few details of her surroundings: agroping leaf, a shadow rearing behind atwisted root.
She stepsforward cautioudy, still bruising hersalf againgt unseen hazards. The ground dips and rises,
folds and writhes. Every so often alow-dung branch intrudesinto the circle of light, aswath of foliage,
the distorted globe of a head with closed eyes and dackened mouth. Once fraying hair strokes her brow
like the strands of aspider'sweb. She beginsto fedl imprisoned between the celling of leaves and the
convoluted earthen floor. The darkness seemsto be compressed into agreater density in that narrow
space, crushing out any breathable air. Then: "Take my hand,” says avoice beside her, and Ka'sarm
emergesinto the light—the arm of alycanthrope, thick with sinew, crackling with hair—and she puts her
hand in his, warily reassured. With hishelp she travelsfagter: his eyes can see shadows at midnight,
differentiating between dark and dark. Hismockery is gone; he speaks only to guide her. "Thisisthe
place" hesaysat lagt. "'l cannot see the hollow: you must unbind the spell.” And, with ahint of his usua
manner: "No doubt your black plum ripens best & midnight.”



Theair gligensbriefly asthe magic dissolves. Fern descends into the dell, taking the knife from her
pouch. The head deegps. She reaches up to touch it, but the eyes open before she makes contact,
blinking once in the wereglow, then becoming fixed and steady. "It istime," shetdlshim. She cutsthe
gem at itsjunction with the main branch: it comes away easily, and the head islight in her grasp. She
placesit carefully in the pouch, pulling the ragged flap over the top. Then sheturnsto climb out of the
dell. The noise behind her isvery dight—arustlein the leaf mold, asnuffling intake of breath. Thereis
nothing to prepare her for what she sees.

The hog. Standing on the lip of the hollow, glaring down not at her but at the bag on her hip and the bulge
withinit. Food. Thefruit that is nourishment for the hog done, itsrightful diet. The wavering light showsit
isfar bigger than apig should be: warty, many-jowled, covered in coarse bristles asthick as spines. Its
upturned snout is squashed into aquivering ova of pinkish skin; the nogtrilstwitch and flex a every atom
of scent. Fern can see the double tusks protruding on either side, discolored with the red-brown stains of
dried sap, and the small round eyes like bloodshot beads. Rage emanates from it—rage at the theft and
the thief and the fruit itsalf, areasonless rage that turnsits gut to acid and its brain to madness. It snorts,
an ominous adenoida rumble, and paws the ground with atrotter the size of adinner plate. Ka has
vanished. Shock holds Fern petrified, blanking out her knowledge of Atlantean. She standsrigid,
helpless. Stupid. Her brain stdls. The hog charges.

Hands reach down from above, seizing her under the arms, swinging her clear of the ground. The hog
hurtles beneath her; bristles brush her feet. And then sheislifted into the branches, the werdight soaring
in her wake, and Ka is steadying her, and shefinds hersdlf sitting on aforked limb while her legs unstiffen
into the inevitable trembling of reaction. Ka balances on aneghboring bough that istill vibrating from his
acrobatics, he seems as much a homein the Tree as on the ground, with the agility and muscle power of
agiant ape. Below, the pig rushesto and fro in fury and frustration, scouring the dell, too unintelligent to
register bafflement, following the scent that isdl that remains of its quarry in blind obsession. Presently
the snout lifts, locating their perch; Fern can see the red pinpricks of its eyes. Kal curses under hisbreath.
"It won't go away," he says. "It smelsthe head. It will wait till we climb down. Y oull haveto abandon
your prize."

"No." Her nerve steadies. She strugglesto marshdl her thoughts, and her power.

"Y our skillswon't help you here. It'stoo late to concedl us, evenif it were possible, and the pigis
impervious to attack by magic. Spells bounce off it, like potting peanuts at an e ephant. Throw down your
black fruit.”

"No."

Kd hearsthefindity in her voice, and says no more. They wait. The pig grunts and whiffles, churning up
the earth, sucking at the air. "We can't stay here indefinitely,” Fern says, and apicturerisesin her mind of
Morgus, her vast form heaving and tossing on her straw bed as she wrestles againgt clinging dreams of an
unfamiliar sweetness. ""Perhaps we could jJump down and runfor it . . ."

"Over thisterrain?' He moves away without waiting for an an swer, springing from branch to branch,
setting the massed leaves shuddering and rustling in hiswake. Fern looks down, but the hog does not dtir.
It is squatting on its haunches now, staring upward, the tiny mind in its huge body knuckled into atight
little knot of purpose. Thereisno way into that mind. It istoo smdll, too limited, too clenched in upon
itsdlf to leave any chinks where she might insert adigtraction. She murmurs aspdll, hurling darts of fire
that sngeitsbristles, but they cannot penetrate the thick hide. It squirms and bucks, yowling with pain,
but it does not run away. Ka returnsjust as she remembersthefire crystals. Heis carrying another head.
It islarge, white-haired, the massive brow crushing the eyes deep into their sockets, the outthrust jaw set
for ram. Once it must have been forceful and angry, someone of power and consegquence; now, it iIsjust



ahead among ahundred others, afruit that ripens only to decay. Like so many of them, it talks
incessantly, ranting at Kal in the language of arrogance and petty tyranny; but heignoresit. He legps for
the strongest of the low boughs, swinging down close to the hog with his legs twined around the branch.
The head danglesjust above the questing snout. The pig, diverted, veerstoward it in a sudden rush, then
circlesbeow at manic speed, until vertigo bringsit to a staggering hat. The tusked muzzle sways and
jabsa the ground. Ka beginsto rock to and fro, gaining momentum; the snout lifts again, swiveling to
follow hismovements. At the extreme point of the arc he releases the head, hurling it through the air. Fern
hearsthe swish of leaves skimmed initsflight, the fading bellow of itsvoice. The pig races after it,
squeding. The sound of its charge merges with the thuds as the head bounces over the ground. Thereisa
screech, too deep to have come from the hog. From the subsequent crashing noises she deduces that the
besast iswhesling again, bumping into protruding roots. The screams continue. In her mind's eye Fern
sees the head spitted on asingle tusk, while the pig rampages around trying to shakeit loose. . .

"Now." Ka regppears beside her. "Come on." He jumps down, assisting her to follow. They scramble
out of the dell and progress asfast asthey can over the twisted network of roots. Behind them, the
screaming of the head and the pig'sraging gradually die away. Beyond the narrow range of the werdlight
the dark encirclesthem, impenetrable asawall. Kd is surefooted but Fern stumblesfrequently. Asthey
circumnavigate the bole sheisincreasingly aware of the Treg's dimengons; occasond glimpses show the
bagtion of thetrunk to her |€ft, like the foundations of a giant fortresswhose higher towers are swagged in
shadow. Kd hastold her they are aming for a point on the far sde, but the route ssemsinterminable, the
trunk boundless, a pillar mighty enough to uphold the cosmos.

Then Kal turns aside into adeep cleft; the earth closesin and they are in a passage between matted webs
of root. Thewalls shoulder inward, forcing Ka to move crabwise. For awhile Fern proceeds more
eadly, being smdler, but the wereglow dims, itslight greening to sallow, shrinking into a spark and
vanishing, dowly. "Don't make another,” says Kd, taking her hand again. " Save your strength. We may
need it." The passage plunges steeply downhill. Underfoot, soil and plant sinew give way to rock. Fern's
free hand skimsthe wall, touching the chill hardness of stone, ribbed and scul pted by runnels of moisture
long dried up. The atmosphere grows colder, but she knows rather than senses the change; awarmth
flowsinto her from Kal's grip that staves off trembling—Kal the half-breed, the botched man-beast
whom she trusts only because of his hatred for his mother. There are some thingsthat are beyond
explaining. To her eyes, the dark is absolute, but Ka's guidance does not fater, and the susurration of his
bresth, the very rankness of his odor have become her one link with existence and vitality in the dead
blackness. She clutches his unseen fingerslike ataisman.

The tunnel widens dightly, descending ever deeper, but be neath what earth, or where, Fern cannot
guess. The presence of the Treeislogt; sheisin aream where nothing lives, even to stagnate. She seems
to bein suspension, trgpped indefinitely in the moment between one frozen hour and the next. Shefinds
hersdf imagining that the ridges on the walls were made by the melting seconds, trickling down from
some loopholein redlity far above. Her head isfilled with the silent drip-drip of theages. . .

The changeis o subtlethat at first she distrugtsit. The diminution in the dark might be only in her mind;
but no, she can make out the shaggy mound of Kal's mane, the hump of a shoulder, the coil of ahorn.
She seesveins of faint glitter rippling through the rock, and rough encrustations of quartz or crysta
touched with aghost sparkle that disappears even as shelooks at it. Below, the light increases, Hill little
more than adimness, agray shade softer and blander than the dusk of the outer world, but dazzling to
the dark-adapted eye. The tunnel opens abruptly into a cavern.

It isimmense. Behind them, the walls soar beyond sight, the roof islost; ahead isonly distance. Thisisno
subterranean hollow but awhole new region, adifferent layer of being. It isfilled with atwilight that
comes from nowhere, diffuse and shadowless, muting the hard edges of things, softening perspective. The



gpaceis dizzying after the narrow confines of the passage, but the sensation fades quickly. Immediately in
front of them isthelip of achasm that sretches away to right and | eft, spanned by a solitary bridge. It
seems to be made of natural rock, irregular in shape, cracked and eroded so that in placesitislessthana
yard wide, lessthan afoot. Evidently there was once arail, but the remaining posts lean drunkenly, and
whatever joined them isgone. "Thisisthe ancient Underworld,” saysKd. "When we have crossed the
bridge, we will be within its borders. Remember, whatever happens, you must not look back. Long
ago, so they say, when the Tree bore apples and not heads, it was here that the spirits of the dead
walited, erethey could passthe Gate. That wasin the days when men still worshiped theimmortals,
before they started to look for their gods higher than heaven—or closer to earth. There are old memories
clinging on here—phantoms—poor weak things for the most part, but you are mortal and vulnerable, and
they will yearn for you."

"And you?' sheasks. "Can you passwith impunity?*

"Itisyour soul that drawsthem, littlewitch,” he says, and hisgrinisugly. "I have none. Does your nerve
fal?"

"l have no nerves," Fern retorts.

Shelies. The phantoms do not trouble her—not yet—Dbut she shrinks from the bridge. A grest cold
emanates from the chasm, the chill she sensed in the passage; but here nothing can warmiit, and it eats
into her bones. In the depthsthereisaflow of white vapor, like the ghost of ariver long gone. Air
currents move over it in waves, ruffling it into pesks and hollowing out troughs that collapse dowly, one
into the other. "Y es, therewas ariver,” says Kd. "One of the great rivers of legend. There were many
others, with many names, but they are dry and nameless now. All save one." He stepslightly onto the
bridge, pausing amoment to mock her, waiting for her to reach for the assstance of his hand. But she
knows she must cross aone, unaided, showing no fear. Morgusisin him, and the legacy of spiritsold and
wild: hisingtinct isto prey on weakness. She spreads her amsfor balance, seadying her gaze on his
face. He moves backward, indifferent to the drop, and she follows, step by careful step, not looking
down. Never looking down. Her features are expressionless, gtill asamask. It isonly when she reaches
the other side, and beginsto relax, that she redlizes her breath was pent and her jaw muscles clamped
with the effort of self-control.

And now they arein the Underworld. A path winds ahead of them acrosswhat seemsto be avast plain,
agray impression of meadow whose dim grasses are stirred by winds they cannot fed.

At times aflicker of white snatches at thetall of Fern's eye, tempting her to turn, atrick of the light
perhaps, if light iswily, and knows such tricks. Then she sees one more clearly, close by the path, apae
sar shapelike aflower . . . and another, and another. The petals are ephemerd as mist, holding only
loosdly to the calyx; thelong stemstoss and bend. Now thereisawhole cluster gpproaching, five or Six
of them, but azephyr plucks the blossoms from their tenuous anchorage and spins them away, scattering
them over the waste like spectra butterflies. At the same ingtant she catches on the perimeter of hearing a
faint surge of sound, music without atune, snging without words, afaerie summons from somewhere far
behind her. "There are no flowers here" saysKadl. "Like me, flowers have no souls.”

"Did you hear something?' she asks.
"No. Shut your ears. Thereis nothing for you to listen to.”

She sees no more flowers. Thereis only the rolling emptiness of shivering grass and flaccid air. Once or
twice she glimpses lone trees in the distance, but they are half-formed and shadowy, phantom growths
that have forgotten how they ought to gppear, and they are blown away into nothingness more swiftly



than the blossoms. The music does not recur, but sometimes she hears afew silvery notes, like thetinkle
of wind chimes or tiny bells, dways behind her.

The horn comes later. She hears it winding across the plains, the sound traveling from somewhere very
far away, more echo than horn call. It isaudible even to Kal; hisfaceisblank, frozen on amemory—he
who once was hunted, hunted like abeast, reacting ingtinctively to the message in that swelling pedl.
Other sounds come after, faint asarumor: the belling of hounds, and the hoofbeats of horses, and the
eager criesof many riders. Then Fern seesthe stag, white as virgin snow, swift asaforest fire, racing
over the meadow. A clot of darkness streams in its wake, many-limbed, studded with pale eyesand red
tongues, breaking into separate shadow flecks that spread out to surround their prey. She knows them of
old, the hounds of Arawn, and she does not want to encounter them again. But as the chase draws
nearer she seesthe stag istrangparent, adrawing in mist that fades even asit passes by, and the hounds
are mere shades, bodiless and flimsy; the grass shows through their eyes. Behind them come etheredl
horses, unfinished shapes wayward as smoke, their riders still more insubstantial. Fern sees blowing hair
leaf-crowned, the shimmer of a diadem, phantom spears dlittering like frost. They sweep by with a
rushing noise like the wind in the trees, and the hounds braying and the horn calls carry far behind her;
yet the air that touches her cheek is dlill.

"llluson," saysKd, and ashiver crawlsover hisskin. "The Wild Hunt has not been seen for many
centuries, and never on the Gray Plains. What would they have found to chase, in the Land of the Dead?
The hounds may have kenneled here, but they preferred to pursueliving quarry.”

"I know," Fern murmurs. "l've seen them."

"Have you run from them?' demands Ka, and there is no mistaking the bitter edge in histone. "Have you
run and run—until your mouth is dry and your muscles scream and the bresth gripesin your lungs?' Fern
says nothing, only taking his hand, and his fingers crush herstill she winces, but she does not draw them
away. "Those who dwell here are playing out memories" he resumes eventudly, "clutching at the tag ends
of forgotten tales. They cannot even complete the imagesthey cal up; their minds are withered like winter
leaves, but their famineis evergreen. Bewarg, little witch. They lust after you: your youth, and your life,
and your soul. No morta has come thisway for ages beyond count.”

"They must belondy,” she says.

"Y ou aretoo easy with your pity." Hisgrip releases her. "They will twist it into athread to bind you here.
If you are going to waste your heart on pity, | may aswell leave you now."

"PFity isnever wasted,” says Fern.

They go on. The meads seem limitless, stretching into vacancy on every hand, but at last they cometo an
end of them. Fern has forgotten that they are underground, until she seesthe cavernwalsdrawingin
once more. Another river curvesto meet them, cutting agreat swath acrossthe plain; no mist flowsinits
arid bed, but at intervals the depths gleam into pools, and reflections flicker there of sceneslong past.
The grasses cease, ebbing from therock like atide. Ahead, the wall is riven with many openings through
which thelight flows like vapor, penetrating subterranean cathedrds pillared with dow-growing stone,
sacrificid dtars whose blood has hardened to porphyry. Beyond, there are shadows that must havelain
undisturbed since before the advent of Man. "Who made this place?' Fern asks, but Ka does not know.

"Maybeit wasthefirst Spirits," he says, "in the days when they were gods. Maybe the men who
worshiped them. There are many such realms, though most are deserted now. Once people needed
heaven and hell, Elysum and Faerie. They believed. Belief isthe great creative force, the faith that moves
mountains. If Someone had not believed in us, so they say, we would never have been born. | have spent



my darkest hours wondering what kind of a Creator would have believed in me.”
"I believeinyou," saysFern. "l haveto, or | would belost here.”

"Soit'syour fault," Ka retorts. "Go carefully, little witch, lest | take you at your word. | have often
dreamed of strangling my Crestor."

She laughs at him, not to hurt but to shake his mood, to send her laughter into his darkness. And for a
moment, she fedsthe Underworld itself shaken, asif that little quiver of sound has pierced its deegpest
foundations. None other has ever laughed here, snce the halls were made. Perhaps none ever will. And
s0 shelaughs again, lighthearted with her own sacrilege, and the ghosts watch her from their holes,
gtarving and afraid, stabbed by the echo of something whose meaning they have long midaid. Y ou are
oneaone" saysKd, "even among witches." He moves on, following the river cleft through the widest of
the apertures. The path shrinksto aledge; above, the overhang is fringed with stalactites forming afrozen
curtain that screens the space beyond from view. The ravine below them becomes narrow and deep.
Formerly the river here must have been atorrent, seething and foaming between condtricting cliffs,
making the caves resonate to the roar of its waters; now the crevasse yawns like a parched mouth and a
great hush liesover dl. The noise of their footsteps is deadened; not an echo follows on their hedls. The
ledge hugs ever closer to thewall and is cloven in severd placesfrom rockfdls, Fernisgrateful for the
proximity of the staactites that provide her with much-needed handholds. The path clings on by itsteeth.
On one occasion, circumventing a particularly awkward gap, her foot dips and she sartsto fdl. She
hears them again close behind, reduced to a shapeless whispering without music or tone: the threadlike
remnant of voices probing the silence. But Ka isready, seizing her arms, pulling her up again, and the
whispers snk reluctantly out of sound.

At last they enter alarge grotto where theriver cleft broadens to form what must have been apool.
Fountains of petrified carbonate spill over the rim; the walls are ribbed with cascades of thick pale stone.
Above the center of the pool, the roof swoops downward into asingle massve saactite, many-tiered
and gleaming like ahuge natural chandelier. And thereis sound—red sound, not the subsilent mutterings
of voiceslong stilled. Soft but very clear, filling the endless quiet of the Underworld. The sound of water.

On thefarther Sde of the pool asmall spring bubbles out of the rock, spilling into abasin hollowed out
over the ages from which it must formerly have overflowed into pool and river. Now there must be a
fissurein the basin through which it drains away, for little collects there dthough the flow appears
congtant. Itsfew pellucid notes seem to Fern, in that place where Death himsalf has moved out, to be the
most beautiful sound she has ever heard.

They skirt the pool, drawing nearer. The water is unclouded, pure and clear asliquid light. "May we
drink?' sheasksKal.

His dark ugliness softens briefly with akind of saturnine amusement. "No! Have you forgotten dl you
ever knew?Y ou should neither drink nor eat here, if you would leave. Next you will be demanding a
pomegranate to nibble. But in any case, thisisno ordinary spring. It isthe Well of Lethe, the waters of
Oblivion. Onedrink, and your spirit will be cleansed of care and sorrow, love and hatred and pain. A
second, and al memory will be drained; athird, and your soul is suspended in nirvana. Long ago, many
drank deep from the spring and bathed in the pool, washing away the burdens of the past, and their
vacant minds were filled with the gentleness of death. Only so could they pass the Gate, and hope for
rebirth, or so | wastold."

"|s there rebirth?"

Hisface twigtsinto ascowl. "Who knows? Ask of the Ultimate Powers, not of me. If they exist. Mortas



have hope. I—do not." He pauses beside the spring, turns toward her with a sudden change of mood.
"Onedrink to erase dl griefs, to ease heartache, and loneliness, and loss. Doesit tempt you, Fernanda?
Has grief ever marked that cold little face? Do you indeed have no heart to ache?'

"Grief iseasy torecal,” sheanswers. "Isthere adrink to blot out the memory of happiness? The human
heart is strong to bear dl things, save only that."

Kd stares at her, baffled, but says no more. They enter a crooked passage leading out of the cave, and
the music of Lethe fades behind them.

The passage descendsin an erratic series of inclines, awkward and hazardous. The light has been
squeezed out and only its dregs remain, insufficient to show the fluctuationsin the dope. Fern misses her
footing often, blundering againgt the walls. She may be spirit, not substance; yet she still seemsto fed the
bruises. Beyond the tunnel there is another cavern, another ravine. Already sheis disorientated by the
vastness of the place—by the source-less light that blurs outlines and confounds distance, by the quit,
more alull than asilence, pregnant with the unheard voices of the dead. She peersinto the ravine,
expecting another dry riverbed, but instead thereis ablack torrent of rock, its surface swollen with
misshapen waves, seamed with the cracks of long cooling. Rags of vapor issue from these cracks, white
foggy wigpsthat hang motionless on theair or are tugged hither and thither by intangible drafts. Some
begin to assume forms that are blown away before they come to completion, not horses or trees but
other things less pleasant. The chasm is bridged by asingle arch, apparently man-made, its sonework
inset with carvings that echo the unfinished shapesin the mist, grasping hands and half-formed faces
whose lineaments are twisted with pain. The bridge is broad and easily crossed, though there are gaps
among the stones where fragments of masonry have broken away. On thefar sdetwo tal pillars stand
sentingl, black and ominous againgt the paler gloom beyond. They resemble the trunkless limbs of some
vanished colossus. The ruins of what might have been awall extend dong the border of theravine;
between the pillars, the remnants of greet gates sag from their hinges, shrunken to calcined pandls,
warped in fires now withered to ash. Strands of mist vacillate toward the columns and spird around
them.

"Thiswasthe River of Fire" saysKal. "It has been cold now for many ages, though somewhere far

bel ow, maybe, you might still fedl the heat of the ancient world. The bridge leads to the Region of Hel, by
some cdled Tartarus, the Dungeons of Degth. Thewall isfalen now, the gates rusted. Only the ghosts
remain. Bewary, littlewitch. They are strongest here, strong with remembered pain. Most of the spirits
have departed from the Gray Plains, but few of those who were bound in the pits of Hel could ever
leave. Their souls are rotted with evil: the phantoms that endure are empty of dl but hunger and the
memory of torment. Close your ears and your heart againgt them; thisis no placefor pity.”

They pass between the twisted gates; ahead, the way lies through acomplex warren of caves. Thelight is
diminished here, asthough shrinking from sightsit has no wish to illuminate, and shadows clugter thickly
on either sde. Theroof is obscured; the occasiond st actite extruding from the darkness like an accusing
finger. Asthey approach one of them it writhesinto serpentinelife, rearing its head and hissing; but Ka
ignoresit and Fern follows his example, walking on by with only a sdelong glance. The whispershave
garted again, nudging at the outer limits of hearing. And gradually she beginsto fancy she hears

footsteps, hurrying, hurrying on their trail. Sheis seized with a desperate urge to turn, neither areflex nor
the prompting of her own will but afeding that seemsto come from outside, insinuating itsdf into her
brain, pulling her like compulsion. Shethrustsit away, using her Gift, forcing it to relinquish its grip on her
thought. For abrief space the tongueless voices dwindle asif disheartened; but the footsteps do not
relent. She says nothing to Kal, trying to convince hersdf they are an illusion that only she can heer.

Now they aretraversing one of the larger caverns. Mist devils chase after them, hovering beside their



path, and thereis a sound of sighing, athin gray noise somewhere between a bresth and a moan,
inexplicably maevolent. "Look!" saysKd. "Thiswas the chamber of punishment. Thereisthe Chair, the
Wel of Thirgt, the Whed." Fern seesthem indistinctly among a bewilderment of shadows: the looming
contours of an empty seet, the mouth of apit, the whed's giant arc. The sighing intensifies, becoming a
mournful buzz that boresingde her head, and suddenly she can make out the torn flesh and bone
adhering to the arms of the Chair, the glint of undrinkable water in the Wéll, the blood dripping down the
spokes of the Whed. "There's nothing here now,” Ka says, and she rubs her eyesto dispel the fantasy,
and when she looks again thereis only a crumbling stone dab, a primitive hub ringed with broken prongs,
aholein the ground. Asthey move on the footsteps resume, nearer now and louder, amost asif they
were in the next cave. Fern can distinguish two different sets: alight, uneven pattering and asmoother,
more regular pace, swift asthe wingbegts of abird. A picture comesinto her mind, unwanted and
disturbing: Morgus, striding along with her rgpid, gliding mation, and the mantidike figure of Syssdore
following a her heds. "Kd," she murmurs hesitantly, "can you hear footsteps?’

"I heard them away back, when they |eft the first passage. My ears are sharper than yours, and | haven't
let them become clogged with soundsthat aren't there. | didn't think sweet dreams would hold my mother
long. They have dready crossed the Gray Plains, they are gaining on us." Histoneisflat, devoid of
expression, but the set of his mouth istauit.

"They sound so near” Fern says, wishing she hadn't. More than ever she needsto turn, and see. . .

"The acoudtics are strange here. Don't et them decelve you.” He adds, with what might be incredulity:
"Morgus heard you laughing. | think—it hurt her. It redly hurt.”

They leave the cave viaan archway partially blocked by arock-fal. Ka dideslike asnake through the
narrow gap; Fern wriggles after him. "Morguswill never get through there)” she says.

"Don't believeit," Kd responds. " She could pour herself through akeyhole, if shewished.”
The footsteps are dways with them now.

The path ascends steeply until it becomes an actua stair, winding upward. On either Sde infrequent
gperturesreved dender vistas of the caves beyond, clumps of stalagmites like sprouting forests, the
dried-up cavities of long-lost pools. Once, near at hand, the furtive light touches ahook embedded in the
rock above acurved recess. "A cauldron hung there," Ka says, following the direction of Fern's gaze,
"but it was stolen many ages ago. All stories meet here. Thisistherealm of Annwn, Hades, Odiris,
[utharn. Y ou find here the myths you expect, or so it used to be.”

"So why do wefind—all this?' Fern enquiires.
"These are therelics of other peoplesdreams,” Ka answers. "The dreams of the dead.”

They enter another cavern, vaulted like agreat hal, lofty and long. At the far end thefloor risesinto a
curiously shaped outcrop: asthey advance Fern sees steps etched deep in the rock, and above them a
sructure that appears to be made of four or five huge dabs, piled together in the form of athrone. The
dabs resemble rough-hewn sarsens; the throne itself is massive, crude, like something not carved but
riven from the earth's core, ancient beyond the annals of history, impregnated with forgotten potency.
Rock dust sfts across the pedestal; mist ghosts drift around the high back, avoiding the emptiness that
gts between its stony arms. It generates an awe that even abandonment cannot disperse. Initsvicinity the
whispers die away, and despite the pursuing footfals Fern hats and gazes, hdf in fear, half in wonder,
until Ka'simpatience drives her onward. "We cannot linger,” he says. "The dark king islong gone; he has
not been worshiped for athousand generations. Come!”



"Ah, but we remember,” she says. "Not al immortalswere like Azmordis. Legend says he weighed the
truth of the soul on his enchanted scales.”

"Heisgone," Kd reterates, "and so must we, if you would live. Morgusis on the bridge over the Fiery
River; | hear the echo of her footfdlsin theravine. Hurry!"

They hurry. Cavern leadsinto cave, passage into passageway. The following steps grow ever closer;
now it seemsto Fern they are only yards behind. It requires a congtant effort of will not to turn and look.
At last they emerge from abroad tunnel into a space without visible roof or farther wall. Thelast of the
light is spread thinly through its vastness. Below them stretches the till expanse of ariver—the boundary
of the Underworld, thefina barrier on their journey to redlity. The watermark on the rocks showsthe
level has sunk, but it remainswide and deep, colder than ice, though Ka saysit never freezes, with a
cold that bites not merely to the bone but to the heart. The surface isthe color of iron; ponderous ripples
travel dowly downstream, barely touching the nearer bank.

But immediately before them the darknesslies across their path in asolid bar. Haste makes Fern
incautious. she brushes againgt it, and fed's coarse fur; belatedly she recognizes an outstretched forelimb,
thick asayoung tree, agiant paw with claws twisted from the cregping growth of centuriesin hibernation.
To the right she can distinguish alooming massthe size of an eephant: the mound of aheed, the dumped
ridge of abody. It might be one of the hounds of Arawn, grown to impossible proportions, bound
forever in enchanted deep. But as she touches it she seemsto hear a sudden intake of bregth, the mound
shiftsafraction of an inch, afaint muscular spasm quickensthe extended leg ... "Don't do that!™ hisses
Ka. "Thisisthe Guardian. Timewas, not an ant might have passed him by. Walk softly; he may hear you
inhisdreams.”

They stedl around him, down to theriver. Thereisno bridge, but anarrow boat is drawn up in the lee of
the rock. The footsteps accelerate: Fern hears the scratching of cloth on stone, the whisper of gossamer.
An eager panting is hot on the nape of her neck. Involuntarily, she artstoturn . . .

But Ka holds her, hands clamped around her skull, his eyes red with adull anger.

"She'sthere! She'sbehind me! | canfed her!” | can fedl her, very closeto me, adreadful gloating
presence, fat dug fingers reaching toward me. She'sthere. She'sthere. | know it—

"They'reinthelast tunnd. Get in the boat, and don't ook back. Not now, when we've come so far. Not
till the other sde. Don't look back!"

He jumps down into the boat, haf lifting, haf pulling her in after him. Shefolds up in the bow, wesk and
stupid with panic, keeping her gaze fixed desperately on the farther bank. She hears the creak and splash
of the pole, sensesthe drag of the current against the prow. The chill off the water makes her muscles
ache. Asthey move forward, the footsteps recede alittle. Ripple by ripple, the bank draws nearer.

And then at last the boat is nudging againgt rock, and sheis scrambling ashore, but the low overhang
defeats her, and her knees give. She can see her hands, clutching safety, but they have not the strength to
draw her body after them. Then Kd isthere, seizing her by the arms, swinging her onto the bank, and for
amoment sheis pressed closeto his chest, feding matted hair and knotted sinew, inhding the animal
odor that was stifled in the Underworld, the smell of sweat and life and warmth. "I'm sorry,” she
murmurs. 'l lost my head.”

"Morgusgot indgdeit.”

Morgus. ..



Now Fern can turn and look, and there sheiis, poised at theriver's edge, her figure diminished with
distance but no less grotesgue, her robes molting embroidery, her black hair raveled into a corona. Even
at that range Fern can see the wet glistening of her skin, like the sheen on an oyster. Her lower lip moves
though the upper isfrozen in asnarl; one outflung hand pointsto the river just below the bank in agesture
that isvaguely familiar. Sysselore crouches at her side, like abundle of twigs wrapped in cobwebs.
Fern's start of warning comestoo late: the painter unwinds from the rock where Kal had looped it and
dipslikean ed into the stream, and the boat retreats steadily away from them. The poleis il shipped;
the leaden waters divide rductantly in itswake. Thereisalong moment while they stand asthough
mesmerized. Already Sysseloreisreaching for the prow. Fern thinks: | am Morcadis, Morcadisthe
witch, but dl her witchcraft is drained from her, and she searchesin vain for the inspiration of power, for
aspel,aword. ..

They are getting into the boat, pushing off from the bank. Syssdlore poles with unexpected vigor, her thin
amsmoving likewires.

"Youll haveto runfor it." Ka grasps Fern by the elbow, pointing her to the farther limits of the cave
where afaint leakage of light shows the mouth of atunnel yawning in the distant wall. "That'sthe way ot.
Just follow it up and up till you get where you want to be. Go now! | can't hold her."

"Bljtycl l n
"Shewon't harm me: | am her son. Go!"

Fern takesafew steps, faters, spinsat acry. Ka isdoubled over asif with asudden cramp; in
midstream, Morgus sways in the boat, words bubbling from her mouth, soft, ugly words, shaping pain.
Even as Fern reaches him hefalls, writhing. His body jerks and arches out of control; violent shudders
batter him againgt the rock. "Run!" he gasps through arictus of agony. " She can't—reach you. Run!"

But she pledged friendship, though not from the heart, manipulating him, seducing himto her will . . .
She saysin ashaken voice: "l won't leaveyou.”

She strugglesto focus her mind, to locate the nucleus of pain and fight it. The distractionisfatal. A
moment dipsaway and Morgusison her.

Thereisahand around her throat: its boneless grip has the strength of an octopus. Her lungstighten, the
voiceis squeezed from her mouth. As shelooksinto those luminous eyes she knowsit will not be quick.
Morguswantsto kill dowly, dowly, savoring every second, every tiny increase of torment, aroused to
the verge of ecstasy, until her whole vast bulk isvibrating with pleasure and sheisfilled and sated and
glutted with death. Her other hand caresses Fern'sface, fumbling for anostril to rip open, an eyebal to
pluck out. At her sde, Sysselore clings like aleech, throbbing with shared rapture. And in acold smdll
corner of her brain Fern registers the weight of the head, bounced against her hip, and on the left Side,
forgotten throughout the journey, the contents of her pocket, pressed into her thigh. Morgus has | eft
Fern'sarmsfree, enjoying her ineffectua scrabbling at that deadly grip. Fern reachesinto the pocket,
closes her figt tight on the fire crystals. Then she withdrawsit, and thrustsit deep into the quagmire of the
witch'sbosom. Fern'svoice is gone but her lips move and her mind speaks, her will spesks, and the
buried hatred rises, transmuted into raw power. " Fiume! Cirrach fiume!" Her hand burgtsinto flame.

Thereisan ingtant of hideous anguish—then Fern stumbles backward, suddenly released, and thepainis
gone. In front of her, Morgus begins to scream. Her mouth opensinto agaping red pit, her teeth rattle
like pebblesin thewind of her shrieks. Those tentacle fingers wrench at her clothing and tear her own
skin, but the crystas cling, eating into her breast, and the dry garments blaze like tinder. Syssdlore pulls
back quickly, but not quick enough: sheisengulfed in flame like asapling in the path of afirestorm,



bucking and twisting with the force of the conflagration. She seemsto be trying to reach theriver, but
thereisno time, notime at al. Paper skin and cotton-wool hair crumple into ash, and the charred sticks
of her bonesfold up and disintegrate, broken into fragmentsthat scatter asthey hit the rock. Morgusis
gtill moving, ablackened formless mass crawling in apool of molten fat toward the bank. Crisped flakes
ped away from her, lumps that might be cloth or hide or flesh. She has no face left, no hands, only ablind
groping of fingerless stumps, the dow agonized heaving of what was once abody. Fern watchesin a sort
of petrified horror, wanting it over. Convulsionsrack her that must surely end it, but somehow Morgus
impels hersalf forward, covering the ground in millimeters, until at last she reachesthe edge, and very
gradudly topples down into the water. Theriver swalows her, hissng. Icy seamsriseinto the air.

"Quickly! Ka urges, on hisfeet beside her, his pain gone even as Morguss agony began. "Put your
burned hand in."

"But | can't fed anything—"

"Youwill, if you dont treet it now. Thisisthe Styx: it may hea you. But don't leaveit there more than a
second or two—"

She needs no such admonition. The cold sears; amoment longer, and it might have taken her hand off at
thewrist. As she withdraws she looks for Morguss body, but it does not reappear.

"When you came back for me," Ka says abruptly, "did you plan this?'
"No."

He scans her face, looking for truth, unsure of what hefinds. Y ou gill owe me. Remember that, little
witch. I'll collect one day.”

"I know." Shereaches up to kiss his cheek, unnerving him. "Thank you."
"Now go. Follow thetunne. Uphill, dways uphill .. ."

And now sheisrunning, over the rocks, up the dope, pouring out the dregs of her energy in onefina
spurt. Thereisadtitch in her chest crushing the breath from her lungs, and the light is growing, brighter
and brighter, until she can no longer see the ground benegath her feet, but <till she goes on, dazzled,
sghtless, until the ground vanishes dtogether, and sheisfdling, faling, into thelight.

XV

Fern dragged hersdlf laborioudy from a deep so deep it was bottomless. Even as she struggled toward
consciousness the thought reached her that never before had she dept so profoundly; trying to reawaken
was like swvimming through treacle, a desperate floundering in clinging blackness. In thet last, interminable
second before she opened her eyesit occurred to her that she had had too much to drink, and this must
be a hangover—the hangover to end dl hangovers. She couldn't remember what had happened, but
Gaynor must have taken care of her. Then Fern lifted her eyelids. She wasin aroom she had never seen
before, in awhite clinical bed with arail acrossthe bottom. There were soothing blue wals, dawn light
streaming through the window, an unnatura quantity of flowers. Hospital. The shock was so greet her
stomach jolted. Shetried to Sit up, but her limbs felt weighted and she could barely raise her head. She
saw the tubes surrounding her, invading her, the plagtic chrysdis of the drip, the dancing line on the
monitor. And lagtly, to her overwheming relief, Ragginbone. His hood was pushed back and hewas
surveying her with an expression she had never seen before, a strange softening that made him appear old
like any other old man, tired and weak and human. His scarecrow hair stood up asif it had been
kneaded, and there were more lines on his face than a thousand-piece jigsaw.



"I must have been awfully drunk,” she said. Her voice sounded very faint, hardly more than awhisper.
"Awfully," echoed Ragginbone.

After aminute, she asked: "What am | doing here? Wasthere acar accident?’

"You'vebeenill," said the Watcher.

"I11? But—" memory returned, in fragments "—I'm supposed to be getting married. I'm getting married
today."

"That was last week."
"Oh." Shedigested this. "Did | get married?!
"No."

For no reason that she could analyze, she felt comforted. Her brain tried to grapple with the situation, but
it was too much for her, and shelay inert, letting her thoughts float where they would. Ragginbone knew
he ought to cal anurse, but he saw no immediate need, and hisingtinct told him she was best l€ft to
herself. The green line on the heart monitor had accelerated to normal, causing the machine no particular
concern. Hewas alittle surprised she seemed to feel no pain from her burnt hand; however, the doctor
sad the nerve endings had been destroyed, and presumably it was gill numb.

Sometimelater, she said: "What amess.”
"I shouldn't worry about it."
Sheturned her head on the pillow, looking toward him. "Whereis everyone?'

"W, your father was herelast night, but he went home for afew hours deep. Hell be back soon. |
believe Miss Markham isat Dale House now, Will and Gaynor are ... somewhere, and Marcus Greig is
in London, though he's due here later today.”

"Marcus?'
"Y our groom-to-be," Ragginbone supplied.
"Of course" Fern murmured. "I'd forgotten . . . How dreadful .”

Hewasn't sureif her last comment referred to her forgetful-ness or Marcus's absence, but on thewhole
he favored the former.

Presently anurse came in, white capped and bustling. " She's conscious,”" said Ragginbone.

Thenursesaid: "My God!" and bent over the bed, her features melting into an expresson of professiona
satisfaction. "How are you feding?' she beamed, and, without waiting for aresponse: "I'd better get you
some painkillers. Y our hand must be hurting.” As she spoke shelooked dightly uncomfortable, evidently
embarrassed at the existence of first-degree burns for which there was no logical explanation.

"Painkillers. . .?" Fern thought about that, and concluded the nurse must be mildly insane. "No, thank
you. Could you get rid of dl this Stuff, please?" She indicated with atwist of her head the drip and the
leads connecting her to the heart monitor.

"I'm afraid | can't do that. When the doctor comes—"



"Get rid of it. Please.”
"You just lie there and rest, and as soon as the doctor—"

"If you don't get rid of it,” Fern said, the feebleness of her voice belied by the determination undernesth,
"I'll pull out the needle and those el ectrodes and the bloody catheter myself. Now. So jus—do it."

"Youll do yoursdf aninjury!”
"| don't care. Anyway, if | do ... you can bring me those painkillers you're so keen on. Do it!"
"| think you'd better,” Ragginbone said gently, trying not to smile.

With anervous glance around for absent superiors, the nurse complied, whisking a curtain around the
bed to conced her activities. As Ragginbone shifted his chair aside to avoid obstructing her hisfeet
touched something partially concealed under the bed. A quick ook showed him a patchwork bag made
of soiled scraps of materid untidily cobbled together, evidently containing afair-sized object, vaguely
spherical in shape. He frowned, moving it behind the cabinet, out of the nursesway. He knew it had not
been there when he camein.

Freed from her medical trappings, Fern noticed something else. "Why ismy hand bandaged?’ she said
accusingly. (Hadn't the nurse mentioned something about her hand?)

"You—you burntit. . ."

Fern tried to take thisin, and failed. The bandages annoyed her—the hand felt perfectly dl right—but she
was too worn out for afurther tusde with authority. The nurse, grateful for the respite, checked pulse and
temperature, administered afew sps of water, and scurried off to write areport for her ward nurse.
Ragginbone moved the patchwork bag farther out of sight and waited.

"Caracandal,” Fern said at |last—he started to hear her use his Gift name, something she had never done
before—"what's been happening to me?"

"Y ou went out with Gaynor for your hen night, had too much to drink—"
"I knew drink cameinto it somewhere."

"—and passed out. We got you home, in the end, but you wouldn't wake. Y ou've been here for aweek,
in deep coma. Y esterday evening severe burns appeared on your left hand.”

"How?'
"l was hoping,” said the Weatcher, "that you would tel me."

"I had dreams,” she said, groping in the recesses of her mind. "Very complicated dreams. Therewasa
Tree. .. and awitch—-two witches. . . and aman with ablack face. . . smoke, and—yes— fire. . "

After that, she did not spesk for along time.

Robin arrived smultaneoudy with the doctor, hugged his daughter, damp eyed, and murmured
repeatedly: "Y ou should have phoned,” thusimpeding the process of medica examination.

"I knew you were coming shortly," Ragginbone said, but Robin plainly did not expect aresponse, merely
gazing at his daughter with an expresson compounded of besottedness and rdlief.



Fern, who had insisted on Sitting up, submitted patiently to the doctor's explorations. " She seems to be
making agood recovery,” hetold Robin with an air of disapproval. "Of course, it'll be severa days
before we can be certain. I'll change the dressing later, when I've had a chat with the ward nurse.” He
turned back to hispatient. "Y ou just relax, young lady, get lots of deep, and well have you up and about
aganinnotime”

"I've had lots of deep,”" Fern pointed out to his departing back. Her right hand tightened on the vell that
was gtill draped around her shoulders. "Who brought me this?"

"I think it was Gaynor," Robin said. "Pretty, isn't it? Can't say I've seen it before.”

"Havel any other clothes here?!

"No," said her father. "Took them home for the wash."

"Daddy, would you mind very much going back and getting me some? | know it'sachore, but | don't
want to walk out of herein adressng gown.”

"Don't think they're going to let you come homejust yet, old girl,” Robin said. Already the habitua look
of nebulous anxiety was creeping back onto hisface.

"Did you hear that doctor?' Fern said. "He called me young lady. He can't be more than a couple of
years older than | am. Anyway, there's nothing wrong with me. I'm just abit floppy from being in bed too
long. All 1 need is exercise and decent food, and | won't get either of those here. Please, Daddy.”

"That hand of yoursis pretty bad,” Robin said avkwardly. "I know it doesn't seem to hurt right now,
but—well, they say you may need askin graft."

"| can be an outpatient at aburnsunit,” Fern said. "Anyway, it'smy left, and I'm right-handed. | can
manage with one. It'sdoing me no good, lying here.”" In fact, shewas il sitting, but Robin did not
quibble. "I just want to get up, get dressed, fed like mysdf again ... If | find I'm not up toiit, I'll stay abit

longer.”
Liar, thought Ragginbone.
Eventudly Robin gavein, preparing to depart with alist of her requirements. "Don't know what Abby'll

say," he mumbled. "Maybe Marcus can make you change your mind . . ." The prospect did not appear to
fill himwith enthusiaam.

As soon as he had gone Fern began to tug at the bandage.
"I don't think you should do that," said Ragginbone.

"l want to see," she perssted. "Everyone says| have these awful burns, but my hand fedsfine except that
| can't move it properly because the bandage istoo tight. Have you any scissors?”

Their eyes met in something that was part mutua comprehension, part conflict of will. He thought that
hers were degper and brighter than before, their veining of color more pronounced, green within the gray:
they shone with asteady brilliance against the anemic pdlor of her face. "I have aknife," hesaid at last.
Not defeat, concesson. He produced a penknife from an inner pocket and undipped anarrow blade.
Carefully he dit the bandage up the back of her hand. Fern tugged it off, pulling with her teeth at the
bindings on her fingers.

"| fed likeamummy," she complained.



She extended her pam. It was smooth and unmarked, the palm of a career woman who never does
housework, crisscrossed only lightly with the lines of her destiny. A gypsy would have found little thereto
read. Her fingertips had a bluish tinge; perhaps the bandaging had restricted her blood supply. When
Ragginbone touched them, they felt very cold. "Last night,” he said evenly, "your skin was burnt off, your
tendons so badly damaged that the doctor said you might never recover the use of the hand. Y our Gift
would not mend that. Only the ancient druids had such power, at least according to legend.”

"Last night . . ." Fern'sbrow contracted. "Yes, | suppose so. Time must move differently when you're
outsdeit. A week might fed likeayear, anight . . . only afew moments."

Shelooked up asthe doctor returned, with the ward nursein histrain pushing ahostesstrolley of
Serilized dishes. "Out of theway," she told Ragginbone briskly. She still suspected him of Munchausen,
and had an unacknowledged yearning to be the one responsiblefor its diagnosis. Ragginbone, with a
dight, ironic bow, moved aside. "Miss Capdl! What have you done with your bandage?'

Wordlessly Fern proffered her hand. The nurse turned red, the doctor pale. "Thisisimpossible!” he said
after alengthy pause. "I examined the injuries mysdlf; there can be no question of amigtake.” Hefixed
Fern with arather wild gtare. "Y ou have some explanation?'

"Me?' Fern responded with just the right degree of emphasis.
The doctor, aware he had sounded accusatory, floundered into apology.

"All this has caused my family consderable distress,” Fern said blandly, seizing her chance. "Of course,
thisisclearly avery exclusveclinic, and | would not wish to impugn your reputation ..."

The doctor took agrip on himself and retired to consider his position. He was among those who had
classfied Fern asan "interesting case'—at |east until she woke up. He might have reflected, had he been
given to reflection, that one of the many advantages of treating coma patients isthat they cannot make
themsalves awkward. Ragginbone, watching Fern's performance with deep appreciation, estimated that
by the time Robin returned the medica staff would probably be only too happy to permit her departure.
Her voice had strengthened dramatically since shefirst awoke, and the physical debility that would
normally succeed a prolonged period in bed seemed to have dissipated with unnatural speed. He guessed
shewas using her Gift to accelerate her recovery, transforming power into raw energy, pumping blood
into muscle with theforce of her will; but whether she redlized what she was doing or was acting solely
oningtinct hedid not know. He thought: She's having to expend too much power just to keep going. If a
crigsoccurs, shell have very little left.

Theward nurse was still hovering, covertly watching Ragginbone. Miracle cures were out of placeina
modern hospitd, and intuition told her thiswas dl an eaborate confidence trick, with him asthe
undoubted mastermind. She busied hersalf with the flowers overloading Fern's bedside cabinet,
remarking as she did so: "Y ou redly have too many bouquets here, Miss Capel. They get in everyone's
way. It would have been niceif you had suggested giving some of them to other, lessfortunate, patients.”

"No doubt | would have done," said Fern, with an air of faint hauteur, "if | talked in my deep.”

"Y ou shouldn't have taken that bandage off," the nurse pursued, ignoring the implied rebuke. Y ou could
have done yoursdf agreat deal of harm. Burns have to be treated very carefully.” The inference was that
if the bandage had remained in its place, so would theinjury.

"l knew there was nothing wrong with my hand,” said Fern. "1 could fed it."

"Doctors don't make mistakes."



"Everyone makes mistakes," her patient retorted unanswerably.

Baked, the nurse moved toward the door. It was then that her glance fell on the patchwork bag shoved
behind the cabinet away from the generd view. "What isthis?' shesaid. "l suppose you brought it—" to
Ragginbone. "1t looks extremely dirty. We do like to maintain standards of basic hygiene here." She bent
over it and, being the sort of person who believed she had the right to pry into anything that impinged on
her territory, shelifted the flap and peered at the contents.

The angry red that was till in her face drained away, leaving her cheeks sdlow pae, brackish with the
frayed ends of blood vessels. Her mouth dropped open, but only a sort of gasp emerged, likea
soundless scream. Then gradudly, asif in dow motion, she buckled, crumpled, and subsided into aheap
on thefloor. Fern, unable to see what it was she had been looking at, craned over the edge of the
bed—and shot backward, round-eyed with horror.

"I don't know what it isyou've got in there,” Ragginbone said, histone periloudy closeto adrawl, "but |
think it might be agood ideaif you made it resemble something different . . . before anybody esetekesa
look."

"Something—different?’ Fern repeated stupidly.

"Similar in shape and size, perhaps. Something . . . likely. Not abunch of grapes, but dong those lines. If
you have the power left—?"

But Fern, hands pressed againgt her forehead, was dready muttering in Atlantean. Satisfied, Ragginbone
picked hisway around the unconscious ward nursein aleisurely manner and leaned into the corridor to
summon assstance.

Eventually apair of muscular porters removed the body for revival e sewhere, and in due course the
doctor returned. He appeared harassed and increasingly ill at ease. The recollection of the ward nurse's
stone-faced assertions, when she recovered from her faint, had shaken his remaining confidence. She had
always been so practical, so down-to-earth, so reliably unimaginative . . . "I looked in the bag," she had
said, "and there was ahead. A sev ered head. It was dlive. Itseyesrolled. It smiled at me." Shewas
currently being dosed with tranquilizers while the doctor, feding foolish, found himsdf asking Fern what
wasin the patchwork bag.

"Someone brought me awatermelon,” said Fern. "I'm very fond of them. | can't think why it should have
upset her so much. Unless she has a phobia of watermelons?’

The bag did ook asif it contained a severed head, the doctor thought, but when he opened it, ina
would-be careless manner, al it contained was watermelon. Only watermelon. He apologized yet again,
and retreated to suspend the ward nurse from duty and recommend her for an intensive course of
psychoandysis. Ragginbone, who had found the accusation of Munchausen both stupid and distasteful,
tried not to fed avenged. It was only several days|ater, describing the incident to afriend over agame of
golf, that it occurred to the doctor to wonder, with atwinge of sudden doubt, why anyone should bring
fruit for apatient in deep coma.

Marcus Greig arrived around lunchtime to find Fern fully dressed, Sitting on the edge of the bed. She was
barefoot, since she had forgotten, in the aftermath of her awakening, to request any shoes, and neither
Robin nor Abby had thought to repair the omission. She had dready tried standing up, fighting the onset
of giddiness and the weakness of her legs, forcing her head to clear and her limbsto support her. She
knew she was drawing too heavily on her resources, leaving hersaf dmost empty of power, but a sense
of urgency gripped her, |eft over from her escape through the Underworld, and shelonged above dl to
get home. Her surroundingsin the clinic fdlt less atrap than ahindrance; at Dale House she would be free



to think, to talk to Ragginbone, to plan. She had had time to coax from the Watcher a brief account of
Will and Gaynor's disappearance, two days earlier, but she wanted more details. She had afeding of
imminent danger, of the need for desperate action. Weakness, weariness, hospita confinement dl got in
the way. When Marcuswalked in, primed by one of the staff and aglow with appropriate happiness, she
felt only guilt and ashameful pang of irritation, because here was yet another delay. The pleasure she
must once have felt on seeing him seemed an emotion as unred as adaydream. She struggled to thrust
urgency aside, to respond suitably to hiswarmth. Then she asked her family—and Ragginbone—to wait
outside.

She knew of no way to mitigate the blow—if it was ablow. She haf thought he might be secretly
relieved. Desirable brides do not Igpse into unexplained comas on the eve of the wedding. "I can't marry
you," she sad bluntly, and then cursed hersdf for sounding ridiculousy melodramatic.

"We can discuss it when you're fegling better,” Marcus said, remarkably unperturbed. "The doctors said
your condition might be psychosomatic—"

"l am feding better."

"—achildhood traumaresulting in a secret horror of commitment, some connection with your mother's
death maybe. Alternatively, you could have an abnormal reaction to certain forms of alcohol. Gaynor told
me you'd had severd brandiesthat night. Y ou don't usualy drink much, and I've never seen you touch
brandy. If apostprandia cognac isaways going to have this effect, we ought to be forewarned. These
days, you hear of people dying of peanut alergy, and someone | know had to have his ssomach pumped
after abad reaction to a couple of aspirin. Anyway, we don't have to rush into marriage. Well talk about
it when you're reedy."

"I'm ready now," sighed Fern. ™Y ou don't understand. I'm not—I'm not in love with you. | never was. I'm
S0 sorry, Marcus. I've behaved very badly. | wanted to bein lovewith you: you have dl the qudities
which. .. Theproblemis, I'm not sure | could ever redly love anyone. Perhaps I'm just too cold . . ."

"Nonsense," said Marcus with uncomfortable enthusasm. "'l know that's not true.

"Well ... maybethetroubleisthat I've dways been in love with—someone imaginary. An unattainable
ided .. ."

"Weadl do that,” Marcus responded to Fern's surprise. "1 remember therewasapainting | saw oncein
an exhibition, when | wasin my teens: it haunted me for years. | bought a postcard of it and pinned it up
inmy room. | might still have it somewhere. It was by one of the lesser Pre-Raphaglites, nobody
digtinguished, | can't even recal hisname. It wasn't redlly al that good. Just a picture of awoman—well,
agirl—Circe, or Morgan Le Fay, someone like that. She had that crinkly hair that al the Pre-Raphaglites
went infor, done up in asort of Bacchanalian disorder, al loops and tendrils and bits of ivy leaf, but it
was her face that got to me. One of those wistful, Burne-Jones faces with a drooping mouth, but the
eyes—the eyeswere different. Santing and gy and wild. An improbable shade of green. | used to
fantasize that one day | would meet awoman with eyeslike that, awitch woman with an untamed soul
looking out from behind a swest, solemn facade.” He smiled at her with atenderness that she had
forgotten. "I settled for sweet and solemn. When you're ateenager you read Y eets and Keats—" he
mispronounced deliberately "—you dream of a Belle Dame Sans Merci, of Bridget with her long, dim
hair. Itsaphase. A germ of it stayswith you and recursfrom timeto time. First dreams arelikefirst love:
best in souvenir. That sort of thingisn't red.”

"I never knew," she whispered, confused and distracted by the strangeness of it, by akind of bittersweet
irony, an indght that was both pointless and too late. "1 never knew you wanted—magic."



He did not notice the special emphasis she gave theword. "It passes,” he said.
"Romance—dreams—they don't matter. What mattersisliking, companionship, affection, respect. Even
sex. That'sthe sort of love that works."

"Not for me," she said, horrified to find hersalf on the verge of tears. "Maybe I'm too young for you. Or
you'retoo old for me. Too wise, too worldly, too—I'm sorry, I'm sorry, that sounds crudl. | didn't mean
it s0. | think something got logt, in the eighteen years between us. There was alevel where we might have
met, adifferent planewhich . . . But it'sgone, it's gone for good, we won't find it now. I'm so sorry,
Marcus. . ."

"Leaveit," heinagted. "You're not in a state to make decisions. Well talk againin aweek or s0."
"I needtobeonmy own. . ."

He grimaced, "I've just driven up. | was planning to stay over—Ileave around six in the morning. I've got a
lecture tomorrow. No, don't worry. It's probably easiest if | head back now. I'll call you."

"All right,” Fern said, seizing control of herself. He would accept it, she thought, given time. Liking,
affection, respect—he could find those with someone else. With any number of someone elses.

"Good-bye, Marcus.”
"Bye, darling."

And so he went, leaving her alone. Presently Robin and Abby assisted her out to the car. Ragginbone
followed, with the patchwork bag.

"I'm not going to marry Marcus," Fern told her relatives, back at DaeHouse. "I know you've both gone
to alot of trouble, spent serious money—I'll pay you back, Dad, I've got plenty of savings—"

"No, no." Robin waved away the offer with genuine revulsion. " Just want you to be happy, that'sal. Not
abad chap, Marcus, but | never thought he was the one for you. Didn't stick around long when you were
in hospital. So much for that 'in scknessand in hedlth’ bit."

"Hecouldn't helpit," Fern said. "He'sfond of me—he redlly is—but he's not good &t sitting ill.” She
went on, rather wearily: "WEell haveto return the presents. Oh lord, all that packing . . . I'll make astart
soon.”

"I'vedoneit,” Abby said. "They'real ready to go."

Fern squeezed her hand and looked at her long and silently, and Abby, like Ragginbone, thought: She's
different. Something about the eyes. . .

Y oda attempted to jump on Fern'slap, falling well short of hisgoa. Absentmindedly Fern picked him up
and stroked his head.

"Wherée's Lougarry?' she asked.

"I think Will took her," Robin said. "Odd, that. He and Gaynor went off to find a pecidist; can't think
where they've got to. Not necessary now, I'm glad to say. Bit worrying, though. They haven't phoned,
not while I've been here. They're adults, they can take care of themselves. All thesame. . ."

"Perhaps they've gone for aromantic weekend,” said Abby, "though it seems a strange time to choose.”

"| doubt it," said Ragginbone, entering with teaand Mrs. Wicklow, who, in an unusua excess of



sentiment, was dabbing her cheekswith a skein of toilet paper. "They were both far too concerned about
Fern to think of something likethat. They'll turn up.”

"If it'snot one thing it'sanother,” said Mrs. Wicklow, pulling herself together. "It's that Redmond woman,
I'm sure of it. Saw her int'mirror, | did. Y ou want to get the vicar round to do an exorcism. | don't hold
with that sort of thing mostly, but | reckon it's needed here.”

"Oh, no, we can't do that," said Fern. "It would upset the house-goblin.”
It was some time before she found herself a one with Ragginbone.

"Well?' shesaid. Shewas ill idly caressing Y oda, the gentleness of her hands at variance with the edge
in her voice. "Y ou must have someideawhere they've gone.”

"| fear," said the Watcher, "they may have gone to look for a dragon—or someone who knows about
dragons. Thereisastory— arumor—that the last of dragonkind still lives, with asplinter of the
Lodestone lodged in his heart. Will's theory was that the touch of the Stone might help to bring you back.
| didn't have achance to speak to them, but Gaynor seems to have remembered seeing a manuscript that
might be relevant. Unfortunatdly, it'sin amuseum with one Dr. Laye on the board—"

"They've gone to meet Dr. Laye?"
"I doubt if | could have dissuaded them, even if I'd had the opportunity. Will was very determined.”

"Hewould be," Fern said bitterly. "I haveto find them. Dr. Laye sold himsdf to the Oldest Spirit. He's
like an ambulant, only worse. They're both in there, sharing his body, sharing his mind. He'sa
descendant of the dragon charmers, and the Oldest Oneisfeeding off him, using hisskill. He's got the
dragon imprisoned somewhere, beneathawdl . . ."

"You know alot,” said Ragginbone. "Morethan |." Therewasahint of enquiry in histone.
"I haven't timeto explain," said Fern. "Wheresthis museum?’

"Y ou can do nothing till tomorrow," Ragginbone said sternly. "Y ou've exhausted your power smply
getting out of bed. Y ou must rest. Without your Gift, you'll be no use to Will and Gaynor, whatever
trouble they'rein. We haveto trust them.”

"And thedragon?' said Fern.

"Let'shope it stayswhereit's penned. None of us can do much against adragon.” He went on, perhaps
with the object of diverting her. "Tell me about the Tree. And Morgus. It was Morgus, wasn't it?"

"How did you know?'
"A long shot. A lucky guess. Go on."

So shetold him. About the two hags hovering around the spellfire, the visions she had seen there, her
lessonsin witcheraft, Kd. Shetold him everything, or dmost everything. "What," hesaid at lagt, "isinthe

bag?'
"A watermeon," said Fern, and she did not smile.

She went to bed early, pleading fatigue. Robin and Abby followed suit; Ragginbone had aready |eft. She
needs to recoup her strength, he told himself. She would never be so foolish asto face Azmordisin her
present condition. Tomorrow . . .



"Tomorrow will betoo late," Fern said to the darkness. Benesth the duvet she was ill in underwear and
tight-fitting swester. Jeans, jacket, and trainers lay ready to hand. The curtains were not completely
drawn and the glimmer of the paler gloom outside showed in the gap. Presently the moon peered
through, agibbous moon, old and pockmarked, its stunted profile blurred by animbus of milky light. Its
groping gaze reached toward the bed but fell short, cut off by the shadow of the pelmet. A night bird
passed by, unusudly close, caling out in acroaking scream that Fern could not identify. Shewas glad of
the dark that hid her, wary even of the moon. Shelistened for the telltale grumble of the plumbing, the
final shutting of the other bedroom door. Perhaps as aresult of her recent experiences, perhaps because
she was surviving on adrenaline shots of raw power, she found that now her vision had adjusted she
could seeinthe dark far better than ever before, digtinguishing outlines formerly hidden in the dimness of
the room. At last Robin's door closed and the house subsided gradudly into silence. "Brada-chin!" Fern
caled. Her voice was awhisper without softness, hissing like aknife blade. He took shape reluctantly,
one shade among many, but she saw him. "'l need you."

"Y e woudna speak tae me for many ayear, yet now yere ordering me like a servant—"

"Thisisno timeto stand on your dignity. | had my reasons; you know tht, if you know anything. | was
fond of your predecessor— or at least | pitied him. He was weak. Will saysyou're strong, brave and
srong. He and Gaynor arein trouble. I'm going after them. I'll need your help.”

"Y ere meaning tae gae after them tonight?"
"Yes Now. Tonight."

"I'm thinking ye shoudna be doing that, hinny. Y eve dept tae long tae gae running aboot the noo; ye
maun be puggled.”

"Probably," said Fern, in too much haste to attempt to decipher hisdidect. "I'm going anyway. Can you
seetoit that my father and Abby don't wake? 1 might do it, but it would exhaust whatever I've got
left—and that isn't much.”

"| can do apickle charming, aye, but if yewould be saving your brother yell need your cantrips. Ye
cannagee after Trouble withoot them.”

"I'll bedl right. Stop fussing: it wastes time. While you're in the other room, can you get my father's car
keys? My car's a the garage, and Will'staken his, so the Volvo's my only option. The keyswill be on the
dressing table. Will you recognize them?'

"Aye but—"
"Good," said Fern. "Hurry."

When she was sure he had gone she did her legs over the edge of the bed and stood up. Therewasa
millisecond of dizziness, of kneesfolding, musclesfailing; but she forced asurge of energy through every
artery, every junction of bone and sinew, and the weakness passed. The patchwork bag lay where
Ragginbone had |eft it, on the floor by her bed. She squatted down besideit and reached for the
flap—then hesitated, taken with a sudden trembling, anascent horror of the thing inside. Beyond redlity,
in the dimension of the Tree, she had accepted every aspect of her strange environment without qualm or
guestion, existing in adream state where the bizarre became the norm. But here, beset by Time,
pressured by the fears and fedlings of the everyday world, she could not suppress her loathing at the
thought of the object she had brought with her. It took al her self-control to open the bag and seize the
severed stem, flinching from the touch of hair. Averting her eyes, shelifted it out, propped it up on her
pillow. It seemed to her adreadful unnatural thing, aform of obscenity, this head without body or limb.



She must not look at the squirming neck stump, leaking sap; she must concentrate on the festures—the
dark familiar features of the dragon charmer. Ru-vindra Lall, her partner, her dly. She focused her gaze
on hisface, only hisface, murmuring hisname. In this ordinary bedroom the black geometry of hisbones
seemed somehow more rarefied, more dauntingly beautiful, arrogant as an antique prince, ominous asa
malediction; his eyes opened onto aglimmer of blue, like witch-fires seen from far off. With that
wakening, his persondity dominated the night.

"We havelittletime," he said, and the soft dark voice was somehow shocking, against nature, coming
from undeveloped voca cords, from lips without lungs. "Thefruit of the Eternal Tree was not meant for
thisworld. Thishead will rot quickly in the clear air and the hasty hours. We must move now, beforeitis
too late. Do you know where we can find this recreant offspring of my house?"

"No," said Fern. "But | can find out." She withdrew her gaze from him, gtill shaking with latent horror, and
began to pull on her jeans.

"The old man," the head remarked, "he whom you spoke with earlier—he reminded me of onel knew,
though that waslong ago.”

"He's been around quite awhile.”

"Whet of the goblin? They say mamorths make mischievous enemies and treacherous friends. They are
littlein dl things: they will stab you in the back with asiver pin, and desert you for abowl of broth.”

"l expect 0," Fern said indifferently, lacing up her trainers. Suddenly shelooked straight at him. "What
do they say of adragon charmer who broke faith with the creatures he loved—an oath breaker who sold
his soul and cheated on the bargain—an apple that talks, pilfered from the Tree of Life and Death?"

"They say the thief must be fearless, to pluck such deadly fruit. Thereisasecret hardnessin you,
Fernanda, like asinglethread of sted in aknot of silk. For that aone, | would trust you—if we had not
come so far that trust isno longer relevant.”

"You aren't particularly trustworthy,” said Fern. "But | never doubted you." She picked up the patchwork
bag and squinted closely at it: the tattered fragments of cloth were aready pulling away from the stitching.
She dropped it again and rifled briskly in the wardrobe, emerging with asmall carpetbag on a shoulder
strap. "1'm sure Perseus never had thistrouble,” she remarked.

"I brought ye the keys," said avoice behind her. Bradachin had regppeared, carrying not only the car
keys but an ancient spear nearly twice hisown height. He was staring fixedly at the head. "What's that
for?' asked Fern. "'l thought I might be needing it." She frowned, but let it go. " Are the others deeping?’

"Aye. | ken alullaby or two for thelikes o' they. If ye dinnamake anoise, they won't be waking long
awhile Calin..."

"Well done," said Fern. "Thanks. Could you—would you tell Ragginbone where I've gone? Tdl him I'm
sorry. | ought to write anote but | haven't time.”

"I'm thinking helll know weel enough. Cailin, | dinnaken what yewant with yon, but . . . yeremixingin
devil'smagic here. Y e shoudna gae meddling in necromancy—"

"I know what I'm doing," Fern said. "I think." She picked up the head again and placed it carefully inthe
new bag, thistime without a shudder, if only because Bradachin waswatching. "If | don't come back, tell
them . . . Oh, never mind. | can't bother about that now."

"Yemud tell them yourself,” said Bradachin, "if ye can. I'm coming wi'ye."



"You can't do that." Fern paused, disconcerted. "Y ou're a house-goblin.”

"Y€ell need me. How waur ye planning tae enter the museum, in the midst o' the night? Therell be darums
and such, nae doot. Y e woudna be much guid as alock picker, Gifted or no." " Can you bregk in? If
you'renot invited.. . ."

"It'sno ahoose. Any road, when there's kidnapping and worse afoot, the laws don't hold. Dinna fret,
calin. I'm coming wi' ye. I'm nae afeard o' Trouble. And | ha the spear. Thisisthe Seer Bronaw, the
war spear 0' the McCrackens. When their sons sons turned tae drinkers o' milk and takers o' daily
baths, it came tae me. There's nae man can stand agin this spear.”

It looked far too large and unwieldy for the goblin to use, but Fern refrained from comment. "And this?"
she sad, touching the bag at her sde.

"Aye," said Bradachin after apause. "l fear yon heid. | fear al black sortilege. But. . ."
"BlJt?l
"I'mcoming wi' ye"

Fern said no more. They stole softly down the stairsinto the hal. She switched on alight to consult the
telephone directory, found the two addresses she wanted, and went outside to the car. Bradachin and his
antique weapon disappeared somehow into the back. In the driver's seat, she searched the side pockets
for the necessary maps, Robin, trained by his daughter, dwaystraveled in aweter of cartography.
Although Gaynor had taken the main ordinance survey map from the sudy, years of driving around

Y orkshire meant the car was well stocked with dternatives. "I don't know the area at al well,” Ferntold
Bradachin. "Can you direct me?' A grunt answered her. Then sheturned the key in theignition and the
engine purred into unobtrusive life. Asthey swept out of the drive and onto the open road, she put her
foot down on the throttle, and began to drive much too fast southwest toward Y ork.

It was nearly midnight when they reached the suburbs. The dingy aureole of the city was reflected off a
low-dung cloud canopy, not illuminating the sky but merely smudging it with akind of dirty glimmer. In
the country the clouds had form and depth, moon-edged or rent into pale tatters across agap of stars,
but here they were shapeless, avag, lowering gloom. With the aid of astreet map they found the road
they wanted. Fern parked awkwardly with her nearside whedls on the sdewalk, unaccustomed to
handling so large avehicle. Bradachin faded from the interior of the car without using the door; Fern got
out in amore mundane fashion. There was a strange, stifled slence over this part of the city, asif the
sagging cloud cover was crushing the air againgt the earth, muffling noise. The sound of nearby footsteps,
aburg of laughter, a sudden shout, carried as though in along, low room rather than outdoors. The
museum was an old house among other old houses, with little to distinguish it save the plaque on the
door. It was ugly with the ponderous, |abored ugliness of the late Victorians, weather grimed, its black
windows uncurtained and un-forthcoming. On one sde there was agate in ahigh wall overhung with
some dark shrub; Fern tried the latch and it opened easily, admitting her to ashabby strip of garden
tangled with plant shadows. There was asmell of dank vegetation, of last year's |eaves rotting unswept
on pathway and lawn, of new growth choked with old. It reminded her of the Tree, and with that
memory asubtle change came over her, though she hersaf was not aware of it. She had been moving like
any ordinary person who istrying to be quiet; now, her whole body became more fluid, noisdess and
circumspect asawild creature. Her senses strained; her dilating eyes soaked up every atom of light. She
could see abent twig, abroken paving. Around the back of the building she went to awindow and
peered in, making out an empty office, an open door, aglimpse of the passage beyond. Shefelt
Bradachin materidize close by her.



"] assumethere's no onethere”

"No abody in the place. | coudnafind ought but books, many books, and parchments and scribblings.
Men will iver be scribbling and scribbling o' something. There's darumstae protect them, with beams
crissing and crossing, like dl yon books waur atreasure o' gold. | could fix them for ye, if ye waur
wishing tae gaein, but it would tak' awhile."

"We haven't got awhile," said Fern. "It isn't necessary.”" She turned back to the garden, conscious of a
sudden prickling down her spine, an inexplicable disquiet. Here at the back the shrubs had run wild,
clotted into thickets black with something more than ordinary darkness. There was no coherent form, no
discernible movement, but she saw the eyes for amoment before they winked out: the narrow, whiteless
eyes of something that watches from under astone.

"Did you seeit?’

"Aye," said Bradachin, and there was anote in his voice she had not heard before, a change of timbre
that was closeto fear.

"What wasit?'

"I'mno sure.... If it wa what | thought, he shouldna be here. He's muckle far from home. The pugwidgies
are no meant for our world."

"What's apugwidgie?' asked Fern.

"Yedinnawant taefind oot,” said Bradachin. "They're his creatures, from his place. They come from
Azmodd."

Fern remembered the things she had seen in the spellfire, crawling from every rock and shadow to
devour RuvindraLall. Her skin chilled.

All shesaid was. "There's nothing more for us here. Let's get back to the car.”
They drove off, heading out of the city, into anight as black asthe abyss.
XV

Lougarry sat on the backseet of the car, listening with straining earsand al Six senseson dert for the call
that did not come. At one point aman came around the corner of the house, aman with apae face and
eyes sunken in amask of shadow. He approached the car and even peered inside, but the wolf had
dropped to the floor and in the poor light he did not see her. When he was gone she resumed her vigil.
Afternoon sombered into a premature evening; dim swirls of cloud rolled down from the Pennineslikea
hangover from the preceding winter, darkening the belated spring. A few birds passed overhead, flying
home to roost, but none sought shelter at Drakemyre Hall. Thereis some evil herethat the birds avoid,
thought Lougarry, and her earsflattened and her eyes gleamed brighter in the dusk. All living creatures
coexigted naturaly alongside both werefolk and witchkind: the animal kingdom made no mora
judgments. There would have to be something very wrong for even the rooks and jackdawsto leave
twisted tree and crooked chimney stack un-tenanted. An abnormal disturbance in the earth's magnetic
field— a place where the shadow world had encroached too far on redlity.

Or the presence of a predator so deadly that neither bird nor beast would venture into itsvicinity . . .

When the night was as black as an unopened tomb, she dipped through the window. She sensed the
wrongness as soon as her paws touched the ground: it was there in the deep vibrations of earth, inthe



invisbleripplesthat irradiated from Hal and hillsde, from theflight of amoth to thefal of atree. Her kin
prickled; the fur on her nape stood on end. The normal darkness of a country night seemed to have been
invaded by something deeper and older, the Dark that was before any dawn. And the ground itsalf
transmitted the beat of agigantic heart, and the savagery of some subterranean beast, hungry and
desperate, caged againgt itswill. Lougarry dwaystrod lightly, but here she moved with akind of wary
delicacy, asif walking on broken glass. She skirted the house: no lights showed from within and every
window was closed. She found aback door that her nosetold her led to the kitchen but it was locked,
not latched, and there was no way of opening it. Close by was a coal bunker, now empty and unused,
with achute that might, she thought, lead somewhere. She was about to investigate when intuition told her
she was being watched. She hackled and turned. To the wolf's eyes, the night was less dark than
monochrome. And among the black shapes of tree and scrub was a shape that did not belong. It was too
indistinct for her to make out the fine details, but it appeared to have long ears, splayed feet, and arms of
unequd length . . . Shelowered her muzzle, questing for its scent, and froze. The smdll that reached her
was one no anima could mistake. Carrion. ..

With extraordinary speed it legpt away, running on itslonger arm aswell asthe flapping feet, vanishing
around the corner of the house. Lougarry sprang after it, following the scent. Unlike ordinary wolves,
lycanthropes do not eat carrion unlessthey are starving, and her upper lip waslifted in what might have
been asnarl of digtaste. But the thing had fled and her reflex wasto pur sue, to catch if possble and kill if
necessary. She saw it skittering ahead of her down one of the pathsinto the forma garden: it disappeared
into anet of shadows, reemerging amoment later looking somehow dtered. Its ears were shorter, itslegs
longer, the feet taloned—but it moved too fast for her to be sure. The smell of dead flesh tugged her on
like agleaming thread in alabyrinth, over barren flower beds, under tangled shrubs, crisscrossing from
path to path. In front of her she saw what must be asundial on asquat plinth, and there it was, thething,
cearly vishleat last, legping up and down as though taunting her. Only now it had a huge warty head like
atoad, atoad with fangs, and its hind feet were webbed, but its forepaws looked like goblin hands.
Gathering al her strength she hurled herself over the leaf-mottled paving toward it. She never saw the
trap, hidden in the shadows, haf-buried between broken stones. She never saw it, until her flying step
released the spring, and the iron jaws closed with acrunch on her foreleg.

Shedid not yelp, nor howl. Werewolves are forever silent. The sundia was empty now but the smell
remained, imprinted in the ground, in the very air around her. She explored the injury with her tongue,
tasting blood; she knew the bone was broken, she had heard it go. The human part of her mind raged at
her own stupidity, but the wolf was aready scanning the darkness, summarizing her stuation. Sherealized
immediately that she could not open the trap: the mechanism needed the cunning of dexterousfingers, and
its grip wastoo strong for her to force the jaws apart. The shock had caused atemporary numbness but
she knew that soon the pain would begin, draining her energy, blinding her senses. And it—they—were
out there, not very far away, dipping from shadow to shadow, circling. Soon they would start to creep
nearer. Stunted, malformed things, goblin-sized but not goblin-scented, smelling dead . . .

A memory floated to the surface of her thought: Caracandal, leaning against arock on awarm southern
evening long ago, describing hisone vist to Azmode. Hiswords had taken the warmth from the evening
and the smile from the face of the moon. He had told her of the poisonous vapors that hovered over the
rainbow lakes, and fauns and sylphids dancing in the Garden of Lost Meanings, and sacrifices screaming
in the temple. And other beings who dwelt there, neither human nor anima, botched creations from the
leftovers of the dead, possessed by the lowest form of elementas, mindless and ravenous. "Many
centuries before | was born there was awizard called Morloch who was thought to be the greatest
meagician of hisday. He thought so, anyway. | believe he was an ancestor of Morgus, who had smilar
delusons: evidently afamily trait. He became obsessed with the Cauldron of Rebirth—the Cauldron of
Hdll, asit waslater known, stolen from the ancient Underworld in atime before history, misused and
ultimately shattered. Legend said that if, after a battle, the dead bodies and body partswere placed in it



and heated, with the correct incantation spoken, they would coalesce and spring forth againin aterrible
semblance of life renewed, possessed by demons, voiceesskillers of unbelievable ferocity. Morloch, no
doubt, hoped the Cauldron would make him atrue creator, afather of armies. He spent half hislife
searching for the fragments, taking those he could find and welding them together in a patchwork
reincarnation of the dread crucible. Then heingtructed his servantsto bring him carcasses for experiment:
beast, man, goblin, whatever. Presumably he saw hisfirst spellbinding asameretrid. He hested the
Cauldron, spoke the liturgy—but the Cauldron burst asunder, and the deformities that legpt forth were
not warriors but only mouths, forever hungry. It issaid, if they do not eat their famine will abate, but once
they have tasted blood, unless prevented, they will feed and feed until they burst. They are supposed to
have devoured Morloch himself first: he could not control them. The Old Spirits might have destroyed
them, horrified by such monstros ties, but the Oldest took them, and hid them in Azmodd, calling them
his pets, making them subservient only to him. He has used them ever since. They have no name, no kind,
but sometimesthey are called after their maker ..."

Morlochs.

Caracandal had said they were bound to Azmode, but her nose could not deceive her. They smelled of
the carrion from which they were made. Somehow the denizens of the Beautiful Valey were here, inthis
corner of the real world, part of the wrongness that made up Drakemyre Hall. She was certain now that
Will and Gaynor were imprisoned, maybe dain. Asfor her, she knew there was no chance. Her bared
teeth and claws might hold the morlochs back for awhile—alittle while—but no help would come,
because she was the help. Shelicked the fresh blood from her leg, that they might not catch the scent.
Already the pain was beginning. She crouched with burning eyes, watching every shadow. Her last
resolve was that she would make them pay dearly for their feast.

The night wore on. She began to catch glimpses of them, skimming the cracked pavings, skulking behind
bush or plinth. Initialy she thought there were three or four, later Six, ten, maybe adozen. They started to
throw things & her—grave chips, bits of twig—making her twist from sdeto sdein afutile attempt to
saize her tormentors. Eventudly one of them ventured too close: abulbous, vaguely arachnoid cresture
that approached with aswift scuttling motion. It wasfast, but she was faster: her teeth met inits bodly.
She ateit, though her ssomach turned at the medl. It was al the sustenance she would get. She wasthirsty
from loss of blood and the thing had a high fluid content. She could sense the others watching as she ate;
after that, they were more wary. They knew she would weaken soon.

A pae, windy dawn blew in from the east; leaves stirred on the pathways. No one came from the house
to gloat or administer the fina blow. The morlochs had no speech to pass on messages, no capecity to
plan, only appetite and ingtinct. By day they grew more furtive, shrinking into the scenery, the poisonous
hues of skin and fur, scale and dime dimming to blend with a background of gnarled stems, faded il
lichened stone. She might almost have thought they were gone, if their ditinctive odor had not been so
pervasve. The pain swelled, battering her in waves, traveling in pasms up the injured leg and racking her
whole body. Her thirst returned with a vengeance: the watchers saw her furred tongue lolling between
parched lips, the droop of her head, the gradua closing of her fierce eyes. A couple dithered from the
spaces between leaves, from asnarl of matted stems. Cautioudy they crawled nearer. The day was pale
and shadowless; the sun gleamed intermittently far avay, never reaching Drakemyre Hall. Y et Lou-garry,
her mind atill, cold placein the midst of a spinning maelstrom of agony, felt the glare of another sunon
her back, and saw the neglected garden met into an dternative Eden, with improbable fountains and
weedy grottoes and dim green shade. She could hear an ddritch piping, and the thrum of cat gut, and the
patter of finger drums. Thisis Y orkshire, shetold hersdf. It's spring—achilly gray day such asyou only
get in an English spring. Thereisno mudic, no fountains.... A wolf iswithout imagination to explait,
without avision beyond redlity. The fantasy receded. Her narrowed gaze measured the distance to the
nearest morloch. It was the one with the toad's head, its wide maw snake fanged, its flickering tongue



aready tasting her savor on the air. Morerecklessthan itsfellows, it drew nearer, nearer. Lougarry let
her eyes close completely; smdll pinpointed its position. When it was within touch she pounced. Her jaws
scrunched the thin skull; the warty hide excreted a sour mucus, but sheignored it. She ate quickly, trying
not to gag, her yellow stare once more bright and deadly. Warning. Chdlenging.

Shethought: | won't get away with that again.

The day changed. Gradudly, inexorably, her lupine reflexes dimmed with pain; her injured leg had
swolleninto stiffness; her strength lessened. Earsthat could hear an ant in the grass were deafened with
the beat of her own heart; eyesthat could see the night wind misted into ablur. More than once she felt
the stabbing rays of amerciless sun, caught the elusive strains of goblin music. Only her nose did not fall
or lie, telling her the morlochs were growing bolder. They stalked from bush to scrub, from leaf shadow
to stone shadow, making quick darting rushes toward her, testing her defenses. There were more of them
now, shewas sure: she saw stubby horns, grasping hands, claws, hooves. And mouths opening like red
gashes, with broken teeth and questing tongues. She wanted to kill and kill before she died, but she
sensed that they were waiting till her vigor and her resistance were gone. They wanted an easy medl.

It would not be long now.

Will awoke dowly and unpleasantly to find he was lying on cold stone with the scratch of sacking against
his cheek. A pneumatic drill gppeared to be boring into his skull and the drynessin his mouth had
shriveled his paate. When he tried to move awave of nausearolled over him, and helay till for some
time, closing hiseyes againgt the gyrations of his surroundings. He had no ideawhere he was or how he
had got there. Recollection trickled back piecemeal. Gaynor ... he had l€ft her for too long, much too
long; she would think he had abandoned her. Hetried to cal her name, but it emerged as a groan and
there was no answer. He thought he wasin a sepulchre, with his head on ashroud. The ceiling seemed to
be vaulted, and the only light came from a single naked bulb, swaying dightly from side to sde athough
there was no draft: the shadows around him stretched and shrank, stretched and shrank, reviving his
sckness. A muted tremor reached him from the stone itself, but he dismissed the sensation asa
hallucination born of his condition. He found himsdf remembering other things: asword whose hilt was
set with red stones, afaded banner, stepping out too hastily into an empty corridor. And then—nothing.
Redlization stabbed him: he had been careless, careless and stupid, and now he was a prisoner, and
Gaynor—God knew what had happened to Gaynor. He struggled to Sit up, and retched violently. When
the paroxysm subsided he crawled to anearby wall and propped his back againgt it. He was in what
appeared to be alarge cdlar divided into separate units by stone arches. the few windows were sedled
and set high out of reach, and aflight of steps straddled one wall, climbing to adoor that looked as solid
and immovable asthe exit from a dungeon. His previous experience of cdllars had included racks of
wine, beer barrels, chest freezers, root vegetables stored in the cool; but there was nothing here except a
couple of broken crates and an ancient wellhead covered by a stone dab. His captors had not left him
either food or drink, and he was very thirsty. When he could stand, he went to teke a piss against awall
in one of the more distant corners. As he unzipped his jeans he found the knife, still wedged againgt his
hip: it made him fedl dightly better, but it was of no immediate use. Feding wobbly in both legsand
stomach, he mounted the steps to examine the door.

It was old and heavy, made of oak probably three or four inchesthick; even if he had been possessed of
his norma strength, he could not have smashed hisway through it. He thrust his shoulder against the
panelswith what force he could muster, but it barely shuddered. The lock looked recent, abusinesdike
specimen of stedy efficiency. Will sudied it for severd minutes, principdly to convince himsdf hewas
covering dl the angles. Even if he had known how to pick locks, this one did not appear easily picked.
He staggered back down the steps and collapsed shakily onto the floor. Since there was no possibility of
ingtant action he rested the diminuendo of his headache against thewall and tried to think. Hiswatch told



him it was haf past Six but there was no daylight to clarify if thiswas morning or evening. Hefeared it
must be morning, guessing he had been unconsciousfor along time. Hisarmsfdt tiff and sore: rolling up
the deeves of his swestshirt, he found black bruises and the marks of clumsy injections. The discovery
both disturbed and frightened him, pushing him further into disorientation. With artificid sedation, he might
have dept not merely hours but days. Gaynor could have been spirited half aworld away, Fern been
drawn deeper and deeper into oblivion. Hetried to rationalize, to hold on to his sanity, inadvertently
touching the hilt of the knife that protruded from hiswaistband. It felt inexplicably reassuring, asif it were
not stolen from his enemy but the gift of an unknown dly, the wegpon of adragondayer endowed,
perhaps, with some specia power. He could not imagine adagger being much use against adragon, but
he had an ideawarriors used to cut out the tongue in proof of victory, asif dragon carcasses did not
remain lying around in evidence. He pulled the knife out and tested the blade with acautious fingertip. A
tiny red line opened on his skin, and he sucked it amost with relish, feding asudden tingle of excitement.
This, hethought, is ablade that would split acandle flame, or dice the shadow from your hed. The knife
of ahero or avillain, maybe tempered in dragon-fire, touched with magic. With such aknife, he was
neither alone nor helpless. He surveyed his surroundings with different eyes, looking for weaknesses.

But the walls were solid, the windows bricked up and inaccessible. The door he knew was impassable,
with itsgleaming stedl lock. His headache was clearing and he found himsdlf wondering why the lock had
been ingalled, when there was no valuable wine to protect, nothing in the vault but rubbish. 1t could
hardly have been for his benefit: he could not believe Dr. Laye made a habit of keeping prisoners here.

Y et the lock was new, it was here for a purpose, shutting something in, keeping people out. And
inevitably his eye was drawn to the wellhead. Wells were often dug in the cellars of old houses, he
remembered; when you might haveto dig along way down, it waslogica to start aslow as possible. It
did not seem alikely object for so much security, but there was nothing else. He got up, still fedling rather
unsteady about the knees, and went over for a better 1ook.

The stone lid fitted very closely to therim and it took him awhileto find a crack where he could insert his
fingersand get agrip. When hetried to lift it the weight was too much for hisdrained physique: heraised
it aninch or so and then dropped it, dmost catching his hand in the gap. The thud of itsfdl carried far
down into the ground, the echoes coming back to him, making the floor shiver. Imagination, hetold
himself, cursing his own feebleness and the stone that defied him. Next time he concentrated on shifting it
sdeways, though it took considerable effort before he could open up even anarrow space. He leaned
over, staring down into a crescent of absolute blackness. He had been half expecting some gruesome
secret, aputrefying corpse or an antique skeleton; but there was no glimmer of bones, no stench of
decay. The draft that issued from below was warm, very warm, and there was afaint sulfurous smell, an
elusve hint of burning. He could not tell how deep the wdll was. Will took a coin from his pocket and
tossed it into the shaft, hearing it ricochet off the wall and the fluting echo of aclink asit struck bottom a
couple of heartbeats later. And gradualy, as he peered into the darkness, he began to distinguish adisc
of murky red far beneath at what must be the base of the shaft. It opens out into somewhere else, he
thought, with a sudden surge of optimism. Maybe acave. . . Grasping thelip of the wdll, he poked his
head under the cover in order to see better. The circle of red seemed to brighten, the air grew hot.
Bdatedly Will's brain made the missing connection.

He sprang back, tugging furioudy at the unwieldy dab. Adrenaine pumped into dehydrated muscle: the
stone cresked over just intime. Even so, there was still adiver of space remaining as he threw himself to
the ground. A thin jet of flame shot through the crack with the force of ablowtorch, reaching the high
ceiling and hissing againgt the vault. After amoment or two it sank to aflicker and retreated back into the
well. Will saw the stonework blackened, noticing other evidence of charring in the vicinity. He found he
was shaking and asweat had broken out al over hisbody. He sat for along while until the tremors
abated, curang himsdf for hisweakness.



"Atleast | know why thelock isthere,” hereflected aoud, striving for apragmetic approach, for anote
of bravado or flippancy, though there was no one elseto hear. "All | haveto doisopenit.”

Since there was no other way out, he climbed back up the stepsto the door.

Once before he had lifted awindow latch with the aid of akitchen knife. Will knew thislock wastoo
sophisticated for smilar manipulation, but he drew out the dagger for an exploratory probe, attempting to
insert thetip of the blade into the threadlike chink between door and frame. To his astonishment, it didin
smoothly, without effort; when he withdrew it asender wood shaving fell out onto the top step. He
looked at it for aminute, then at the crack, which seemed amillimeter wider. He discovered hewas
holding his breath, and released it in along sweet Sgh. Then he stood up, and plunged the knife into the
door above the lock. The hard, seasoned wood parted at itstouch asif it were chipboard. Sawing it to
and fro, he cut hisway around the mortise. A little sawdust sifted out: otherwise, the linewas asneet asa
aurgical incision. When he had finished he dipped the dagger into the crack and levered the door toward
him. Exercising far more caution than on previous occasions, he snaked his body through the gap into the

passageway beyond.

He had been hoping for daylight, but it was dark. Hiswatch showed nearly nine, but whether it wasthe
same evening, or aday later, or more, he had no way of telling. Through an adjacent doorway he saw the
kitchen, with unwashed plates and crockery stacked in the sink. The lights were on, but he could hear no
one. Physical need took over: he nipped inside, switched on the tap, grabbed a nearby cup—and drank,
and drank, and drank. He thought he could fedl the water flooding through him like aspring tide, swelling
shrunken muscles, lubricating, revitaizing. He glanced around for something to eat, lifted the lid on what
proved to be acheese dish, and cut himsalf ahunk of cheddar. His hand hovered over an applein the
fruit bowl, but there wasllittle other fruit and he knew its absence might be noticed. He must not lapse
into carelessness again. He had closed the cellar door, dotting the lock section into placelikeapieceina
Jjigsaw puzzle. Hetook another long drink of water, then replaced the cup where he had found it.

There were other doors from the kitchen leading varioudy to acod cellar, abreakfast parlor, and a
storeroom; he remembered from his earlier exploration that beyond the parlor was the long corridor that
led back to the heart of the house. Hisfirgt priority wasto find Gaynor, but he had no wish to run into the
manservant, or the as yet unknown figure of Dr. Laye. He returned to the short passage outside the main
celar. A narrow stair ascended from it to an upper floor and at one end was aback door opening on the
garden. Will hesitated. The stair was tempting, but outside was the car, where Lougarry might still be
waiting. He could enlist her support, or send her for assistance. Use your head, hetold himsdlf, just for
once. He opened the door and stepped out into the night.

It was very dark. The hunchback ridge loomed over him, close againgt alow sky: he could seedim
shapes of ralling cloud, hear the fretful wind whining among the chimney pots. It had been warm in the
house (not surprising, he reflected, in view of the un-derfloor heating) but out here it was cold, and he
shivered automatically. Guessing he was around the back, he skirted the building until he could seethe
gnarled topiary of the formal garden and the gpproach to the main entrance. Therewas alight behind
shrouded windows on the ground floor, possibly the drawing room, and another light on an upper story
showing a striped pattern againg the curtains that might have been bars. Will stared at it with fierce
concentration, fixing itslocation in his mind. Then he made hisway to where the car was till parked,
peered ingde while fumbling for hiskeys. But Lougarry was gone.

She'sgone for help, he thought. That'sit. She would never have waited thislong. (How long had it

been?) Nothing could have happened to her. He had known her to stop a speeding motorbike, confront
both witch and demon, outrun the hounds of the Underworld. Nothing could happen to Lougarry. But it
was unlike her to go straight for Ragginbone, instead of searching for Will and Gaynor fird. . . He began



to cal her, softly, uncertainly, more with mind than voice, accustomed over the yearsto hearing the
werewolf without the interruption of ears, touching thought to thought. And dmost immediately the call
came back to him, urgent to the point of desperation, but faint and growing fainter. Run. . . run. .. too
dangerous. .. Azmodel. . . thisisAzmodd . . .

"Where are you?' Will whispered; but hisvoicewasloud in hishead.
Don't come. ..don'tlook. . .run...

Shewas near, he was sure: he could fed her urgency, her danger, somewhere very close by. He drew
out the black knife. It looked like asplinter of the abyssin hishand. He grasped the hilt firmly: it seemed
to convey to him the strength of an owner long dead, someone nightwise, dauntless, reckless, as sharp
and deadly asthe blade he widlded. The warning in his mind had dwindled to awhisper—run—>but he
knew now where it came from. He padded softly across the weed-grown drive and into the formal
garden.

Fading paths crossed one another, trickling away into unkempt flower beds or vanishing under roving
shrubs. Will trampled the beds, thrust a passage between impeding bushes. He was vaguely aware of
thorny stems plucking hisjeans, the scratching fingers of twigs, but Lougarry's despair filled histhought to
the exclusion of dl ese. Behind him, the house was lost: the garden appeared far larger than he had
redlized, a sprawling maze where everything was crippled, eroded, diseased, and nothing grew but the
hardiest of weeds. He saw the sundid firt, like the sump of apillar, sgnificant and ominous. Then he
perceived movement, right in front of him—indistinct shapes circling something that did not move, darting,
pouncing—the snapping of feeble jaws, the moonglow of eyes once bright and fierce. He was so close,
he had almost stumbled straight into it. He took a second—Iess than a second—to absorb what was
happening. Then he attacked.

The black knife arced to and fro, sSinging asit cut the air. He felt its hatred for these creaturesthat he
could not see, the dreadful eagerness with which it diced through flesh and limb. Some of them tried to
turn on him—talons scored his leg, flabby hands seized him—but the knife was too quick for them. In
moments, al lay dying, dismembered on the ground, or fled into the night. Y et when Will cameto step
over the bodies there was nothing there. Only Lougarry. He knelt down beside her, took her head in his
hands.

That isa good knife, she said, in the slence of hismind.
"l goleit,” sad Will. "Crime pays. Areyou badly hurt?'

She indicated the trap. He cleaned the dagger on aclump of moss, sheathed it, and crouched down to
release the mechanism. It took him alittle while, groping in the dark, unable to see either trap or wolf
clearly. When shewas free he ran ahand over thein jured leg, saw the dark ooze of fresh blood on his
pam. "I'll try and carry you to the car,” he said. "I've got someragsin there; they'll do for abandage.
Temporarily. I'll haveto leave you therefor ahbit. | must find Gaynor.”

She was heavy but he managed, arms linked under her belly, holding her close to his chest. When they
reached the car he set her down, unlocked it, and lifted her onto the backsest, glancing around every
other second, thankful that the automatic light did not work. He explored the Side pockets by fed,
unwilling to switch on any illumination, finding some old paint ragsthat he trusted were not too unhygienic.
"I'm sorry," he murmured, as he bound them inexpertly round the wound. "Thesell haveto do. | think the
leg's broken—"

Yes.



Her mental response sounded week, the whisper of athought, but he assmilated it with relief. "Well get
it set assoon aswe can,”" he said, struggling with the knot.

Tighter.

"What werethose. . . thingsthat attacked you? Where did they go?'

Morlochs. (The nametook shapein hishead.) They did not go anywhere. We.. . . went.

"We went?' Will echoed.

This placeisin two dimensions. They are. . . they should he.. . . there. We were there, and here.
She added: We were lucky they were so few. In numbers, they are deadly.

"By there," said Will, "do you mean . . . Azmode ? That'swhat you told me. Thisis Azmode .

You should have run, said the thought in hismind.

He had tied the makeshift bandage astightly as he dared. Now he stroked her neck, both giving
reassurance and seeking it. Her fur felt rough and sticky with swest.

She requested: Water .

"I don't think [—"

When | drink, | am strong. You need help. | will fetch someone.
"You cant," said Will. Y our leg isbroken."

Lougarry showed her teeth. | have three more.

Will thought of his own tormenting thirst in the cdllar, and the perils of the kitchen. He said: "'l won't be
long."

Hewas gone over haf an hour.

The manservant was there, washing the dishes; Will heard him in time, retreating back outside. Ear to the
door panel, he caught the sound of footsteps approaching the little passageway, but if Harbeak glanced
toward the cellar he must have seen nothing amiss. Feet returned to the kitchen, cupboards opened and
shut, crockery chinked. When silence ensued, Will waited several minutes before he dared to venture
indoors. Hefound alargejug, filled it, and made hisway back to the car.

Lougarry was waiting, without impatience or complaint. She drank haf the water fast, the rest more
dowly, pacing hersdf, knowing both her own capacity and her need. "Y ou can't walk," Will reiterated.
"Y ou were haf-dead earlier. | had to carry you."

| have rested, she responded, and | have drunk. Now | am strong again. But you must come with
me to the gate. | do not know how to work it, and | cannot jump the wall.

They stole down the driveway, keeping to the deepest shadows. The clouds opened briefly overhead,
showing ady glimpse of moon, and they shrank from its probing beam, but it was quickly obscured.
Lougarry hobbled on threelegs, ungainly but apparently restored to part of her strength. When they
reached the gate it was some time before Will located the button to open it; he had been secretly afraid it
might be operated only by remote control. Lougarry dipped through as soon as there was space, glanced



back once—an untypical gesture—then limped off into the night. Will found a stone fallen from the
coping and wedged it against the post so the gate could not be properly closed, hoping this would not set
off any alarms. If someone comes, he thought, &t least they'll beableto getin. If. . .

He stared back up the drive at the dark huddle of the Hall. Thisis Azmodel . . . He thought of the
monster benesth the cdllar, and the loathing that infused the she-wolf's mind when she uttered Morlochs,
and the unseen hand of Dr. Jerrold Laye. He could go now, follow Lougarry, find backup. It would be
the sensible thing to do. He was exhausted and half-starved; he had no Gift to aid him, no plan to follow.
Fear loomed in front of him like avast insurmountable barrier. He tried to picture Gaynor, desperate and
terrified, needing him; he touched the knife for courage or luck. But in that moment he knew only that it
was dark and cold, and he wasterribly aone, and asfrightened as a child.

Eventually he began to walk back toward the house.

Gaynor lay in acrimson nightmare struggling to draw breath. Fluorescent amoebas drifted across her
vison, subdividing and rgoining. Presently they began to cohere into strange aberrant forms, unshapes
cobbled together from arange of ill-assorted body parts, sorouting like fungi al around her. She did not
want to look at them, so she opened her eyes, but they were ill there. They seemed to be watching her,
not with their eyes but with their mouths. Random incisors extruded over spotted lip or curved inward to
hook their prey; tongues dithered into view like edls. She wanted to scream but her throat closed and the
sound was stifled insde her. Darkness surged upward, smothering her, and when she woke again it was

day.

Shewasin bed, but not her bed at Dale House. For aminute she wondered if she might be back in

L ondon—the window wasin the right place for London—but the room was utterly unfamiliar. Heavy
beams spanned the high ceiling; the curtains were of some ol d-fashioned brocade; beyond, shadow bars
striped the daylight. She thought: Bars? I'm in aroom with bars on the window? It seemed not merely
worrying, but preposterous. In red life people did not wake up in unfamiliar rooms with barred windows.
Shetried to turn her head in order to see more of her surroundings but her neck felt painful and very iff.
And then memory returned, not in atrickle but aflood, and she knew where she was, and why, and fear
filled her. Fear for hersdlf, for Will, for Fern, who, if Dr. Laye wasright, waswalking into atrap. (But he
wasn't Dr. Laye: he was the Spirit they had spoken of, Azmordis.) A trap, and she was the bait. She
tried to St up, and nausearippled through her in waves, too gentle for actual vomiting but more than
enough to send her reding back onto the pillow.

A preliminary check revedled that she was still more or lessfully dressed, except for her jacket and
shoes. She undid the zip in her trousersin order to remove the pressure on her somach and eventudly
her insdes relaxed into their normal patterns of behavior. Bodily concernstook priority; she got up
carefully, determined not to relapse, and surveyed the amenities. There was amodern washstand, a
couple of vintage armchairs, an ova mirror in acarved frame. That wasdl. In the end, shewasforced to
improvise with aporcelain basin possibly intended for fruit, a disagreeable proceeding that made her
conclude that the real issue behind penis envy is accuracy of am. Then she washed her face and hands
with the soap provided, and felt her skin crinkling for lack of moisturizer. Shetried the door, aforlorn
hope: it waslocked. She was reluctant to draw the curtains, wanting neither to seethe barsin dl their
grim redity nor make hersdlf vishleto whatever unfriendly eyes might be waiting outsde. But she had no
watch, and athough she sensed it was morning she needed to be sure. She pulled the drapes back alittle

way.

Gaynor could make out the forma garden that she had noticed on arrival, looking, from above, asif a
part of the design had dipped sideways: paths and flower beds failed to interconnect, shrubs huddied
together in thickets and then trailed away into abristle of barren twigs. There was something moving



down there, close to an object that might have been asundia, but the neglected topiary intervened,
blotting most of whatever it was from view, and her long-range vision was not good, though she wore
glasses only to drive. She squinted at it for awhile, but it seemed to be motionless now, or had
disappeared. The garden was bordered by a hedge; beyond, the land fell away into adeep fold of the
valey, only the high stone wall marking the boundary of the property. Clouds shaped like the underside
of huge boats paddied across the sky. The colors were gray-brown, gray-green, gray-white, a hundred
aquatints of gray. A brisk wind was hurrying the cloud boats, breaking their trailsinto scuds of cirrus
foam. In between, isolated sunbeams stalked the remote landscape, touching the earth with fleeting tracks
of brilliance. Gaynor recollected from the previous day that the house faced roughly southeast, so it
seemed safe to deduce that it was till morning, though whether early or late she could not tell. Now she
had summoned the nerve to look out she could not look away; she drew achair up to the window and
sat there, dbows on the sill, gazing down the long hillsdeinto ablur of distance.

She wasinterrupted by a sound behind her: the click of alock, and the door opening. She started and
turned.

"Good morning,” said Harbeak. His manner, as aways, wasthat of theideal servant but hisvoicewasa
dead monotone, and in the stronger light she could see the dough of his face pinched and kneaded into
tiny peaks and troughs that somehow gave him less expression, not more. "I'm afraid you missed
breakfast: | looked in onyou at half past nine, but you were deeping. However, | will bring you some
lunch presently. Firg, | expect you would like to use the toilet.”

Gaynor reddened, remembering the fruit bowl. She said: "Yes, please," and then wished she hadn't put in
the please, sensing that on some deeper leve, far below his outward impassivity, he was taking pleasure
in her subjection, her embarrassment, her exposure to petty indignity. She wondered suddenly if it was he
who had carried her to bed, he who had removed her jacket and shoes, perhaps searching her, touching
her, exploring the secret niches of her body. She shuddered, and knew that the shudder reached him, and
thrilled through him in agpasm of unholy satisfaction.

"Follow me," he said. "Remember you are watched. All thetime.”
The nightmare creatures with their oozing mouths. . . eyes, eyesin apaneed room. ..

She pushed the fantasies away, looking for security cameras, though she saw none. She had horrors
enough without imagining more.

"l won't try to escape,” she said. For the present, it wastrue. Shefelt too physically week, too unsure of
her ground.

"Y ou won't succeed,” heretorted. Or maybe it wasn't aretort, just an affirmation. His tone provided no
cue

The lavatory had alock on the door, giving her afew minutes of privacy, but no window. Evenif there
had been, she knew she would have been unable to clamber out. At aguessthey were on thethird floor,
and it was along way down.

Back in her room Harbeak brought her lunch consisting of thick vegetable soup, brown bread, cheese. "'l
want to see Will," she said, as he set down thetray. "Whereis he?'

"Somewhere less comfortable than here," Harbeak responded, ignoring her request.

The day passed with horrible downess. Prison must be like this, Gaynor decided, dull, dull, dull, but
without the edge of fear to sharpen the tedium into regular bouts of panic. She had no television, no



book, nothing to do but think, nothing to think about but her current predicament. Thinking sent her pulse
into a crescendo and drove her to beat on the door, crying to be let out, finaly controlling herself with an
effort that seemed to drain all her willpower. But no one answered, no one came. At other times she
stood by the window, trying to bend or didodge the bars, but they were cemented in, and the iron was
rigid and immovable. And if | could shift them, she thought, how would | get down? In stories, heroines
made use of knotted sheets; but although sheets were available they were too strong to tear, and she had
neither knife nor scissorsto help her out. In any case, she had never been any good at rope climbing
when shewas at school, and she saw no likelihood of dramatic improvement now. But | suppose it
would be worse, she concluded, if | made the rope, and knew how to climb, and still couldn't get
between the bars.

Periodically she checked the mirror, made wary by experience, looking for reflections that should not
have been there, lifting it clear of the wall to search for technologica devices. But it remained just a
mirror, glossy, limpid, asif any memoriesit might have retained had been polished out of existence. You
are watched, Harbesk had said, and she went frantic investigating portraits for eyeholes, examining light
fittings and the knobs on drawer and cabinet for miniaturized cameras. He said it to frighten me, she
decided, asif that were necessary. He was probably watching her now, enjoying her fear, savoring
it—but from where? She had turned over every wood louse. She tried hate instead of fear—not for Dr.
Laye, who was too potent, too awesome afigure, far beyond any passion of hers—but for Harbeak,
Harbeak with hisimpeccable suit and his facade of courtesy and his elusive resemblance to Goebbels.
But she was no better at hating than she was at rope climbing. Her enmity was a poor, weak thing, an
ember that never grew into aflame, and the thought of what Harbeak might have doneto her in her
degp—what he might yet do—only filled her with horror and disgust. Disgust not only at him but at
hersdf: her fear, her vulnerability, her helplessness, her sheer imbecility for being here. We should never
have come, she thought. Fern will return to her body without our help. What did the Spirit say? | have
cast the augury, and seen her. Shewill awaken, and come hereto find us, and it would be better if she
had stayed in acomaforever.

A depression crept over her that was worse than panic, gray and hopeless. In the late afternoon Harbeak
brought her acup of teaand aplate of cookies. Shelooked at him with dull eyes."Y our friend will be
here soon,” he said, not to encourage her but to goad. " She will want you to live. The master issure of it."

"Which master?' said Gaynor, and for amoment he looked afraid. He withdrew without further
comment.

After dark he brought her supper, and took her for the obligatory visit to the toilet. Therewas an air of
repressed excitement about him, like ahabitua wife killer who plansto spend the evening sawing up the
corpse. Gaynor thought: | must do something. | must do something. A different kind of fever gripped
her; she had passed through despair into desperation.

Left done, her vague resolution crystallized. Fortunately, she had read plenty of the right sort of
books—not "serious’ literary fiction where the heroines have single-parent status and unsuccessful love
affairsand Angst, but the kind where they have to escape from locked rooms on ropes of knotted sheets,
or by hitting an unwary jailer over the head with aconvenient blunt instrument. When Fern arrives,
Gaynor reasoned, hell come to escort me downgtairs. He won't expect an attack: he believes metoo
cowed, too terrified, incapable of action. And he was shorter than her; the blow would be easy. She
could hide behind the door and he would walk into the room . . . She needed something to lull him, to
draw himin and keep him off guard. If she plumped up the duvet, bunched her swegater on the pillow—it
was maroon, and asmooth knit, but in abad light it might passfor brown, and hair. She would have to
wait in the dark—but no, that wouldn't do, he would switch on the main light. Better to leave the lamp on
beside the washstand: that cast arestricted glow floorward that did not reach the bed. She took off her



swester, began to arrange the bedding. All she needed now was a blunt instrument.

But there were few to choose from. She considered unscrewing aleg from the bedside table, but the legs
werefixed in place and alopsided table would have looked suspicious. Pictures, she knew, were only
used in comedy: you can't knock someone out with a sheet of canvas. Findly she settled on her old friend
the chinabowl. It waslarge, and should be heavy enough, even if it broke. Besides, shefelt it was
somehow gppropriate. She sat on the nearest chair, clutching the bowl, listening for an approaching
footstep, therattle of akey. She wastrembling, but shetold hersalf it didn't matter. Y ou don't need a
steady hand to hit aman on the head.

She sat there for what seemed like hours. Her trembling increased to teeth-chattering spasms and then
diminished to agentle shiver asthe tenson mounted and ebbed insde her. At long last, when she had
amost gone beyond anticipation, she heard footstepsin the passageway. She darted behind the door,
gripping the bowl in both hands. He took along time with the key and she began to tremble again: when
she glanced down she saw her arms shaking like jelly in an earthquake. The door opened; she lifted the
bowl. A dark figure strode toward the bed—

A tdl dark figure, in jeans. The bowl dropped from Gaynor's dackened fingers and spun on the carpet.

"Will!" shecried. "Oh, WilI!" And even as he turned she grasped his sweatshirt, tears starting in her eyes,
and buried her facein his chest.

XVI

The wolf appeared very suddenly in the middle of the road. Fern saw the flash of its eyesin the headlights
and swerved violently, ending up on the opposite verge. Bradachin was flung across the passenger seat
clutching the bag with the head; from within it came amuffled oath. Fern did not stop to apologize. She
jerked on the hand brake and shot out of the door in a single movement. She was amost certain she had
missed it but the wolf waslying on the tarmac: the light from the interior of the car was just sufficient to
show the pattern of ribsin its panting flank, the clumsy bandage that bound oneleg. "Lougarry?' Fern
gasped. "What's happened to you?' The she-wolf half raised her head, then let it fal back on the ground.
But Fern fdlt the heartbegt in her Sde, saw the straining breath come and go. Carefully shelifted the
injured leg, made out the blood on the cotton, and other stains, not darkly red but blue and yellow. Paint.
"Will did this" she said. "Only Will would use paint rags. . . I've got to get you into the car. Bradachin!
Can you open the back door? Leave—that. Ishedl right?'

"He'samickle bruised and no very blithe, but—aye, we're
baith right enough. I didnaken yewould drive the carriage in sae hellirackit—"
"Never mind dl that. Get the door open and help me.”

Between them, they managed to lift Lougarry into the back of the car. "I think that leg's broken," said
Fern. She heard the faint confirmation in her mind. "Try not to jolt it. We need to get her to avet—"

"I'm no sae partia tae werebeasties" Bradachin was muttering. "Even if they canna change themselves.
Sheand |, weve dways waked round one ancther. 1t would be mair healthsome if we didna get too
close. That road, we'verested friendly . . ."

Trapped, said the whisper in Fern'shead. Will released me. Went back—for Gaynor. Theleg . . . will
keep. Caracandal . . .

"Notime" sad Fern. "Where are they? At—what's the name of it?>—Drakemyre Hall?"



She sensed rather than heard the warning. Danger. Azmodel .
" Azmodel ?"
What is here, is also there. The power of the Old One. . .

"Y ou mean—" Fern struggled for comprehension "—the dimensions overlap? The world we know,
and—the world beyond?'

Azmodel is hisplace. Hislair. Wherever heis, it is. The house. Maybe—the museum. Heisthere.
He must he.

"Dr. Laye" said Fern. "'l know."

As he can possess the human mind, so Azmodel . . . can possessthe place. Thereis... great danger
. The she-wolf's unheard voice was getting weaker and weaker. Morlochs. . .

"What are morlochs?" asked Fern.
It was Bradachin who answered, his grumbles forgotten. "Pugwidgies.”

Asshedrove away it took an effort of salf-discipline for Fern to keep her speed down. She found her
pressure on the accelerator peda was increasing dmost in spite of herself and her lips clenched as she
eased her foot upward; minutes later apolice car passed her, traveling in the other direction. She dlowed
hersdlf aflegting vision of what might happen if she was stopped, with dl her Gift channded into
maintaining her own stirength. Bradachin would be able to fade from the picture, but that would still leave
an injured wolf on the backseat and a disembodied head in front. For amoment, the specter of asmile
relaxed her taut mouth.

"What amuses you, Fernanda?' asked the head. Bradachin had |eft the bag open and the ice-blue eyes
watched her as she drove.

"Nothing," she answered. "Nothing | can explain, anyway."

"I heard you laughing in the Underworld," he said, "down among the ghosts where no laughter has
sounded since time began. And now—now you are heading for a confrontation with powers far beyond
your scope, and your own life and the lives of those you love are at stake, yet you smile. But | do not
believe you smile cardesdy or laugh lightly, witch-maiden.”

"Maybe not," said Fern. "But when everything isdark it isimportant to smile, or to laugh, if you can.
Laughter has a power of itsown. It's ahuman thing—or have you forgotten so soon?"

"Dragons do not laugh,” the head replied. "That was the only power | knew. It islateto learn of laughter,
when you are dead.”

"It'sjust—unusud," said Fern.

She pulled over briefly to consult her map of the Ddes, on which Drakemyre Hall featured by name. The
road was empty now and when she calculated they were drawing near she switched off the headlights.
The crest of the ridge became visible, black againgt the pale underbelly of the clouds. Farther on, she
made out the pointed spines of rooftops, the spiky silhouettes of clustered bushes and trees. Still some
way from the entrance she stopped and began to reverse, maneuvering the car until it was right on the
verge. "Stay here" shetold Bradachin, and, with aglance a the wolf: "L ook after her."



"I'm coming wi' ye—"

"No. Y ou know what she said. Y ou wouldn't stand a chance againgt these. . . pugwidgies. Wait here."
"And who will be protecting ye? Y on heid?"

"I'mawitch,” Fern said. "I can take care of mysdlf." She picked up the bag. "Ready?"

"Yes" said the head.

She hooked the strap over her shoulder and did out of the car, closing the door as softly as she could.
The automatic light was extinguished and the night enveloped her, ahuge night of empty hillsde and silent
road and broken clouds chasing across a star-ridden sky. Her eyesight adjusted, absorbing details no
ordinary human would have seen, shadows within shadows, tiny crawlings and cregpingsin the darkness
of the grass. She followed the road to the gate, saw the tracery of ironwork athwart her path and the
paler line of the driveway beyond, curving up toward theirregular outline of the house. The stone was ill
in place, wedging the gate open: Fern squeezed through the gap. Immediately her witch senses prickled
at the change. Shefdt displaced, asif she had crossed an invisible threshold into adimension that, though
it might appear the same, was dtogether different. Here, the night was not merely aive but aware,
sapient, an entity made of the dark itself. Shefdt it watching, perhapsfor her, though it had not yet seen
the dight intruder flitting from bush to bush. The very ground seemed sengitive, like skin, and shetrod
lightly, trying not to bend a single blade of grass, merging herself into the quiet and the gloom more by
ingtinct than power. And there were moments when the actuad stuff of the land became insubstantia, and
shefelt rock beneath her feet, and the crest of the ridge soared into ameasureless cliff, imprisoning her in
avalley crack too deep for normal reckoning. She fought against the incursion of that other place,
pushing it away, focusing on the uncertain redlity al around her. And somewhere below the thin crust of
solid ground she detected afaint seismic tirring, and a pulse besat that was not that of the earth.

As she approached the house she saw the stedly glimmer of the Mercedes, and another vehicle drawn up
besideit. Coming nearer, she made out something that had once been a car. But the doors had been
wrenched and twisted from their hinges, the hood buckled, disemboweled ends of piping protruded from
the engine. Insde, sheregistered pale stuffing leaking from ripped seats, ragged wires sprouting where
the dashboard had been. Even o, she did not need to see the paintings on the residual bodywork to
recognize it. For asecond, her control failed: she was on the edge of screaming challenge and defiance.
The soft tones of the head checked her.

"Morlochs work," it said. "What was it?"
"My brother's car.”
"l smdl blood."

With her heightened sengitivity, Fern, too, could smdll it—ahot, sharp, angry smell that sent the
adrendine pounding through her veins and made the tiny hairsrise on her neck. She had never been able
to smell blood before, yet she recognized it at once. She had hoped to get Will and Gaynor away from
the house before any confrontation, but she realized now there was no chance. They were prisonerstill,
or worse. Shewastoo late for arescue, too late, perhaps, for anything, except alast stand, afinal
gamble. Further caution was futile; she could fed the watching eyes. "Stay quiet,” she admonished the
head, and pulled the flap down to cover it. Then she walked up to the front door and pressed the bell.
Within the house, she heard it echo through the hallway like a gong. There was no sound of any
approach, only the soft click as the handle turned, and the noisaless opening of the door.

It was like being trapped in adream, Gaynor thought, one of those dreams where, just when you hope



everything isgoing to work out well, the old familiar nightmare intrudes, and you are sucked back into
darkness. With the advent of Will she experi enced anillusory return to normdlity, afeding that it would
bedl right, they would come through, the horrors of her captivity would fade into unredlity; but it could
not last. They compared notes, speaking softly and urgently. Gaynor knew she must be terrified at the
idea of the dragon, seething like a potted vol cano beneath the house; yet it seemed dl apart of the
inevitable, another aspect of delirium. "They can't have checked the cdllar,” Will said. "At aguess, they
won't go near it unless they have to, so they don't know I've escaped. I'm not important; you are. You're
the hostage they wanted. This room must've been prepared for you. | was just rubbish to be dumped out
of theway."

"But how did you get in here?'

"Keys." Will patted his pocket. "After | left Lougarry | sneaked back in past the kitchen. The
butler—what's his name? Harbeak >—was in there. It must be his domain. I'm not sure what he was
doing—preparing mest, | suppose; | could see blood on hisarms—but held taken his jacket off to doit.
It was hung up by the door. While his back was turned | went through the pockets. Then he washed his
hands and started moving about the place. | waited ages before | could get upstairs.” Hetook her arm.
"Comeon. It'stimeto leave."

The room felt suddenly very safe, arefuge rather than aprison cell. When they stepped out into the
corridor its emptiness seemed somehow threatening, pregnant with the possibility of unseen watchers.
Gaynor considered mentioning that she was scared and then decided it was unnecessary. "Where'sthis
knife you found?' she asked.

"Tohand," said Will.

Heled her to the top of the stairwell. There was plenty of light here, not wavering, snister light from an
eraof gaslampsand candles, which Gaynor felt would be more appropriate, but the kind of light that had
wel comed them on the afternoon of their arriva, with lavish wattage and amellow tinge. Modern light in
an old house, pushing the dark behind the window curtains, and sweeping it under the carpet. And there
was agood ded of carpet, lapping a the walls, muffling the sairs, hiding the loose board that creaked
treacheroudy at their descent. Will whisked Gaynor out of sight on the second-floor landing. They sensed
rather than heard someone approaching below, the X-ray gaze upturned toward them, the listening of
hypersensitive ears. "Harbeak?' Will held his breath. "Harbeak!" No answer. But the man below
evidently did not fed the slence merited investigation. His departure was as noisdess as a cat, but they
caught the sound of aclosing door, sensed the withdrawa of his presence. Even so, Will waited for more
than aminute before he would alow them to move.

They hurried down the last flight of stairs, headed for the front door. A clock began to strike, making
them jump amost out of their skins. Midnight, thought Gaynor, glancing at the clock face. Thiswasthe
hour when spells ran out, when rats | eft their holes, when graveyards disgorged their dead. The clock
continued striking, loud and imperative as a summons. Any second, she expected someone to come
running in response. She shivered with sudden cold.

Will was standing by the open door. "Hurry—"
And then they were outside.

Will shut the door as quietly as he could, closing off thelight. They held hands, sumbling around the
corner of the house, colliding with the parked car in a mess of shadows. Will found hiskey by fed,
tugged at the handle. Moments later they were insdethe car, looking out at the dien night, encasedina
shdl of metd, anillusion of security. There wasno sound but the panting of the wind and clearer ill, the



scratching of an ivy tendril on the rear windshield. "'l wedged the gate,” said Will. "When we get there,
you'll haveto jump out and pull it open. It shouldn't be a problem.”

"All right.”

"l won't put the headlights on till we're out of here." He turned the key in theignition. The car shuddered
but the engine did not respond.

Gaynor thought: Therésnoivy nearby . ..

Will tried again.

"Switch onthelight!" cried Gaynor. "'l can't see!”

"Of courseyou can't. It'sdark.”

"No—I really can't see. Something's blocking the windows—"
Sheflicked the switch for theinterior light, and saw.

They weredl around, piled on top of the hood, clinging to the bodywork, their mouths pressed hungrily
againg the glass. Like her dream—the too-familiar nightmare—of hidden watchers now made visible, of
mouthsthat clung like polyps, red holesfull of tongues and teeth. "Morlochd!" cried Will, rattling the key
intheignition, but dready they heard the sound of tearing meta as the hood was ripped away, glimpsed
segments of internd tubing tossed into the air. Gaynor's window broke first, and there were arms
reaching in, prehensile hands, lizard claws. Will drew the knife and hacked at them, spattering blood over
Gaynor, the dashboard, the seating, but there were too many, too many, and hiswindow splintered, and
the door wastorn from its hinges, and he was rolling on the ground, stabbing at creatures he could hardly
see. Gaynor had given only one short scream, and that frightened him most of al, because aslong ashe
could hear her scream he knew shewas dive.

"Enough!” It wasthe voice of Azmordis. Will had heard it just once, in afantasy, in atrance, when he
was a boy, but he knew it immediately. It was avoice of adamant, dark as dark matter, and as empty as
gpace. "It isnot yet timeto feed. Bring them back into the house.”

Will managed to dide the knife out of sight before both his arms were seized in adozen different grips.
Hefdt the blood soaking through hisjeans, and hoped it wasn't his. The sound of sobbing nearby must
be Gaynor. He could not see Dr. Laye save as a degper blackness against the night, but he appeared
taller than any ordinary man and the aura of his occupant was astangible asasmell.

Behind, they heard the clamor of destruction as the morlochsinvaded the car, unraveling the wiring,
rending both plastic and stedl. My car, thought Will, and he felt asif they were wrecking one of his
paintings, something intringc to himsdlf, but there was no time for anger, no time for trauma. Ther last
chance was gone and he must think to save hislife, because that was dl he had léft. . .

Harbeak was waiting for them in the entrance hall. The morlochs fell back from the light, becoming a part
of their surroundings: an ornament with eyes, a pattern that moved. "Don't try to run,” said Dr. Laye, his
voice hisown once more. "They're dill there." And, to Harbeak, in asnarl: "How did this boy get out of
thecdlar?'

"He cut hisway around the lock. It can't have been done with astandard knife: he must have used a
mechine"

"And whereisthis maching?"'



n I donlt_ll

Jerrold Laye rounded on Will, and he saw for the first time the gray face and the eyesthat seemed to
bleed around the rim. "How did you do it?"

"The Gift is hereditary,” sad Will. "What makes you so sureit isonly my sster who hasit?’
"The Gift cannot cut through a solid door."

"Haveit your ownway." In one of his pockets he had asmall penknife that he used occasiondly for the
application of oil paint. Hetook it out and tossed it on the carpet. It was anidiotic gamble, a
preposterous bluff; but he did not want them to search him, and find the dagger. "Y ou try hacking through
adoor with that,” he said with what he hoped would pass for scorn.

"Takeit," ordered Dr. Laye.

Harbeak picked it up and undipped the blade. It was short, and blunt, and red with paint, not blood.
"Thiswouldn't cut through paper!”

"Yet hegot out . . . The Gift takes many forms. There are those who could make a sword out of such a
knife, and pierce aman's heart with it. He has no aura of magic, but power can be hidden: | gather his
Sster has dways hidden hers. Perhapsit would be prudent to kill him now . . ."

"Fern will never bargain with her brother's murderer,” Will said.

Laye studied him for along minute with baleful eyes. "L ock them both up! And try not to losethe key.
Asfor you, boy, remember: the rnorlochs will be watching you every moment. They will bein the room
with you, under the bed, behind the pictures, on the wrong side of the mirror. One stupid move, and they
will be on you—and then there will be nothing left for even awitch to find."

"Shewill find you," said Will, "wherever you runto." But his defiance was meaningless, and they both
knew it. He was counting his survival by the minute; every bregth, every heartbeat was aminor
achievement.

Harbeak led them back to the upstairs room where Gaynor had been imprisoned before. Behind them,
the wallsrippled, the carpet crawled. The rnorlochs were following.

There was no sound of any approach. Only the soft click as the handle turned, and the noisaless opening
of the door.

Somewhere at the back of her mind Fern registered the warm eectric light, the densaly carpeted floor
and picture-hung walls, but without surprise or interest. All her attention was focused el sewhere. She
sad: "I'vecometo see Dr. Laye."

And: "l think he's expecting me.”

It was Harbeak who betrayed surprise, agleam of derision brightening the shadow band over his eyes.
Perhaps, having been permitted aglimpse of his master's schemes, he had been expecting acliche of a
witch, endowed with height and arrogance and awild mane of hair. Not thiswaiflike cresture, hardly
more than agirl, with her straight bob and serious featuresin asmal pale face. The contempt showed in
hisvoice. "I'll ask if hell seeyou.”

"Hell sseme," she said, and stepped uninvited ingde. Here the rules had aready been broken, and she
could trespass. Har-beak drew back from her, feeling a sudden cold: the cold of the Underworld where



she had walked, of the River of Death where she had dipped her hand. The chill of indrawn power, the
iceinicy control.

"Takemeto him." Her eyes, too, were cold, green in the mellow light.

He gave aquick jerk of the head by way of assent, his customary facade of the perfect butler discarded
or forgotten. Like Will and Gaynor before her, she followed him aong the corridor and into the drawing
room.

Dr. Layewaswaiting for her. Dr. Laye, not Azmordis. She had seen the Oldest of Spirits before, across
arestaurant table behind the face of Javier Holt, and in the dead blind gaze of Ixavo, ten thousand years
ago intheruin of Atlantis. But she knew more of him now: she had gazed into the spellfire and seen him
worshiped, both as god and demon; she had glimpsed the void of hisunsoul, and the horror of that void,
his horror, and all the bitterness and cruelty and evil that it engendered. Hell is not other people, she
thought. Hell isaways and only yoursdf. And Az-modd was hisvision of that Hell, a place of beauty and
dread, where dl color was poison, and every flower was deformed, and nothing grew save by
enchantment; nothing was red, nothing died, nothing lived. His Eden, his nightmare concept of Paradise,
not an embellishment of truth but adigtortion, an illuson whaose roots went deep in Time. He had grown
for her, grown in stature and in terror, but her resolution, too, had grown. Shelooked into the gray
countenance of Jerrold Laye and saw a pinpoint glimmer of amind huge beyond imagining, an endless
depth of evil, an unrdenting dark. It occurred to her that somewhere within himsdf Laye's own mind and
soul must be warped into madness from the sheer pressure of such an invader—even more than from
contact with the dragon—and the man who spoke to her was a being from whom al norma human
reactions had long been eradicated.

Hesad: "Wedcome," and smiled, athin gray smile, red on theinside. "We have waited many yearsfor
you. It isgood to see you come as a supplicant at last.”

Fern made no comment. Her right hand rested lightly on her bag but her thoughts steered away fromit,
lest he, or his cohabitant, should be able to read them.

"Tekeaseat." Heindicated achair, and she sat down. "May | offer you adrink?’
"No."

"I see. No doubt you would not touch my food either. How very careful of you, my dear. However, |
trust you will overcome these pregjudices in the—immediate—future. Once we have cometo an
agreement ..."

"Where are my brother and my friend?"
"Wewill cometo that in time. Try to cultivate patience. Firstly, we have important matters to discuss—"

"Where are they?' Shewas on her feet again, but heloomed over her, and the mellow light could not
warm hisashen face. "Arethey dl right?'

"They are dive. For the moment, that will have to content you. Sit down."

"Azmordisl" She gazed up into his eyes, saw the dow pale glimmer that suffused the blue, the gradua
gpparition of hisother, hishidden partner, his master.

He repeated: "We have important mattersto discuss,” but hisvoice had changed. A lean gray hand thrust
her back into the chair with more-than-human strength. "'Y ou have come along way snce we last met.
The power hasgrown in you: | can fed it. Y our body isweary but the Gift isall you need—it istheriver



inyour veins, the engine of your spirit. Y our so-called friends doubted you, did you know that? They
thought you were lost forever. But | knew you would find away back. | know you better than kith or
kin—certainly better than Caracandal Brokenwand, who would be your mentor. Y ou havelearned a
great dedl, | think, but not from him."

"l learned from Morgus,” she said.

"So the old hag lingers ill! It was she then who stole your spirit, that night in the snow . . . and now you
are her pupil, her messenger perhaps. Running errands for amad crone whose ambitions stretch no
farther than the coastline of this petty ide. A waste of your talents, amisuse of your power. My vassdage
would serve you otherwise."

Fernsaid: "l am no onesvassd." Shelooked away from the baleful stare that sought to hold and
mesmerize her, fixing her gaze stonily on chair, lamp, wal. "I came hereto find Will and Gaynor. | know
you havethem. | saw thewrecked car. | smelled the blood. Arethey hurt?!

"Y ou shdl seethem," He went to the door, called for Harbeak. "Bring our guests.”

Therewas await that seemed interminable, though in redlity it was only aminute or two, and then
Harbeak, dtill in derisive parody of the perfect butler, ushered themin. Their clotheswere torn, their
exposed limbs marked with scratches and dried blood. Gaynor looked both desperate and wretched,
Will warily dert. But their hands were not tied and they appeared to have suffered no seriousinjury. Fern
fought the upsurge of rdlief and anger, hope and fear, keeping her expression till if not calm, showing
nothing. She knew Azmordiswould leave no obvious|oopholes.

"Releasethem,” she said. "They haveno part in this. Y our businessiswith me."

"Y ou gave them their part,” he responded. She thought he was gloating; shefelt hewasimplacable. "Itis
for you to release them.”

"How?'
She had spoken too quickly: her eagerness betrayed her.
He amiled, sure of victory.

"Ally yourself with me. Morgus, no doubt, has taught you much—and demanded a high price. Only
through me can you be free of her, for al your proud words. Y ou need my power, as| need yours. The
Brokenwand cannot aid you. He has nothing to offer but acheap philosophy and the ethics of a
hypocrite. His hands are empty. Without me, you are lost. Bind yourself to me: you have no choice.
Once before we talked of these things, when you were too young to understand; you are wiser now.
Give meyour Gift, and | will restoreit to you a hundredfold, | will set you among the greet, the rare, the
few. You will be morethan Merlin or Nimue, more than Zohrane, the queen of Atlantis—"

"No!" Thewhispered protest came from Gaynor. "Don't listen to him! He will cheat you—"

"I know," mouthed Fern. Harbeak seized Gaynor'swridt, twisting it; her warning was cut off in agasp of
pan.

"Leave her!" cried Will, and "Leave her," said Fern. Dr. Laye made a curt gesture, and Harbeak let her
go.

"If | refuse?"' Fern asked.



"Look around you." The paneled walls dissolved into araw light; the expensive furnishings and antique
ornaments were gone. There was rock beneath their feet. The prisoners stared about them, blank with
shock, seeing the lakes of vermilion and scarlet and green, the cliffs on either Sderising to immeasurable
heights, the sky crack in between. The sun, as dways, gppeared to be caught in the gap, sinking dowly
toward the valey'sthroat. Heat shimmered from the many faces of stone. But Fern barely glanced at the
scene: sheknew it too well. In front of her, Dr. Laye seemed to have grown, towering againgt the sunlight
like a shadow made flesh, hisfeatures dimmed savefor thelivid glitter in hiseyes. Thiswas hisplace, his
lair, and he drew strength from it, waxing in might, becoming visibly lessand lessaman. "Do you know
whereyou are?'

"l anin Drakemyre Hall," said Fern doggedly. "We arein Y orkshire. Outside, it isdark.”

"Don't try to resst. You aretoo small, too weak. Y our power is dready strained keeping you on your
feet. ThisisAzmodd. These areits creatures. Look well, Fernanda.”

And so they came, the morlochs, asin the spellfire, from cranny and crevice, from shade and
sunshimmer, closing on Will and Gaynor, dowly, dowly. Fern saw without looking the daver of their
mouths, the light that dimed over mottled skin and scabrous paw.

Thevoice of Azmordissaid: "These are the locusts of Azmodd. They are made of hunger. Deny me, and
you will seeyour brother and your friend devoured before your eyes, knowing that with aword you
could have saved them."

Fern thought: | didn't planfor this, | didn't plan at al. | don't know what to do. Ragginbone wasright: |
should have waited. | don't know what todo . . .

Shesad, throughrigid lips: "Werein Y orkshire," but the scene did not change. Will'sleft hand found
Gaynor's, hisright moved toward the hidden knife. Beside them, Harbeak looked no longer like abutler:
his short legs had bowed, his hair writhed into curls around thrusting horns. His face glistened with
anticipation.

The morlochs dunk nearer.
"Choose, Fernanda," said Azmordis.

The thought raced around and around in her head, leafing at light speed through everything she had learnt,
from the spdllfire, from Caracanda, from Morgus. The head could not help her, her Gift wasdl but
drained: she had nothing with which tofight . . .

| don't know whattodo. . .
And then she knew. One choice remained. One move.

Shesad: "l must submit.” And hesitantly, asif in doubt, she extended her hand. Dr. Laye responded, the
man, not the master, amorta reflex. PAlm touched palm, Fern's smal fingers were caught in its gray bony
grasp—hut it was she who held on, her grip tightening on his while she reached out with mind and will,
drawing on his power, his Gift . . . She had seen Caracanda borrow from Alimond, Morgus bloated
with the power of the Tree. Hand-locked, she sucked his vigor into her body, into her spirit, like the
desperate inhdation that revives adrowning man—

But the power that rushed into her was not from Jerrold Laye. It was from Azmordis.

It swept through her like avast black surge, lifting her on the crest of atsunami, so shefdt hersdlf
growing, sweling, while the world shrank, and the tide of morlochswas acrawling of ants, and their prey



dwindled into insgnificance. Azmordis was taken by surprise, even he, and hisfleshly home sagged and
crumpled, and his shriek of startled fury was abruptly curtailed. The morlochs, freed from restraint,
gprang toward their feast—Will's knife gleamed black in the sunset—Harbeak crouched on goat legs,
and legpt. But a spear hurled from behind a stone took him in the chest, splitting him from rib to spine.
Gaynor cried: "Fern! Help us!”, and she fought to regain her Sdif, loosing her hold on Dr. Laye; the
power crackled from her outflung arm in acurrent of dark lightning, and the foremost morlochsfell like
swatted flies. There was an instant when room and valley overlapped, the walls closed on sunlight, and
the carrion dead were scattered on sofaand carpet. Then there were only the three of them, and the
dumped figure of Jerrold Laye, and Bradachin cleaning his spear on acushion.

"Quick!" panted Fern. "The window! Hell recover any minute—"

They scrambled over the sill; the ground was only alittle way below. After the sunglare of Azmodd the
darkness blinded them, but still they ran, guided by the night-eyed goblin, down the drive, toward the
gate. Above, the clouds redled, the stars screamed in their tracks. Fern had no breath either to thank
Bradachin or to scold him for disobeying her order; she could fed the energy ebbing from muscle and
snew, the dragging of limbs suddenly weighted. The bag bounced at her Side, hampering her movements.
She hoped the head was not too bruised by such a battering. The gate was near but behind she heard
Azmordis, hisvoice grown to agigantic boom, summoning his remaining creaturesto the chase. Inthe
garden the shadows sprang to life, skimming over the earth with flab foot and claw foot, reaching out with
ahundred hands—

Too late. Thefugitives were through the gap, staggering onto the road, and the gate to Drakemyre Hall
swung shut behind them.

"They can't crossthe boundary,” Fern was saying; she clutched her brother to steady hersdlf. "We must
get tothecar. Thisway."

"Ligten." Will, too, wasfighting for breath. "Theres a dragon— abloody dragon—in a cave—under the
cdlar. If heletsit loose— wewon't have aprayer.”

"Hewill," said Fern. "Comeon."
"You're hurt." Gaynor wrapped an arm around her.

"Just—puggled,” Fern managed, with half asmile. They could make out the car now, an inky shape
agang theverge. "I'll keep going ... aslong as | need to." She hoped shewasright. "You get in. | have
something to do. If | faill—drivelike hdl.”

"We can't leave you—"

"The Gift will protect me," Fern prevaricated, pushing them toward the car. "Bradachin?"
"Aye?

"Take care of them. And thanks."

it't»

Aye. She stepped back into the road, pouring the last of her power in aflood tide through her body. She
was suddenly aware of her physical being asamass of living cells, pulsing, growing, of the torrent of her
blood, the piston thump of her heart. She breathed, and the night flowed into her like an éixir. Behind her
Will, Gaynor, and Bradachin stood beside the car. Will had taken the keys and unlocked, but by some
unspoken concensus none of them made any moveto get in. Bradachin held his spear at the ready, the



butt end resting lightly on the ground. Twenty yards away, beyond the gate, they saw Dr. Laye appear.

In Azmodd he had seemed to be made of shadow, but now he shone with adim phosphorescence, asif
the wereglow that filled his eyeswith theinvason of Azmordis had infected skin, hair, even clothing. Fern
thought he did not walk but glided over the ground. He passed through the gate and moved out into the
middle of the road. "Did you think the boundary would hold me?' he said, and Gaynor started, for
though he spoke very softly the sound seemed to come from close by. "Fool! This is not the gate through
which you can escape me. Y ou have been very clever, Fernanda, too clever for your own good. To sted
power from an immorta—to grab at my spirit like a pickpocket—that is blasphemy, and blasphemy
merits the ultimate punishment. Y ou have thrown away al your choices, al your chances. Y ou—and your
companions—are doomed.”

Bradachin readied his spear, but Fern did not answer. Her earlier impatience had gone. Her heartbeat
sounded like agreat drum in the stillness of the night.

"How did it fed," taunted Azmordis, "to taste—just for afew seconds—the power that might have been
yoursal your life? Was it not sweet, to ride the darkness, to touch godhood? Then die regretting, and
may your bitterness endure even beyond the world!"

"I have no regrets,” said Fern, and her voice was clear and cold againgt his giant whisper.

"Youwill!" heretorted, and now hiswords were loud with the anticipation of triumph. "Did you imagine
the morlochs were my only servants? Run, Fernanda, ere| cal on onewho isnot bound in
Azmodd—one againg whom your fegble Gift is meaningless. Run while you can!”

Helifted his hand, and from his mouth came a noise that no human throat should be ableto achieve, the
bellow of tearing rock, of wounded earth. Power stabbed from his fingers and lanced toward the house,
searing through the solid stonework, splitting it from gable to cellar. Windows shattered, floors crumbled,
foundations groaned. Chimneysteetered and fell. Asif in dow motion the two haves of the building
pulled apart; floorboards, furniture, vases, paintings crashed into the new-made chasm. A pae glimmer of
dust roseinto the dark. "The time has come!” said Jerrold Laye. "Arise, Tenegrys! Arise, and cometo
mal”

A red light sprang from the depths of the house, showing the raw edges of torn plaster and paneling, the
black gape of exposed rooms. At its source, Fern thought she could see a minute dart of flame.

Will said to Gaynor: " Get in the car

She opened the door but stayed where she was, held by a fascination beyond fear, unable to wrench her
gazefromthe Hdll.

Stubbornly, knowing it would be futile, Bradachin hefted the spear.
And then the dragon came.

It burst from its prison like an erupting volcano, rearing skyward on the jet thrust of its own rage—no
longer the snake-dender creature Fern had seen in the spllfire but atitan among reptiles. It rosetwice as
high as the house—three times—four—shaking huge chunks of debrisfrom itssides asif they were
crumbs. Vast umbrela pinions opened out, fanning the flames exploring the lower storiesinto a
conflagration; the uncoiling of itswhiplash tail flattened the resdud wallsin its sweth. On the giant S-bend
of throat and belly, chinks of hesat flickered between the scaeslike thefire cracksin alavaflow. It was
greater and more terrible than anything they had imagined, yet an awefilled them that was stronger than
terror, so that for amoment even Gaynor felt that such asight surpassed al self-concern, erasing the
prospect of imminent death. Thiswas the epitome of dream and nightmare, of aspiration and fantasy, and



it was there, it was real—its fury made the air throb— and the beauty and the dread and the splendor of
it engulfed their hearts. It threw back its head and roared with the exultation of sudden freedom, belching
afire column that reached the underside of the lowest cloud and sent a hundred tentacles of flame
coruscating across the canopy. Then it was airborne, its wingbeats quickening to agale that drove blazing
emberslike leaves. In the garden, pieces of topiary ignited and misshapen shadows fled dong the broken
paths, trailing sparks. The dragon swooped low over the hillside, landing by the gate, asnap of itsjaws
mashing theiron fretwork like abundle of twigs. Will drew his knife—a pointless reflex—and Bradachin
poised his spear for the throw. Fern did not move.

The flamelight played over Dr. Laye, emphasizing his corpse color so he resembled Desth himself,
gtaking the brimstone pits of Hell. "Tenegrys!™ he ordered, and in his voice were two voices, echo within
echo, invader and invaded, "hereis mest for you, after your long fasting! These are my enemies. | give
them to you. Hunt and feed!"

The dragon arched its spine, the great head swung around. Fern stood right inits path, silhouetted against
the glare. Shelooked very small and helpless, clutching her bag. (Will thought in sudden pain: How like a
girl .. . HisFern, who had never been like other girls.) One hand dipped under the flap, seized a hunk of
gemand hair . . .

The dragon lunged—

—and stopped, hdfway to thekill, abruptly immobilized, suspended in midspring on the tremor of its
wings

"Look well, Tenegryd" Fern cried, lifting the fruit of the Tree as high as she could. "Behold the head of
RuvindraLal"

Bradachin lowered his spear, but his grip did not dacken. Will and Gaynor stared in incredulous horror at
the object Fern held, at its stunted gorge and tangle of hair . . .

Dr. Laye was motionless, momentarily dumbfounded. "It'sanillusion,” he croaked. "Fekery—a
charlatan'strick . . . Takeher! | command you!"

But the dragon stooped until its muzzle was on aleved with the head, and the forked tongue extruded,
investigating remembered features. Fern sensed the ebbing of itsrage, touched avoid of old sorrow, and
long loneliness. "'Y ou have grown greet, Angharid," said the head—and to Will and Gaynor, looking for
the speaker, redization was perhaps more shocking than the advent of the dragon. "I can call you little
crocodile no longer. Indeed you are the Infernest, like your father, Pharaizon, lord of dragonkind.” The
rumblein the mongter'sthroat was amost apurr. "I betrayed you,” Ruvindra continued, and hisvoice
was double-edged. "Before you were born, | endaved you to Azmordis, the ancient Spirit who dew me
inreward. But | kept faith with you in death, as| could not in life. Take heed! The one who seeksto
command you now—to control you—is atogether faithless. That same Spirit hashissoul iniits
claws—hisvery words are not hisown."

"Lies!" shrieked Dr. Laye. "That thing isachest—achimera— itisthegirl talking! Kill her! Kill her
now!"

Clouds moved across the dragon's eyes; doubt struggled with comprehension in the primitive smplicities
of itsbrain. Fern fdt its thought as something huge and tangible, an eementd intelligence dl passon and

hunger.

"Hewill useyou,” Ruvindraperssted, "and ultimately destroy you. He lustsfor the Stone splinter that lies
beneath your heart, last relic of apower he cannot hold. She whom he would have you kill isthe



witch-maiden whaose art brought me here, even from beyond the world—from the Eternal Treewhere
hung in purgatory with other such fruit. | would have you befriend her, Angharia, as she has befriended
me. Will you do this?"

"Sheisno charmer!" raged Dr. Laye. "Don't you see? Sheis using that grotesgue puppet to turn you
agang me—"

He stretched out hisarm, impossibly far, snatching at the head with distended fingers—but the dragon
wheeled, snake swift for dl itssize, and ahissing javein of flame barred hisway.

"Azmordisrevedshimsdf!" said Ruvindra. "Has any norma man such areach?'
Tenegrys swung back toward him: gaze met gaze.
The charmer said softly: "Trust me, Angharid—if you can. | returned only for that.”

At the periphery of her vision Fern saw Dr. Laye move—not a natural movement but a sudden spasm,
jerking at his body. His eyes widened—and widened—the lids pedled back from bulging eyebdls; his
teeth rattled; foam bubbled from the corner of his mouth. He seemed to be trying to speak, to plead, but
the only sounds that escaped from his contorted throat were shapel ess and uninteligible. Hisjoints
twisted until the ligaments snapped; at one point his head gppeared to be wrenched around until it was al
but back to front . . . And behind him, his shadow rose upward, expanding and thickening, a separate
entity, darker than the darkness againgt which it stood. The flamelight could not touch it; it extended a
monstrous hand—

But the dragon bellowed, and atongue of fire seared its very core, blagting it into tiny darknesses that
fled away over hill and hollow to re-form on some other horizon, in some other place, and only the man
remained, crawling on crippled limbs, whimpering. For an instant, a heartbesat, Fern saw into the dregs of
his soul, deprived of dreams, of certainty, of power, a shrunken, cowering thing. He whispered: "Mercy!
| beg you ... All | wanted was the dragon—to ruleiit, to be onewithit, like my ancestorslong ago . . ."

"Bemerciful," sad Ruvindra

The flamethat hit Jerrold Laye must have been hotter than the surface of the sun. In amillisecond hewas
gone, reduced to a puff of ash, asmear ontheroad . . .

Gaynor murmured: "Dear God."
"Itiswel,” said Ruvindra

Fern'sarm was beginning to tremble from the strain of holding him aoft, but she dared not relax. The
dragon’'s maw was very near: she could see the wisps of smoke threading between itsteeth, the
blackened chasm of itsnodtril. Its breeth smelled like an inferna ventilator and the heet of it was
beginning to shrivel her cheek.

"And now," said the head, "I, too, have need of your mercy. | am trapped in this—vessa—this unholy
apple—until it perishes. Only then may | pass Death's portd. Set mefree.”

The dragon made a strange noi se somewhere between asnarl and ayammer.

"I do not command you," Ruvindrasaid. "Neither | nor any man hasthat right. Give me aquick road to
eternity, or let merot." Tenegrys dropped its head in submission: itsgrief and anguish invaded the mind of
every watcher, eclipsing lesser emotion. The dragon could not weep, but Gaynor, forgetful of danger, felt
thetearsstart in her eyes. "Itiswdll," repeated the dragon charmer. "Afterward, if you will, give your



alegiance to the witch, in gratitude for us both. And when | am indeed no more, remember that | loved
thee, and | did not fall theeintheend.”

The great head descended till lower, the double-pronged tongue flickered out asin akiss. The last
words were spoken so quietly that only Fern could hear them. "Farewdll, FernandaMor-cadis. If | had a
heart, it would go with thee." And then came asingle shaft of concentrated flame—Fern felt her arm
scorched, though somehow the skin was unmarked—and the black fruit was consumed, and dl that
remained was alock of hair, clagped in her hand.

She stood silent, so full of lossthat she was oblivious to exhaustion and peril, to the proximity of the
dragon, to the others waiting beside the car. It seemed to her that the night grew still in that moment, and
thewind held its bresth, the clouds hated in their pathways through the upper air, the starsfroze. But it
was only her fancy. Her right hand fell to her side. Shelooked up, and saw the dragon's jaws barely a
yard away, dill dightly parted, and ared glimmer of flame receding down the tunndl of itsthroat. She
knew she should be &fraid, but she had no emotion left. The dragon watched her with eyeslike globes of
blood.

And then sheredlized that the last move wasfor her. She held out thelock of hair. "1 will keep this™" she
said, "as a—as atoken, apledge between us. Now go . . ." She bit her lip at the phrase: it was asif she
were driving it away. " Go where you will, Angharia Tenegrys. Hy free. Find the mountains a the edge of
being—the deserted kingdoms of the otherworld. Thereis no place for you here. They say you arethe
last of the dragons, but . . . who knows?1 wish you well. Fly free!™

There was a pause that seemed to Will and Gaynor to stretch out indefinitely. Then the dragon rose, and
the tempest of itswings warped hedge and tree, and sent the flames streaming through the burning house
S0 they flew like bannersin the night. Higher it soared and higher, and the clouds whirled into a vortex
around it, and its fireswere drawn up into a spinning funnel of cumulus, and the dragon followed. For one
instant more they saw it, far above the cloud cover, astar anong stars; then it twinkled, faded, and was
lost to view. The bonfire of Drakemyre Hall burned on merrily; below, the hillside was dark and empty.

Epilogue
Morgus

The morning was far advanced when they findly returned to Dale House. Will drove; Fern curled up on
the back-seat with Lougarry, barely ableto sit up unaided, let one stand. They stopped at avet's
surgery that Will knew of on the way and the she-wolf'sleg was set and splinted, though they had some
trouble persuading the vet that an overnight stay was undesirable.

"What breed of dog isshe?" he asked with burgeoning suspicion.
"Mongrel," suggested Gaynor.

"Cousin to White Fang," said Will.

Fern had stayed in the car, deeping.

Asthey drove, there waslittle conversation: they were dl tired and overburdened with their own
thoughts. Tomorrow would be time enough to talk things through.

Dawn had come and gone behind a bank of cloud, but when they crossed the high moor the sun broke
cover, illuminating the green of spring on plateau and in hollow. Asthey drew up in front of the housg, its
dour facade looked mellowed and welcoming to their eyes, Bradachin vanished, and Robin and Abby



rushed out to meet them, and Mrs. Wicklow stood in the doorway, and on the 5 ope beyond Ragginbone
watched and waited, patient as a stone. It's over, thought Gaynor, and thought became a murmur, uttered
under her breath, as she walked besde Will carrying hissister into the hall.

"No," muttered Fern, and her eyes half-opened, gleaming blearily through her lashes. "It has begun.”

Two days|ater, when they had talked themsalves out—when Will had claimed hisstolen knifeasa
personal bequest from the dragon charmer, and Robin and Abby were puzzling over the explanations
they had been offered—when Lougarry was hobbling from room to room snarling soundlessy at

Y oda—when the faint and far-off moan of the bagpipes enlivened the dumbering house—Gaynor rose
before the others and tapped on Fern's bedroom door.

She went in without waiting for an answer. Fern rolled over, brushing aside the clinging strands of deep.
"Gaynor," shesaid. And then: "You'regoing.”

It was not a question.
"What about you and Will?"

Gaynor did not ask her how she knew. "That'swhy I'm going. I've ordered ataxi. Would you say
good-byeto him for me?’

"If that'swhat you want.”

"It hasto be." She sat down on the bed, twisting and untwisting the long tendrils of her hair. "He'stoo
young.”

"Don't beridiculous."

"I mean, too young for commitment. He likes me, but he doesn't love me—not yet, not enough, maybe
not ever. He's got— oh, so many fields to play, so many wild oatsto sow. And he'syour brother. |
couldn't bear for it to happen, and then to go wrong. Not when we've al been through so much, grown
soclose..."

"Coward," said Fern.
"Yes," sad Gaynor.

Presently the taxi came. She kissed her friend, and went downstairs and out of the door, closing it softly
behind her, and got in the car and was driven away, up over the moorsinto the April morning.

| burn, | burn.

The fireiswithin me and without ... it eats into a thousand years of flesh, seeking my very core.
The pain is beyond bearing. Hearing, sight, smell are all destroyed—J crawl toward the water,
guided by some faculty beyond the senses. Every inch is an increase of agony. And then | reach
the river—the River of Death, of healing, of renewal, the river where the gods plunged the
Cauldron of Rebirth to be cooled after its forging, in an age before recorded history, before it was
stolen and broken and abused. They say something of its power still flowsin the ancient stream.
The cold swallows me, quenching flame, freezing me to the heart. My blackened skin hardensto a
chrysalisin which all that remains of my swollen body coils like a blind white larva in a red pulp
of blood. The chrysalis fastens itself to the rock beneath the surface: inside, | am nourished by the
old spell, the maggot spell, the spell of all naked, worm-like creatures who must turn to stone ere
they can be transformed and hatch anew. Herein the dark | can feel my substance changing,



growing, unfolding into pale soft limbs and wisps of swimming hair. The shell that protects meis
sealed and set hard, stronger than obsidian. | amwarm and moist in my strange new womb, a
thing half-embryo, half-adult, carrying memory, knowledge, power in the nucleus of my being. |
can feel my toes sprouting, the uncurling of my fingers. . . Above me the Styx flows on untroubled

When | am full-made, the chrysalis will float to the surface, and crack, and | shall rise like a new
Aphrodite from the leaden waves. . .

Glossary
Names

Angharial (Ang-har-ee-al) A pet namefor the young Tenegrys, its origins are obscure, but there may be
some connection with gharial, atype of small, very dender crocodile.

Azmordis (Az-moor-diss) The name generaly used in these accounts for the Oldest Spirit. As stated in
Prospero's Children, it is probably a corruption of Asmodeus, amaignant spirit or senior demon in the
hierarchy of Hell. The Spirit uses many such names, of both gods and devils (Shaitan, mentioned in the
manuscript Gaynor studies, isawell-known variant of Satan, but may aso refer to the same being).

Agamo (Ag-ar-moh), the toad god of the swamp, isan identity lost in obscurity.

Bethesne (Beth-ez-nee) The name sounds biblical, but the character relates more to the Greek mythos,
in which Perseus consults three witches who pass a single eye from hand to hand. There may dso be
some connection with the Nordic Volas. Skaetha (Skay-tha), the seeresswho saw the future, probably
derives from Skuld, who rose from the grave to foretell the battle of Ragnarok for Odin.

Bradachin (Bra-da-chin, with the "ch" pronounced asin loch) From the old Scottish Gadlic, meaning
"litlethief."

Caracandal (Cara-can-dal) For sources see Prospero's Children. Other names mentioned in this
book for Ragginbone include

Elvincape, areference to his cusomary coatlike garment with its pointed hood, and Gabbandoflo, an
Italian verson with the same meaning (literdly, gahhano d'elfo).

Elivayzar (El-ee-vay-zar) A variant of the biblical Eleszar. Moon-spittle, asexplained inthetext, isa
mistrand ation of Mond-spitzl, German for Moonpoint, with the suffix 1" Sgnifying smal. Thismight be
an ancient term for the pointed crescent of the new moon.

Infernest A courtesy title habitually given by dragon charmersto the greatest of dragons. It derivesfrom
Taebor Infernes (Tay-boor In-fur-nees), largest and most intelligent of the early dragons, the obvious
origin being the Latin inferno. When RuvindraLall' cdlsthe dragon "infernding” (in-fur-nd-ing), thisis
clearly adiminutive of the same.

Kaliban Asdated in thetext, this comesfrom Cdiburn, also known as Excalibur, King Arthur's famous
sword. Morguss choice of thisasaname for her son could be an early manifestation of the same trend
that leads rock and film starsto christen their children Moon, Heaven, and so on. Shakespeare may well
have borrowed the namefor usein The Tempest after hearing some legend about the monstrous son of
an ancient witch.

Lati (Ly-ee) Thefamily name of the dragon charmerswasformerly Y lai: they were an offshoot of the
Atlantean House of Ghond, one of the twelve Ruling Families. Fleeing thefall of Atlantis, they spent some



timeinthevicinity of Indiaand Tibet, which would account for the orientdization of their surname.
Ruvindra has an Indian sound, and it was, of course, in thisareathat he chose to conced the dragon's

ega.

It isworth noting that in al worlds great mountains have aspecid power, and many inthisworld are
linked to their otherworldly counterparts. In the Himalayas there are secret ways leading to the dimension
of myth and magic, to hidden valeys beyond redity, eternd gardens among the snows. Some say the
route to Azmodd isthere, atunnd plunging down and down to the poisoned anti-Paradise of the Oldest
of Evils.

Lougarry From the French loup garou (werewolf). See Prospero's Children.

Mabb Sometimes romanticized as the Faery Queen, Mabb'strue nature is the essence of al that made
goblinkind both inimical to usand a caricature of so many of our less atractivetraits. Sheisvain,
mischievous, capricious, egotigtical, given to petty cruelty, incapable of profound thought. The concept of
kings and queensisamortd ideathat goblins have assmilated for reasons of their own, perhaps because
of their long association with Man. In general, werefolk live in an otherworld without socia order, where
the weak avoid the strong, and do not serve them. However, there are afew exceptions among the Old
Spirits, most notably Azmordis, who has the human need to dominate, and who enlarges his own power
spectrum by controlling many lesser beings.

Morgus Legend tells of Morgause or Morgawze, Sister of Morgana Le Fay and half sister of Arthur,
though littleis known of her in comparison to her more famous sblings. Herewe learn the sisters are
twins, Morgus and Morgun, born of alinelong celebrated for their Gifting. Mordraid is mentioned asan
older son of Morgus, dthough stories differ asto which of them was the mother of Arthur'sincestuous
child.

The prefix Mor- was afeature of naming in thisfamily, designating someone who was exceptionaly
Gifted. Since the Gift rarely showstill adolescence, it islikely that the name was acquired then, and with
an arrogance that seems to be a characteristic of theline, the birth name was dropped atogether. The
meaning may derive from variouswordsfor "dark," notably the Swedish mork or the Spanish morcillo.
In giving Fernanda the Gift name of Morcadis, Morgus was evidently attempting to establish akinship
with her by means more subtle than mixing blood. What significance there may bein Fern's acceptance of
the nameis not yet clear.

morloch (moor-loch, with the"ch" pronounced asin Scots) The story of the wizard Morloch appearsin
the text and thereislittle to add. Once again, the prefix Mor- indicates arelationship to the same family.
Aswith certain of the Old Spirits, we seein histde adesre to create life by magica means, the normal
human methods evidently proving unsatisfactory. The morlochs, however, like the creatures made by the
gpirits (reputedly including mermaids, goblins, and other werefolk) are merdly things of flesh and clay
animated by dementals, who aready existed on alow planein the cosmos. In theory, magical beings can
have no souls—hence Kaliban's obsession with the subject. Morgus experimented with her own body to
conceive her second son; otherwise the child of an Old Spirit would be stillborn. Immortas do not need
to reproduce. Whether any living creature, mortal or otherwise, hasasoul is, of course, amatter for
debate and currently beyond scientific proof.

Pharaizon (Fah-ry-ee-zon) The grestest of the dragons. Dragon names are usually given by humans: this
one may come from the same stem asthe Egyptian pharaoh.

pugwidgie Thisterm was originaly applied to a particularly mischievous goblin, but was transposed asa
common name for the morlochs, since the lesser werefolk are superstitious about using their mastername.
The sourceis probably Puck-wight.



Senecxys (Seh-nek-sss) The mate of Pharai’zon. Origin unknown.

Syssalore (Siss-se-loor) This could be acomplex play on words, from sister-in-lore (i.e.,, coven sister),
but ismore likely to be avariant of the medieva name Sidey or aderivative of the witch'sformer name
Syrce, from Seersay, meaning sibyl or pythoness. This, initsturn, isclearly related to the Greek Circe.

tannasgeal Direct from Scots Gaelic, this combines the e ements tannasg, ghost, andgeal , white.

Tenegrys (Teh-ne-griss) This could be aderivative of the Latin tenebra, tenebrae (pi.), shadow(s).
Alterndively it might come from the Gadlic tannasg, as above, and gres, time. The name was given by
Dr. Laye, but dmost certainly suggested by Azmordis.

On Dragons

Very little is known about when and how dragons originated. The manuscript Gaynor discovered Sated
that they were made by Shaitan, one of severd namesfor the devil and apossibleidentity of Azmordis,
but this may have been poetic license on the part of the writer. It istrue that long ago many of the Old
Spirits manifested themsal ves as pagan gods and demons, trying thus to gain ascendancy over Man or
Nature, and in the earliest days "cregting” beings of their own—bodies of spdll and substance, often
combining anatomica detailsfrom severd creetures, inhabited by primitive d ementals. As mentioned
above, thiswas how many of the werefolk came into existence. Others were self-created, crude spirits
strong enough to make themselves a physical image that expressed their essence. Windhorses, which
occasiondly metamorphoseinto unicorns, are among this|latter group—sprites of the moving air who
have acquired a suitable form in which they can appear and fade at will. Most werefolk are far from
solid, their shapesflickering in and out of redlity according to the eye of the observer or their own
uncertain moods.

Dragons, however, seem to be both more "red" and more potent, with a power that even the Oldest
cannot control. If they were made by Azmordis or one of hisilk, then the fire-spirits summoned to
possess them must have proved impossible to manipulate, and the creation escaped the yoke of the
creator. Their curious affinity with humans—with dl that ismost cruel and savagein our nature, yet dso
al that ismost passionate and free—iswell documented. Whether we invented dragons ourselves, calling
them into being to fulfill some deep and dreadful need, we can only speculate.

There seem to be many kinds of dragons, with differing temperaments and anatomica features—winged
or wingless, some with feathery manes, otherswith many variations of color, horn, and scale. Not dl
breathefire. Oriental dragons are frequently beneficent, while their northern kin are associated with
hoarded treasure and appear to epitomize morta greed. It isasgnificant fact that in our modern,
high-tech world dragons have become the ultimate symbol of freedom—freedom not only from the laws
of science but aso from the laws of Man, afierce amorality that recognizes no check or hindrance. In
Tenegrys we are reminded that athough dragons are beautiful and avesome, beyond the reach of the
everyday world they are deadly, and without the skills of adragon charmer would kill and burn without
compunction.

How the line of dragon charmers acquired their extraordinary relationship with these mongtersisatade
told e sewhere.

Onthe Gift

At this point it may be helpful to add aword or two about the power known as the Gift. Of itsorigins

muchissadin Prospero's Children: how it was caused by the Lodestone, aball of matter the sze of a
Serpent's egg coming from, or even composed of, another universe, awhole cosmos with different rules,
different sci ence. It waskept in Atlantis and those born in itsimmediate vicinity were genetically atered,



giving them the ability to bresk the physica laws of thisworld. The Lodestone was destroyed, aswas
Atlantisand amogt al its people, but the mutant genes had aready been passed on and they spread
throughout the human race, recurring down the centuries, often ignored or unused by the possessor, but
never weakening or dying out.

Various powers can be produced by the Gift. The most common isthe so-caled sixth sense: telepathy,
precognition, telegnosis— "the ahility to know that which cannot be ascertained by norma means.”
Gaynor, wearetold, isa"sengtive': she can see ghosts, and is peculiarly susceptible to atmosphere,
another variant of the same. Mogt of ushavealittle of thistalent, and it manifestsitsdf in symbolic
dreams, in aheightened awareness of the emotions and fedings of others, iningtinct and intuition. The
whole of our mystic sdlf, though not dependent on the Gift, is strengthened and empowered by it. Inits
mogt potent form, asin Fern's casg, it gives you the capacity to influence both people and objects without
physica contact, to create true-seeming illusions, to change your own shape or that of others—in short,
to break therules. It can be transmitted asraw energy: light, heat, force. But without disciplineit
becomes as wayward and perilous as wegther. Only through the ancient spell patterns and the Atlantean
language can it be shaped and directed, given meaning and purpose. Atlantean is an ancestor language of
many European tongues, but it evolved within the Lodestone's force field, attuned to its rhythms, and
when the Stone was broken it is thought the power thus released passed into the speech to which it had
given birth. Perhaps the energy it engendered was transmuted into sound and tone, amusic from beyond
the spheres. Whatever the truth, without Atlantean the most extreme form of the Gift, if used, will be out
of control, and may be deadly both to the user and to anyone against whom they may lash out.



