file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt

The Fire Rose
By Mercedes Lackey

Pr ol ogue

Gol den as sunlight, white-hot, the Sal amander danced and tw sted sinuously above a plate scul pted
of Mexi can obsidi an, ebony glass born in the heart of a volcano and shaped into a formcreated
exactly to receive the magic of a creature who bathed in the fires of the volcano with delight. It
swayed and postured to a nusic only it could hear, the only source of light in the otherw se
stygi an darkness of the room At tinmes a nmanikin of light, at times in the shape of the nundane
sal anander that bore the same nane, this was the eyes and ears of the nage who had conjured it. He
was a Firemaster, and all creatures of the elenent of flame answered to him They brought himthe
news of the world now closed to him what better source of information could he have? Were fire
was, there they lurked; candle-flame, or gaslight, coal-fire or stoked box of a steamboiler
burning hearth or burning forest-all held his informants, any of which could inpart their
observations to him Wat one saw, all saw, speak to one and you spoke to all of them for such
was their nature.

Their patience was endl ess, but his, being nortal, was not. At length, he tired of watching it
dance, and determined to set it upon its task. He summpned the creature fromthe dish with a

t hought; obedient to his will, it hovered above a pristine sheet of creamlaid vellum This was
speci al paper, and nore exclusive than it seened, pressed with his own waternmark and not that of

t he maker.

He spoke out of the darkness of his velvet-covered, w ngback chair, his voice rising fromthe

shadow | i ke the voice of the dragon Fafnir fromits cave. He was Fafnir; |ike the giant, now
utterly transforned to sonet hing no one who knew the forner self would ever recognize.

Time to construct his letter, while the Sal amander and all its kin considered his requirenents.
"Dear Sir," he said, and the Sal amander danced above the vellum burning the characters into it,
in elegant calligraphy. "I wite to you because | amin need of a special tutor for ny-"

He paused to consider the apocryphal child of his imagination. A son? A lonely, crippled waif,
isolated fromthe laughter and play of his peers? No, nmake it two children. If the crippled boy
was not bait enough for his quarry, an intelligent, inquisitive girl would be.

"-my children. Both are gifted intellectually beyond their years; nmy son is an invalid, crippled
by the disease that clained his nother, and ny daughter the victimof prejudice that holds her sex
inferior to that of the nale. Neither is likely to obtain the education their ability demands in a
conventional setting."

He wei ghed the words carefully, and found them satisfactory. Appropriately tenpting, and playing
to the "enlightened" and "nodeni mal e who woul d be the mentor of the kind of tutor he sought. He
wanted a wonman, not a man; a nmale scholar with the skills he required would be able to find ready
enpl oyment no matter where he was, but a wonman had fewer options. In fact, a femal e scholar

wi t hout independent neans had no options if she was not supported by a wealthy father or indul gent
husband. A fenale had no rights; under the laws of this and nbst other states, she was chattel

the property of parents or husband. She could take no enpl oynent except that of teacher
seanstress, nurse, or donestic help; no trades were open to her, and only nenial factory work.
There were sone few fenmal e doctors, sonme few scientists, but no scholars of the arts, liberal or
ot herwi se, who were not supported in their field by noney or males. He wanted soneone with no
options; this would nmake her nore obedient to his will.

"My needs are peculiar, reflecting the interests of nmy children. This tutor nust be acconplished
in ancient Latin, classical Geek, nedieval French and German, and the Latin of nedieval schol ars.
Afamliarity with ancient Egyptian or Celtic | anguages woul d be an unanti ci pated bonus."

The Sal amander writhed, suddenly, and opened surprisingly blue eyes to stare at its naster. It
opened its lipless mouth, and a thin, reedy voice energed.

"We have narrowed the field to five candidates," it said. "One in Chicago, one in Harvard, three
in New York. The one in Chicago is the only one with a smattering of ancient tongues and sone
know edge of hieroglyphs. The others are skilled only in the European |anguages you required; |ess
qualified, but-"

"But ?" he asked.

"More attractive," the Sal amander hissed, its nouth open in a silent |augh

He snorted. At one point he woul d have been swayed by a fairer face; now that was hardly to the
point. "Have they relatives?" he asked it.
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"The one in Chicago is recently orphaned, one of those in New York was raised by a guardi an who
cares nothing for her, and her trust fund has been m snanaged as she will shortly | earn. Those
that do have families, have been repudiated for their unwomanly ways,"” the Sal amander told him
"They are suffragettes, proponents of rights for wonen, and no | onger welcone in their parents
hores. "

Tenpting. But relatives and parents had been known to change their mnds in the past, and wel cone
the prodigal back into the famlial fold.

"Show me the one in Chicago," he demanded. She seened to be the best candidate thus far. The
Sal amander left the vellum page and returned to its obsidian dish, where it began to spin.

As it rotated, turning faster and faster with each passing second, it becane a gl ow ng gl obe of
yellowwhite light. Atrue picture fornmed in the heart of the globe, in the way that a false

picture formed in the heart of a Spiritualist's "crystal ball." The latter was generally
acconpl i shed through the use of nmirrors and other chicanery The fornmer was the result of true
Magi ck.

When he saw the girl at last, he nearly | aughed aloud at the Sal amander's sinplistic notion of
beauty. Granted, the girl was clad in the plainest of gowns, of the sort that a respectable
housekeeper m ght wear. He recognized it readily enough, froma Sears, Roebuck and Co. catal og
left in his office a few years ago by a nenial.

Ladi es' Wash Suit, two dollars and twenty five cents. Three years out-of-node, and worn shabby.
She wore wire-rinmed gl asses, and she used no artifice to enhance her features. In all these
things, she was utterly unlike the expensive nenbers of the silk-clad dem nonde whose pl easures he
had once enjoyed. But the soft cheek needed no rouge or rice-powder; the | anbent blue eyes were in
no way disguised by the thick | enses. That slender figure required no over-corseting to tane it to
a fashi onabl e shape, and the warm gol den-brown of her hair was due to no touch of chemicals to
achi eve that nell ow hue of sun-ripened wheat.

"She i s orphaned?" he asked.

The Sal amander danced its agreenent. "Recently,” it told him "she is the nost qualified of them
all, scholastically speaking."

"And possessed of no-inconvenient-famly ties," he nused, watching the vision as it noved in the
Sal amander's fire. He frowned a little at that, for her novenents were not as graceful as he would
have |iked, being hesitant and halting. That scarcely mattered, for he was not hiring her for an
ability to dance

From the | ook of her clothing, she had fallen on hard tinmes-unless, of course, she was a natura
ascetic, or was donating all of her resources to the Suffrage Movenent. Either was possible; if
the latter was an inmpedinent to her accepting enploynent, the Sal amander woul d have rejected her
as a candi dat e.

"W will apply to her-or rather to her nmentor," he decided, and gave the Sal amander the signal to
resune its place above the half-witten letter. "I amwlling to pay handsonely for the services
of any nale or female with such qualifications, to conpensate for the great distance he or she
must travel. The tutor will be installed in my own household, drawi ng a wage of twenty dollars a
week as well as full roomand board, and a liberal allowance for travel, entertainment, and books.
San Francisco affords many pleasures for those of discrinmnating taste; this year shall even see
the glorious Caruso perfornming at our Qpera." Cothing he would have supplied to her, having it
waiting for her if she consented to cone; easier to supply the appropriate garnents than to hope

the girl had any kind of taste at all. He would not have a frunmp in his house; any ferale entering
these doors nust not disgrace the interior. Wile his hone mght not rival Leland Stanford's on
the outside, the interior was enough to excite the envy of the richest "nob" on "Nob Hill." There

woul d be no cotton-duck gowns froma mail-order catalog trailing over the fine inlay work of his
floors, no coarse dark cottons displayed agai nst his velvets and damask sati ns.

"I hope you will have a student that can match ny requirenents," he concluded w thout haste. "Your
schol arship is renowned even to the wilds of the west and the golden hills of San Francisco, and I
cannot imagi ne that any pupil of yours would disgrace the master. To that end, | am enclosing a
rail ticket for the prospective tutor" it was not a first-class ticket for a parlor car; such

m ght excite suspicion. A ticket for the common carriage would be sufficient, and a journey by
rail would be safe enough, even for a wonman alone. "I am | ooking forward to hearing fromyou as
soon as may be."

"The usual closing?" the Sal amander asked delicately. He nodded, and it finished, burning his name
into the vellumwith a flourish. It continued to hover above the paper, as the paper itself folded
wi thout a hand touching it, and slipped itself and a railway pass into a matching envel ope. The
Sal amander sealed it with a single "hand" pressed into the wax, then burned the address into the
obverse of the envel ope.
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"Take it to Professor Cathcart's office and leave it there," he instructed, and the Sal amander
bowed. "If she does not take this bait, we will have to devise sonething else."

"She would be a fool not to take it," the Salamander replied, surprising hima little with its
retort. "She has no other place to go."

"Worren are not always logical," he rem nded the creature. "W were best to assune that the initia
attenpt will be bal ked at, and contrive another."

The Sal amander sinply shook its head, as if it could not understand the folly of nortals, and it
and the sealed letter vanished into thin air, leaving the Firenmaster alone in the darkness.

CHAPTER
ONE

Rosal i nd Hawki ns answered the door with her entire being in a knot of anxiety; expecting yet

anot her aggressive creditor, she schooled her face into a cal mshe did not feel. Qutside, the
dreary, drizzling day was giving way to another dreary night. The hone that had once been her
sanctuary was now under siege-and no | onger hers.

How | ong must | bear this? How | ong can | bear this?

""" msorry," she began as the heavy oak door swung wide, "But if you have a claim you wll have
to apply to M. Gumwelt of Gumwelt, Jenkins and-"

But the figure outside the door was no hostile stranger. "Do | need to apply to a solicitor to
visit, now, Rose?" asked the short, slender, grey-haired man on the front porch in surprise. She
started, and began to laugh with relief at seeing a friendly face for the first time since the
funeral, her enotions making her briefly giddy-and she hoped she did not sound hysterical. "O
course not, Professor Cathcart!" she exclained, "It's just that |'ve had Papa's creditors at the
door all day, and |'ve gotten into rather a habit of-" She stopped at the sight of the Professor's
confusion. "Ch, never nmind, please cone in! I'mafraid | cannot offer you any refreshnment," she
added, ruefully, "but the grocer came with a seizure notice and a policeman and carted away
everything edible in the house before breakfast."

A week before, that sinple adm ssion would have been unt hi nkabl e. Too many unt hi nkabl e t hi ngs had
happened since then for her to even think tw ce about this one.

Prof essor Cathcart, Ph.D. and expert in nedieval and anci ent |anguages, her nmentor at the

Uni versity of Chicago, w dened his colorless eyes with shock. He took off his hat as he entered
the door, and stood in the entryway, turning it in his hands nervously, twisting the soft felt.
Rosal i nd cl osed the door behind himand led himinto the parlor. She had all the gaslights on
burning in reckl ess abandon. After all, why bother to save the gas? The bills were already too
great to pay.

He sat down gingerly on the horsehair sofa-which tonorrow woul d probably be graci ng soneone el se's
parlor. His elongated face was full of concern as well as shock, and he appeared to be groping for

words. She felt a stirring of pity for him after all, what could one say in a case like this?
He licked his Iips, and nmade an attenpt. "I knew that Hawki ns was not well off after those
specul ations of his, but | had no notion that things had cone to such dire straits!"

"Neither did I," Rosalind said sinply, as she sat down on the matching chair, groping behind her

for the armof the chair to assist her. "Wiile he was alive, his salary at the University paid the
bills, and the extra tutoring he did for those brainless idiots in the Upper One Hundred kept the
other creditors at bay. Now" She turned her palns upward in her |ap and exani ned them unable to
meet his eyes and the pity in them "Now they descend."

Prof essor Cathcart sounded dazed. "He |left you nothing, then?"

"Not hi ng but a stack of unpaid bills and this house-which has been seized by the creditors,” she
replied wearily. "They have graciously allowed ne to retain my personal possessi ons-excepting

anyt hing of value, |like Mana's pearls."

"They're taking the pearls?" Cathcart was aghast. "Surely not-"

"Took, the pearls," she corrected, pushing her glasses up on her nose with a cold finger, trying
not to remenber how she had wept when they'd taken the only inheritance she had from her nother
"Yesterday. And other things-" She gripped the arnms of the chair, trying to hold off the nenory,
the horror, of watching strangers sort through her bel ongi ngs, |ooking for anything they m ght

sei ze as an asset. "The books in Papa's library are already gone, the furniture goes tonorrow, and
the house itself whenever M. Grammelt finds a buyer, | suppose. They say | can stay here unti
then. | could canp out on the floor until the buyer appears, if they'd left me the canping gear-"
She was saved from hysteria by a wave of faintness that made her sway a little and catch at the

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt (3 of 143) [2/2/2004 1:18:02 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt

armof the chair to keep fromfalling. The Professor was instantly out of his seat and at her
side, taking her hand and patting it ineffectually. But his words showed a surprising streak of
practicality.

"Child, when did you eat |ast?" he denmanded. She shook her head, unable to renenber-and that, in
itself, was disturbing. Was she | osing her nenory? Was she | osing her mind? "I haven't had nuch
appetite," she prevaricated.

He snorted. "Then that is the second order of business; the first is to get you away fromhere. Go
upstairs and pack your things; |'mnot |eaving you here to be jeered at by tradesmen a noment

| onger."

"But-" she protested, knowing his own resources were slender. He cut her off at the single word,
showi ng an unexpected streak of authority.

"I can certainly afford to put the daughter of nmy old friend up in a respectabl e boardi ng- house

for a few days, and take her to dinner too. And as for the rest well, that was what | cane here to
speak to you about, and that would be best done over dinner, or rather, dessert. Now, don't argue
with me, child!"™ he scolded. "I won't have you staying here! The next thing you know, they'l

probably cut off the gas.”

At just that nonment, the gaslights flickered and went out, all over the house, |leaving themin the
grey gloom of the overcast day, the uncertain and haunted hour before sunset. Suddenly, the house
seened full of ghosts. If nothing else, that decided her

"Il just be a nmonent," she said, truthfully, since nost of her bel ongi ngs were already packed
into a carpetbag and a single trunk, with only a valise waiting to receive the rest. M. Gumelt
had watched her with his nasty, beady eyes, like a serpent watching a bird, the entire tine she
packed; presunably to make sure that she did not pack up sonething that no | onger bel onged to her
Fortunately he did not recognize the value of sone of the keepsakes she had nmanaged to retain, or

he woul d doubtl ess have confiscated themas well. He had made it very clear to her that anything
she carried away, she did so on his sufferance. The trunk already stood in the hall; she had only
to finish packing her valise and carpetbag. "I find nyself in the position so many phil osophers

like M. Emerson profess to admre-unburdened by possessions.”

"I"ll get a cab," the Professor replied.

Bergdorf's was not crowded at this tinme of the early evening; the theater crowd had not yet begun
to arrive. Fortunately, the German restaurant had never been one of her father's choices for
dining out, or the menories the place evoked woul d have been too painful to pernmit her to eat. No,
she had no sad ghosts waiting for her here, and Bergdorf's was clearly professor Cathcart's
favorite, for the waiters all recognized himand they were shown to a secluded table out of the
way of traffic. She wondered what they nade of her; too plain to be a nmenber of the deni nonde, too
shabbily dressed to be a fiancee or a relative. Did they assume she was his housekeeper, being
granted a birthday treat?

Perhaps they take nme for a suffragette relation, or one who has a religious mania and has given
all her worldly goods to Billy Sunday. No matter. The respect they accorded to Professor Cathcart
ext ended even to such peculiar fenales as he chose to bring with him service was pronpt and
polite, and the headwaiter treated her with the deference that m ght be accorded to one who wore a
gown by Worth, rather than one fromthe cheaper pages of Sears and Roebuck

She had once worn fine gowns not by Wrth, perhaps, but by one of the better Chicago seanstresses.
That had been before her father's run of bad luck with his investnments, and she had chosen to
econoni ze on her gowns as well as in other household natters. It had not nattered to her teachers
and fellow students; they probably would not have noticed unless she had donned the chiton and
stola of an ancient G eek naiden, and perhaps not even then. Her econom es had gone unremarked,

whi ch had saved her pride. Since another of her econonm es was to abjure eating out, she was not
forced to parade the slender state of their purses in public.

The Bergdorf was confortably warm lit softly with candles and a few well-placed gaslights. The
only sounds were those of conversation and the clink of silver on china. The Professor was one who
gave a gournet neal all its due reverence, so they ate in silence. Rosalind was not loath to do so
either; the peculiar sour-savory tang of the sauerbraten awoke a hunger of intensity she had not
realized was possible, and although she sel dom drank, she joined the Professor in a | ady-sized
stein of the Bergdorf's excellent beer. The food vani shed from her plate so quickly she night have
conjured it away, and the attentive blond-haired, blue-eyed waiter brought her a second serving

wi t hout bei ng asked.

"Vielen dank," she said to him surprising a smle fromhim He wi nked at her, and hurried to
answer the sunmons from anot her table.

She devoured her second hel ping with a thoroughness that woul d have enbarrassed her a nonth ago.
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Now her capacity for being enbarrassed had been exhausted, and her pride flattened |ike a sheet of
vellumin a press.

The waiter returned at the Professor's signal, and cleared away the plates as the Professor
ordered Black Forest torte for both of them Rosalind did not even nake a token protest; it m ght
be a long tinme before she ever ate like this again. Her torte was | ong gone before the Professor
had finished his, and she settled back in her chair with a sigh of nelancholy nmixed with content.

I must think of sone way to earn ny way. She had a vague idea that she might take a position as a
gover ness sonewhere, or even as a schoolteacher in some Wstern state. Any thought of achieving a
Ph.D. in the classics and nedieval literature was out of the question now, of course. She only
hoped that she coul d convince soneone that her unconventional education had nade her fit to teach
the "Three Rs."

The waiter arrived to clean off the dessert plates, and with himcane coffee. Professor Cathcart
settled back in his chair as she sugared and creanmed hers liberally, cradling his cup in both
hands.

"You nust forgive your old friend and teacher his bluntness, but how did you cone to such a pass?"
he asked. "I had not thought your father to be the inprovident sort."

She shook her head, bitterly. "You may lay the cause of our loss at Neville Tree's door," she
replied, with bitterness not even the savor of her dessert could renove fromher nmouth. The

Prof essor had the grace to blush, then, for it was he who had introduced that scion of proni nent
politicians to the el der Hawkins.

He said nothing nore, for indeed, there was no nore to be said. For all of Neville Tree's
illustrious parentage, the nman was no better than a common sharpster. He had cone | ooking for
investors in his bank, and he got many, including Professor Hawki ns; he then ran the bank into the
ground wi th his poor nanagenment-all the while drawing a princely salary-Ieaving i nvestors and
depositors alike holding nothing but air and enpty pronises. Not content with that, he concocted
anot her schene, with many pronises that he would get the noney back and nore-he would go and find
oil and make themall rich. Throwi ng good noney after bad, Professor Hawkins and others had fallen
for his plausible tale a second tine, and once again found thenselves with shares of usel ess stock
in a conpany that had drilled for oil where no geol ogi st would ever anticipate finding any.
Presunmabl y he had taken hinself to another state with nmore schenmes designed mainly to allow himto
draw a handsonme wage at the expense of others.

Under the table, Rosalind s hand cl enched on her napkin. \When her father had told her of the |oss
of all of their savings and nore, she had not had the heart to reproach him "I only wanted to
gi ve you what you shoul d have had, Rose,"” he had said plaintively..

"But the History Departnent Cathcart began again."

"You know t hat none of them have ever approved of ny 'unwormanly' interests,”" she retorted sourly.
"Doubtless, if they knew, they would be pl eased enough, and advise me to go and get nmarried like a
proper female."

As if any young man had ever, or would ever look twice at ne. Plain, too clever by half, and with
the curse of always saying what | think. That latter habit had gained her no friends anong her
fell ow students, who could | ook el sewhere for romantic interests. Any nan at the University can
find himself a nice, stupid girl with good | ooks or noney who will assure himhe is the cleverest
creature on earth. Wiy should he take one with neither who will challenge himto prove he is her
equal ?

"Your nother's people-" Cathcart ventured.

He knew not hi ng about her parents' relationship with her maternal grandparents-Professor Hawkins
had been careful to keep that unsavory situation very private. It was natural for Cathcart to
bring themup, but only the fact that she had already borne with so much already made it possible
for her to bear this as well. "They appeared the day of the funeral," she said. | will not cal

t hose-creatures-ny grandnmother and grandfather. "They insulted ny father, slandered ny nother, and
told me that if | adnitted some specious sort of guilt, agreed to be a good and obedient girl, and
gave up my nonsense about a University degree, they mght consider permtting me to take up somne
position within their household. | assune they nmeant for ne to cone be a drudge to Uncle | ngnar
and be grateful to themfor the opportunity.”

Cat hcart's expression grew horrified. "Even when he was still sane, Ingnmar |vorsson was not fit
conmpany for a female, and certainly is not to be left alone with one!" he blurted.

She only nodded. "I told themwhat | thought of them what Mther had thought of them and what
they could do with Uncle Ingmar, and showed themthe door." That m ght have been what brought M.
G umael t down upon ny head with such uncanny swi ftness. They probably went off and alerted every
one of Papa's creditors. Did they expect nme to cone running to themas soon as the vultures
arrived, begging forgiveness?
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Cat hcart gave her the ghost of a smile. "So you have burned all your bridges, then. That was brave
of you. Not necessarily w se, but-"

"Professor, that bridge is one I would not cross under any circunstances. | had rather take
Charon's boat than the lIvorssons' offer." She set her chin resolutely, but could not help a
shudder of fear. Charon's boat ... it could come to that. She had contenpl ated suicide that very

night, alone with her despair in the echoing house. She had nore than enough | audanumin her
valise to suffice...

But now the Professor's expression turned-cal cul ating? Definitely! She had seen himl ook precisely
like this when he was about to prove sone obscure point, or had found a new research trail. She
felt interest stirring in her, a feeling she had not experienced in days.

"I wanted to ascertain whether or not you had any other prospects,” he said, quietly, but stil
with that calculating look in his eyes. "I have had a-well, a rather peculiar comunication froma
man in the West. It is so peculiar that | would not have advised that you consider it, unless you
had no ot her recourse."

Now her interest was surely piqued. "Professor, what on earth are you hinting at?" she asked,
sitting up alittle straighter.

He reached into his coat pocket. "Here," he said, handing her a thick, creamcol ored envel ope.
"Read this for yourself."

beyi ng, she opened the envel ope and set aside the thick railway ticket, and read the single sheet
of thick vellumcontained therein with growing perplexity. "This-this is certainly strange," she
said, after a noment, folding the sheet and returning it to its paper prison. "Very strange." She
slipped the railway ticket to San Francisco in beside it.

Cat hcart nodded. "I've had the man | ooked into, and fromwhat | can find out, he's genuine enough
He's sonmething of a rail baron on the Wst Coast and |ives outside of San Franci sco. The ticket is
genuine; | telegraphed to his office to be sure that the letter had truly cone fromhim and the
offer is genuine also. He's said to be as rich as Croesus and as reclusive as a stylite, and
that's all anyone knows of him Oher than the fact that he has phenonenal [uck."

"He m ght have been describing ne, precisely,"” Rose said aloud, feeling again that little thril

of apprehension, as if she was about to cross a threshold into sonething fromwhich there would be
no escape and no return

"That is what was so peculiar, that and the offer itself." Cathcart flushed. "I thought of al
manner of other possibilities; one does, after all-"

"OfF course," she said vaguely. "Wite slavery, opiumdens-" She noticed then that Cathcart's col or
had deepened to a dark scarlet with enbarrassnent, and gi ggl ed; she could not help herself.

"Real ly, Professor! Did you think I was that sheltered? After all, it was you who let ne read the
unexpurgated Ovid, and Sappho's poens, and-"

She stopped, for fear that the Professor woul d have a stroke there and then. It never failed to
amaze her that the schol ars about her could discuss the hetairai of the Greeks, Tristan and

| sol de, Abel ard and Hel oi se, and the loves of the girls on the Isle of Lesbos, and then blush with
shanme when one even nentioned the existence of certain establishments not nore than a dozen bl ocks
fromthe University.

"Don't decide at once," he urged her, swiftly changing the subject. "I'Il take you to Ms.
Aber nat hy' s boardi ng house; rest and think for a few days. This should not be an act of inpulse."
"Of course not," she replied-

But she already felt the heavy, cold hand of Fate upon her sleeve. She would go to this man, this
Jason Caneron. She woul d take his job.

After all, she had no choice.

Rose woke with a shock, startled out of disturbing dreans by sounds she did not recognize. For a
monent, as she gl anced around, she panicked with disorientation, her heart racing with fear as she
groped for her glasses. This was not her room Nothing was where it shoul d be-why was that
rectangle of fight at the foot of her bed, and not off to the side-and why was there only one, not
two? Wiy were the walls white, and what was that huge, |oom ng object at her left?

And why weren't her gl asses on the stand beside the bed, where they should be?

Then, as the bed beneath her creaked in a way that her bed never had, the steadying know edge of
where she was and why she was here canme floodi ng back

Not hi ng was where it should be, because she was not at home, and never would see her room again.
She was in a narrow, iron-franmed bed in Ms. Abernathy's boardi ng house for respectabl e young

| adi es.

Rose had nmet a few of themlast night, and had i medi ately been reassured as to the solidity of
this establishnent. Several of the |adies were nurses; one worked at the Hull House with the
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i ndi gent. Another was a typist for Professor Cathcart at the University. Her own shabby-gentee
clothing fit in perfectly here, giving her no cause for enbarrassnent.

Ms. Abernathy was a stolid wonan who had not been at all disturbed when they appeared on her
doorstep after dark. She had taken in Professor Cathcart's whi spered expl anati on and the noney he
pressed into her hand with a nod, and had sent Rose to this roomon the second floor, just off the

common parlor. Her trunk was still downstairs in a storage closet, but she hardly needed what was
init. She'd brought up her carpetbag and valise herself, and had attenpted to be sociable with
sonme of the other boarders, but fatigue and strain had taken their toll, and she had soon sought

the room and the bed.

She stopped groping for her glasses, preferring the vague shapes of furniture and wi ndows to the
stark reality of this sad little room She closed her eyes again, and lay quietly, listening to

t he sounds that had awakened her. Down bel ow, someone, presumably Ms. Abernathy, was cooking
breakfast; fromthe scents that reached her, it was oatneal porridge and strong coffee, cheap and
filling. Gther girls in tiny rooms on either side of her were noving about. By the very faint
light, it could not be nuch past dawn-but these young women were working girls, and their day
began at dawn and ended | ong after sunset, every day except Sunday.

That was when the full inpact of her situation hit hone. Wthin the week, she would join them She
had not realized just how privileged her life had been, even with all the econonies she and her
father had practiced these |ast several years. She had al ways been sonething of a night-ow,
preferring to study in the | ate hours when she woul d be undi sturbed; her classes had al ways been
scheduled in the afternoons, allowi ng her to enjoy leisurely nornings. Now she woul d obey soneone
el se's schedul e, whether or not it happened to suit her

Everyt hing was changed; her life, as she had known it, was over. It lay buried with her father

The rest of her life stretched before her, devoid of all the things that she cared for-the joys of

schol arship, the thrill of academic pursuit, the intellectual conpanionship of fellow schol ars.
She woul d be a servant in someone el se's house, or a hireling in someone's enploy, subject to
their will, their whims. Very likely she would never again have access to a resource like the

University Library. Her life, which had been defined by books, would now be defined by her
position bel ow the salt.

Prof essor Cathcart had insisted that at she think Caneron's offer over carefully before deciding,
but her options were narrower than he thought; the choices were two, really. Take Jason Caneron's
job (or search for another like it) and beconme a servant in the household of a wealthy, and
probably autocratic man-or take a position teaching in a public school

The latter actually offered fewer opportunities. It was unlikely that she would find such a public
school position in Chicago; there were many aspiring teachers, and few jobs for them She would
have to seek enploynent out in the country, perhaps even in the scarcely-settled Wst or the
backward Sout h, where she would be an alien and an outsider

In either case, as a private tutor or as a teacher, she would be a servant, for as a school teacher
she nust present a perfectly respectable front at all tines, attending the proper church, saying
the proper things, so as to be conpletely beyond reproach. Neither a schoolteacher nor a child's
private tutor could even hint that she had read the uncensored Ovid. Neither would dare to have an
original thought, or dare to contradict the men around her. The days of her freedom of thought,
action and speech were over.

She had not wept since the funeral; she had remained dry-eyed before the Ivorssons, before M.

G umwel t, before his greedy mnions. She had stood dry-eyed for days, but now sonething broke
within her at the realization of how much a prisoner of society she had becone overnight.

Her eyes burned, her throat closed, and she bit her knuckle trying to hold back the tears. She was
unsuccessful, and quickly turned her face into the pillow sobbing, snothering her weeping with
the coarse linen so that no one woul d overhear her. How could any of the wonen here hope to
understand her grief'? This prospect of life that she found intolerable was the sane life that
they had al ways | ed.

One born to slavery finds nothing amss with chains ....

She curled up into a ball, form ng herself around the pillow, as she cried uncontrollably. She had
never believed that a heart could be "broken," but hers certainly felt that way now.

Oh Papa-why did you have to die and leave nme like this?

Then came guilt for thinking such a terrible thing, which only made her weep the harder as she
realized she would now face the rest of her life without his dear, if absent-ninded, presence.
Finally, she could weep no nore; she huddl ed around the soaked pillow, ruscles and head aching,
eyes swol |l en and burning, throat sore with holding back her sobs, nose irritated and raw. Her

physi cal disconfort did nothing to distract her from her sorrow.

Wil e she had cried out her grief, the noises to either side of her disappeared, |eaving only the
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sounds of activity bel owstairs. She did not feel that she could face anyone, and as for breakfast-
the very notion rmade her ill.

Evidently either no one had nmissed her or Professor Cathcart had indicated that she was to be

al one, for no one cane to disturb her. Despair held her in that hard, narrow bed in invisible
bonds; she could not even nuster the strength to reach for her glasses. Once again, the presence
of the laudanumin her valise beckoned tenptingly. She need only drink down the entire bottle, and
all her troubles would end in a sleep with no waking.

Wul d that be so bad? True Christian doctrine told her that suicide was a sin, but the ancients
had held it no nore a sin than healing a wound was. Wien the soul was wounded past beari ng-when
life becane intolerable-why tolerate it?

Wy, indeed? Wiy spend the remaining years of her life in an existence that was less than |ife?
Why must she snother her very soul to see her body fed? Surely that was no less a sin than sinple
sui ci de!

How many grim gray spinsters had she seen in her schools, wthered creatures who had ruthlessly
rooted out every vestige of intellectual curiosity in thensel ves and now sought to do the sanme to
the pupils beneath thenf? Life as one such as they would be less than life.

Better to end it all now

She spent a nonment in fantasy, imagining what the news of her death would nmean to those around
her. The lvorssons, of course, would cluck and shake their heads, and say that they had expected
not hi ng el se from her-she knew better than to anticipate renorse fromany of them She could | eave
a note, blaming her despair on Neville Tree-a subtle sort of revenge, since the stigm of having
caused a girl's death would ruin him especially if she did not say precisely why he had driven
her to this. People would assune the worst; they always did.

She uncurled herself fromher pillow, felt for her glasses and put themon, since she could not
wite a suicide note if she could not see. But her hand fell upon something else as well; Jason
Caneron's letter. Al nost against her will, she found herself drawing the letter fromthe envel ope
and reading it again.

But this tinme, reading it carefully rather than skimring it, she got a nuch different sense of the
witer's personality than she had in the restaurant. There, she had been startled by the strangely
accurate description of soneone with precisely the sane acconplishnments as her own. Now she was
drawn to the paragraph about the children

In particular, her eyes were drawn to the statenents about the daughter

" the victimof prejudice that holds her sex as inferior to the nale
Surely the man who wote such words was not the uncouth tyrant she had i magi ned! And surely he
woul d not object to her continuing her own education-even if she had to choose an area of

speci alization other than her first choice-

Per haps she would not be treated |ike a servant after all. This letter seened to have cone from
the pen of a man who cherished schol arship, and woul d accord a schol ar honest respect.

Shoul dn't she at | east see if he was the enlightened man his letter prom sed?

After all, the bottle would still be in her valise. She could end her life at any tine; it did not
have to be here. She could nake the journey to the Wst Coast first; see the vast hinterlands in
bet ween. She had never personally seen a buffalo, a cowboy, or a Red Indian. She had never seen a
mount ai n, or an ocean. She had lived all her short life in Chicago; surely before she comritted
any rash act, she ought to see nore than just one city.

Besides, if one ended one's life-the setting ought to be something | ess squalid than this.

The ancient Ronmans called in all their friends, gathered their nost precious bel ongi ngs about
them and had a great feast conplete with poetry and nusic. Then, in the nmidst of splendor, they
drank their bitter cup.

She shoul d take nore thought to the setting of her denise.

Besides, it would distress those pleasant girls if |I did away with nmyself here. It m ght even cast
a stigma upon poor Ms. Abernathy, and neither she nor they have done anything to harmne. No. It
woul d be inpolite and unpoetic to drink ny cup here.

If she waited until she reached the Wst Coast, however-

I could go to the Opera House when Caruso sings there.

That woul d be a setting worthy of the Ronmans, and a properly poetic ending as well.

If | saved-1 could have enough for a fine gown, and a private box. Even if the prom sed wages cone
to less than he states, | could save enough

Yes; that would be the way. To drink the dose at the first interm ssion, perhaps-drift away into
death with glorious nusic acconpanyi ng her-be found dressed exquisitely, with her letter of
farewel | lying beside her on the table-

She m ght be thought to haunt the place afterwards, which would do the Opera House no harm since
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every good theater should have a ghost.

Not in squalor, but in splendor; turning her back on this world in a way that could not be ignored
or pushed onto the back pages of a newspaper

I seemto have decided to live. For now, at |east.

But now she was inpatient to be gone. The sooner she was on her way, the sooner she would find out
if the pronise of the letter was true gold, or dross.

She managed to get herself out of bed, and went to the washstand, to pour cold water fromthe
pitcher into the waiting basin. Just as well that it was cold; her ablutions succeeded in renoving
the outward signs of her despair fromher face. She dressed in an odd conbination of |uxury and
penury; her nost intimate underthings were silk (though nmuchdarned), but her stockings were of the
coarsest and cheapest cotton at five cents the pair, and they were as heavily darned as the silKk.
The one thing that she never regretted about |osing her naid was that she never again had anyone
about to tie the laces of her corset as tightly as a human coul d nanage; she had not retied the

|l aces in a year. She donned that garment by letting out her breath and hooking it up the front,
and tolerated being that nmuch nmore out of fashion by not having a fifteen-inch waist.

Petticoats were the sane nmixture of luxury and thrift, depending entirely on whether or not she
had been able to nend them Her shoes were still good, although they woul d need resoling soon; her
wal ki ng-skirt and shirtwai st ready-made, froma store that was far from fashi onable, and of fabric
that coul d be | aundered at home. All of her expensive gowns had been sold long ago to dealers in
second- hand cl ot hing. Miuch of her own wardrobe had come fromthe stores of those same worthies.

| told Papa | didn't care about dresses, that | would rather have books ... | wonder if he
believed ne. Did he ever guess how nmuch | mssed the silks and vel vets?

She wondered, too, what her new enployer would think. O would he even notice the sad state of her
war dr obe?

She arranged her hair-her one real beauty-into a neat French braid, and set a pathetic little
excuse for a hat squarely on the result, securing it with a dagger-like hatpin. Putting Jason
Caneron's letter into her reticule, she stepped out into the hallway.

She woul d need to contact M. Cameron to |let himknow that she was accepting the post, so that he
didn't hire sonmeone el se while she was maki ng the arduous journey across the country, Her ticket
was really a series of tickets, a rainbow of col ored pasteboard, each of themfor a different pair
of cities. Evidently one did not sinply "get on" a train in Chicago and arrive at San Francisco to
"get off" the same train. From Chicago, one went to Kansas City; there one boarded a train froma
second rail conpany bound for Los Angeles. Once there, a third and final change of rail conpanies
took one to the final destination. But within the three stages, there were other options, other
changes of trains, depending upon what day one traveled. It was all very bew | dering.

No doubt-she nust get in touch with M. Cameron, and the only one who knew how to do that was

Prof essor Cathcart. So she nust venture back into the bel oved and hall owed halls of |earning and
endure a veritable barrage of menories in order to find the Professor hinself.

She bundl ed herself in her old wool coat and slipped down the stairs and out the front door

wi t hout neeting anyone. She wal ked to the University, since she could not afford street-car fare,
much less a cab. It was not nuch nore than a mle, and she was used to wal king. It was going to be
another grim grey day, but at least it wasn't raining anynore.

What woul d the weather be like in San Franci sco?

Wasn't California supposed to be hot, even tropical ? She occupi ed her thoughts w th such

specul ations until she reached the University canpus, ignoring the shouts of a group of young men
pl aying football in the Quadrangl e.

Every step brought out another nmenory that hurt, and she felt like the little nmermaid in the Hans
Anderson tale, who felt as if she wal ked upon knives with every step she took on her conjured

| egs. Sonehow she found Professor Cathcart, who took one | ook at her and insisted that she sit
down while he sent for sone coffee. She had al ways ignored his secretary before this; now, acutely

sensitive to wonen in subservient positions, she watched the drab woman carefully. | must learn to
move and talk like that, she thought, paying careful attention to the little things that nade
Cat hcart's secretary so inconspicuous. | will have no choice but to learn ..

"Are you certain that you wish to pursue this offer?" the Professor was saying anxiously, as he
pressed a cup of coffee into her cold hands. "Are you positive?"

Beneat h his questioning, she detected sonething else, and after a noment, she identified it with
sonme surprise

Relief. He was already regretting his hasty inpulse in setting hinmself up as her protector and
rescuer, and he wanted her off his hands as quickly as possible!

Resent ment built, and was qui ckly vanqui shed by weariness. This shoul d have been expected. The
Prof essor, a confirned bachel or, had suddenly found hinmsel f burdened with an unwanted fenal e who
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was not even related to him Yes, he was her nentor and teacher, but he had never expected to find
hi nsel f caring for her nmundane needs, only the intellectual ones. Now that he had the tine for
second t houghts, he was probably cursing hinself for last night's visit. If he had waited a few
days, she woul d have been gone, and he would not have felt the need to find out what had happened
to her.

I f she should take Canmeron's offer, she would not only be off his hands, but hal fway across the
continent. He woul d never have to bother about her again. He could soothe his conscience with the
content of Cameron's letter, which prom sed a secure and fulfilling position. He had urged thought
and caution, she had taken both, and he was under no obligation to interfere further-or to assist
her in any way.

"Yes," she said, with weary resignation. "I amsure. | would like to notify M. Caneron that |

will accept his position, but there was no address on the envel ope."

"I can take care of that," Professor Cathcart replied a bit too eagerly. "I'll have himw red that
you're comng, in fact, so that he doesn't hire anyone else." There was no doubt; he was unhappy
about his current obligation to her and wanted it done with.

"I don't want to put you to any trouble," she began, hiding her bitterness at his reaction

"It won't be any trouble," he said heartily. "I'lIl just send a nessage to the rail office, and
they'Il see to it all. Wiile I'mat it, I'll have them check the tinetables for the correct

schedul e-you do want to | eave tonorrow, don't you?"

She shrugged. It was obvious that her wel cone here was at an end. "Wy not?" she replied, which
sent another | ook of relief across his face. "lIt's not as if | have anything to stop for. Wy
research-well, what's the use in pretending? I'll never finish the degree, so I'll hardly need ny
not es. Perhaps one of your other students could use them"

Prof essor Cathcart nade a token protest, but she could tell his heart wasn't in it. Not when both
of them knew that she was only speaking the truth. The sour taste of anger and despair rose in her
throat, and she stood up, hastily.

"I"ll go back to the boarding-house and set things in order,"” she said, suddenly feeling as if she
could not breathe properly in the dusty office. "If you could have that railway schedul e sent over-
I know you are busy, Professor, you can't be spending all your time with ne when you have students
who will be conpleting their degrees to hel p-"

He flushed, but did not contradict her; he merely funbled in his pocket and pressed sone noney
into her hand. "This is for a cab in the norning, and one now," he stamered hastily. "I'msorry
it isn't nore. Your ticket entitles you to neals on the train, so you should be fine ..."

He babbled on for a little longer, and she finally fled his office to avoid his enbarrassnment. And
she did not take a cab back to the boardi nghouse; every penny in her purse was one nore than she
had expected to have, and she was not going to waste those pennies with frivolities |like cabs. She
had no choice, though, in the norning; there was no way that she was going to get herself and her
heavy trunk to the train station w thout a cab-unless she was |ucky enough to find a cart and
driver for hire at that hour.

When she reached the boardi nghouse, not only was the schedul e waiting, but a tel egraph from Jason
Caneron hinself. In the terse words required by tel egraphy, he expressed pleasure that she had
chosen to take up the position, prom sed her needs would be nmet on the way, and assured her that
she woul d be greeted by his people at the Pacifica swtch.

What, she wondered, is a "Pacifica switch?"

It nmust nean sonething to a rail baron, she reasoned. That woul d have to do for now.

After m ssing breakfast, she did not intend to skip any other neals although her appetite had

vani shed agai n; she nanaged a | uncheon of tea, wafer-thin hamand thick toast, and joined the
other girls for a dinner of potato-laden stew with astonishingly little neat init, nore thick
slices of bread, and a bread-pudding. On the whole, if this was the daily fare here, she was just
as glad not to be staying. A diet so starch--heavy woul d quickly bloat even the slimest person.

She took to her bed early, like the nurses who had awakened her, for her first train left the
station al nost at dawn. After so nmuch wal king and enotional turnoil, she was exhausted and
dr ai ned.

Her | ast thought before sleep finally caught her was actually one of wonder-wonder at herself, for
havi ng made so clear and final a break between her past and her future. Perhaps it was true that
despair could drive people to heroismand daring.

But she went into sleep, not with a feeling of excitenent, but of resignation. She m ght be
stepping off into the unknown, but it was not with a sense of adventure.

Perhaps that, too, had died with her father. She had once greeted each day with anticipation. Now,
her only hope was that the new day would not be worse than the old.

And when all was said and done, for that, too, she had an answer, in a snall bottle in her
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val i se. ..

CHAPTER
TWO

Rose ignored the rocking of the railway car and the steady, vibrating rhythmof the wheels as she
ignored the stares of the rude man across fromher and kept her eyes firmy fixed on her book
This fellow had gotten on the train at a stop outside Los Angeles; with his "snappy" checked suit
and well-oiled hair, pomaded with brilliantine, he evidently thought he cut quite a fine figure
and that she should be well aware of the fact.

She wasn't certain why he had fixed his attention on her, but she wi shed that he would go away. He
had been trying to attract her attention for mles, and she could not inagine what attracted him
to her. She was griny with days of nonstop travel; she hadn't had a bath since Ms. Abernathy's
boar di nghouse. Her hair felt so greasy that she thought she nust resenbl e one of those outl andish
aborigi nal people who coated their locks with oil. Perhaps it was only that she was the only
unacconpani ed fenale in the car below the age of sixty. By the huge | eather case under his seat,
she suspected that he was a drumer-a traveling sal esman.

VWhat ever he's selling, | want none of it.

She was weary to the bone with days of hard traveling. Ms. Abernathy had awakened her before dawn
on the day she had left, with the wel come news that the nan who carted away boxes and ot her

"cl ean" rubbish was willing to take her and her trunk to the station for half the cost of a cab
She had al so given Rose sonme sound advice in the matter of traveling attire.

"\What ever you put on," she had warned, "nake certain that it won't show stains, and that it is
something you will be willing to throw away at the end of your trip. Believe ne, child, you won't
want it after that."

Rose had foll owed her advice, wearing the dreadful black Manchester-cloth street-skirt and sateen
wai st she had bought for her father's funeral. The clothing was cheap, but serviceable enough to

| ast the journey and | ook respectable. She had thought that Ms. Abernathy had neant that after
wearing the sane clothing continuously, riding and sleeping in it for days, she would sinply never
want to see it again.

That m ght al so have been true, but what Ms. Abernathy had been too well-bred to explain was that
the floor of the comon railway-carriage-particularly in the West-was filthy. The uncouth nmen who
shared the carriage with her chewed tobacco, and often did not bother to travel to the end of the
carriage to use the spittoon. They brought nud and worse in on their boots, and the dust of the
plains blewin at the window The floor was sticky with the residue of tobacco juice, and coated
with the ashes that often floated in through the wi ndows. The outsides of the carriages gave no
hint as to the state of the floors; the carriages were kept as clean as possible given the
circunstances. Try as she might to keep her hemfree of the floor, it dragged whenever she sat, or
when the carriage |urched as she wal ked, and she was forced to drop her skirt and clutch at the
backs of the seats for balance. She did not think that she was ever going to get the skirt clean
agai n, and she only hoped she could prevail on some hardy soul in M. Canmeron's enploy to clean
her boots, for she was nauseated by the notion of having to touch them sticky and odorous as they
wer e.

She had observed the travelers in the parlor cars and the occasional private carriage with raw
envy. The hard wooden bench-seats of the conmon carriage were too short to |lie down upon, and if
one could sleep, one woke with a stiff neck and a headache from bei ng wedged i nto an unnat ur al

upri ght position. The most confortable naps she had taken had been in stations, on the benches
reserved for waiting passengers, as she also waited for the next train, guarded by the watchfu
eye of the curiously paternal stationnasters.

At | east she had not starved, although she had expected to spend at |east part of the tinme hungry.
Her neals were, indeed, taken care of, and she ate as well as anyone el se taking the common
carriages. Those sane stationnasters sawto it that when there was no dining car attached to a
train she was provided with a packet of thick ham or cured-tongue sandwi ches and a bottle or two
of | enmonade. This, evidently, was on the orders of M. Caneron, since she saw no one el se being so
provi ded for, and occasionally her preferential treatnent aroused gl ances of envy akin to those
she bestowed on the wealthier travelers.

There had been sights she woul d never forget: the fury of a prairie thunderstorm as |ightning
formed a thousand spidery legs of fire beneath the heavy, black clouds; the brilliant skies at
night, with nore stars than she had ever seen in her life; the nountains-every day held its share
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of natural wonders, nore astounding than any of the seven wonders of the ancient world. If she had
not been so exhausted, she probably woul d have been able to appreciate them nore.

She had been | ooking forward to her first sight of the Pacific Ccean, but with this boor trying to
catch her attention she was unlikely to be able to appreciate this particular vista.

At | east she never tired of this book, The Qdyssey in the original Geek. The advantage of having
the original before her was that she need not be confined to one particular translator's view of
things; she was able to discover nuances and new interpretations every tinme she read it. It never
mattered that she was tired, that the long stretches across the enpty plains had seened

interm nable. Even with the eyes of another upon her, she was able to reach beyond this journey,
to a strange and wondrous journey of a different sort, infinitely nore perilous than her own,
fraught with the nachi nations of gods and terrible magics, wth-

"Well, excuse nme, mssy!"

The boor, seeing hinself spurned in favor of a nmere book, had elected to take things a step
further and try to gain her attention directly.

She pointedly ignored him turning away a trifle, although that cast the pages of the book in
shadow. Surely he won't persist if | nake it clear | want nothing of him

Undeterred, he persisted. Wien he got no response fromhis verbal attenpts, actually poking her
foot with his toe so that she | ooked up at himin shock and affrontery before she could stop
hersel f.

"Well, there, missy," the rude fellow said, in a falsely hearty voice. "You sure have been buryin
your nose in that book! Wat's it you're readin' that's so interestin' ?"

She stared at him appalled by his inpoliteness, then replied before she could stop herself,
"Homer's Qdyssey.

He wrinkled his brow in puzzlenent. Evidently his sole exposure to literature had consisted of
what |ay between the covers of the M@uffy's Readers. "Homer who? Say, missy, that's all Geek to
me."

"Precisely,"” she replied, lowering the tenperature of her words as her tenper heated, and she
turned her attention back to the book. He's been snubbed, surely he won't persist any further
Only to have the book snatched out of her hands.

Her tenper snapped. Qutraged, she junped to her feet while the lout was still puzzling over the
Geek letters.

How dar e he!

"Conductor!" she shouted at the top of her lungs, and in her nost piercing voice.

The | out | ooked up at her, startled in his turn by her anger and her willingness to stand up to
hi s rudeness. The conductor, who fortunately happened to be at the other end of her car collecting
tickets, hurried up the aisle, walking as easily in the swaying car as a sailor would on a swayi ng
deck. Before he could even voice an inquiry, she pointed at the mscreant with an accusatory
finger, her face flushed with anger.

"That man is a thief and a masher!" she said indignantly. "He has been bothering ne, he would not
| eave nme al one, and now he has stolen ny book! Do somnething about him"

But the cad was not without a quick wit-probably a necessity when confronted with angry husbands
fiancés and fathers. "I don't know what that woman's tal ki ng about," he protested, |lying so
outrageously that her nouth fell open in sheer anmazenent at his audacity. "I was just sittin' here
readi n' ny book, when she junps up and screeches for you."

That wol f-in-sheep's-clothing! Her hand closed into a fist as she restrained herself fromhitting
him Any other woman m ght have shrunk fromconfronting himfurther, given that it was her word
agai nst his, but her blood was up-and besi des, the book had been a birthday gift fromher first
Greek teacher. She was not going to surrender the book, the truth, or the field without a fight.
"Wll, then," she said with venomdrippi ng sweetness, "If it's your book, | presume you can read
it. Aloud.”

As it happened, he had the book upside down not that it would have mattered to him If he did not
recogni ze the nanme of the great poet Honer, he could hardly recogni ze one Greek letter from

anot her. He gaped at her in shock of his own, and she neatly plucked her prize fromhis nervel ess
fingers, turned it rightside up, and declained the first four Iines on the page in flawl ess tones.
By now, everyone in the car was staring at the drama unfol ding at her end.

"Transl ated roughly," she continued, "It says, 'The One-eyed giant how ed his anguish as his

bl eedi ng eye burned and tornented him H's fellow giants rushed to | earn what had befallen him
"No man has blinded nme!" he cried to them "If no man has blinded you," they replied, "Then it
nmust be the punishnment of the gods." ' Anyone who has the faintest know edge of the classics wll
recogni ze that scene."

The boor was not to be so easily defeated. "Wy, she could nake any gabble, say it neant
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anything!" he cried. "She's a crazy woman!"

She put the book into the conductor's hands. "Look inside the front cover," she ordered
inperiously. "On the flyleaf. It reads, 'To little Rose, one of the greatest flowers of
literature, froma hunble gardener. Wth affection, Lydia Reuben.' If this is his book, then how
could I know that? And while | may or nmay not be a scholar of Greek, | have never yet net a nan
named Rose."

Those sitting nearest her giggled at that, as the rogue flushed. The conductor read the

dedi cation, his lips noving silently, and | ooked up with a nod. "That's what she says, all right,”
he runbl ed, and turned a stern gaze on the nasher

The man coughed, and turned pale, and | ooked around hastily, as if searching for a way to escape
Rose felt a bit faint, but she was not going to showit in front of him "Conductor," | she
replied, in nore normal tones, "Do you nornmally permt thieves who conpound their crinme with an
attenpt to nolest honest women to continue traveling on this train?"

The man turned paler still as the conductor seized his collar. "That we don't, miss," the
conductor said, handing her book back to her and pulling the man to his feet. "Sometines, though
we let the train stop before we throws 'emoff."

He bl ew a whistle, which brought two burly train-guards fromthe next carriage up, and together
they renmoved | out and baggage, hauling both off towards the rear of the train, as he protested
every step of the way at the top of his lungs. Curious stares followed this procession down the
aisle, and nore curious stares were directed at her after they left the car, but she no |onger
cared about what anyone thought. Now she | et her shaking knees give way, and | owered herself back
into her seat, holding onto the back with her free hand, precious book clutched in the other

Now she |l et the reaction set in. How had she dared to face that man down? She'd never done such a
thing before in her life! Ch, she had argued with nen, and told them what she thought; she had
made free with her opinions on paper, but she had never actually stood up to anyone who was not a
gentl eman. She had never confronted someone who was obviously prepared to do whatever he wanted,
and determined to get his way. No | ady woul d ever have faced down soneone |ike that.

The conductor returned to nake certain that she was all right. She nmurnured sonething appropriate
at him and he went back to his duties, evidently satisfied. She did not ask himwhat he had done
with the boor. She really didn't want to know.

Probably he'd been escorted to a dank, nasty corner of a baggage car and put under |ock and key.
But she was a bit appalled to find that she hoped he and his case really had been pitched out of
the back of the train

Despite the bent heads and nmurnurs of delicious shock up and down the car, she nmust have convi nced
the conductor that she was properly hel pless, for he kept a solicitous eye on her after that. And
her first glinpse of the ocean was not nmarred by any unwel cone and uninvited presence, for no one
el se would sit with her. O even near her

She | ooked out across the endl ess expanse of water for as long as it was visible. She had seen
Lake M chi gan, of course, but this was so much bigger! She forgot her weariness, forgot

everyt hing. Huge-and fierce-even over the cacophony of the train, she heard the roar of the waves
against the cliff bel ow.

The train rounded a curve and scrolled away fromthe ocean, which vani shed behind the hills. Wth
the vista bl ocked, the tossing of the train threw her back to the sordid reality of the carriage
She turned back to her book, still feeling rather shaky inside.

And still angry and puzzled by the drumer's behavior. She sinply could not divine what had driven
himto persist, and that kept her worrying at the subject. Did he really believe that | was only
feigning indifference? Did he think | was trying in some perverse way to flirt with him by

i gnoring hin? He was obviously expecting no resistance to his advances. \Wat had been in his nmind?
WAs he so used to having his way with wonen that he saw everything she did in terms of what he
want ed and expected?

What did he think I was reading, anyway? Walter Scott? A dreadful dime novel? A romantic |ove
story? Wit hering Heights, perhaps?

Probably the latter, and the nenory of his expression when he tried to read the book sent her into
a fit of giggles she tried to stifle with her gloved hand. Wen he saw the G eek-oh ny! | don't
think I've ever seen anyone so surprised since-since | proved to Professor Snythe that | was just
as conversant with Chretian des Troyes in the original as any of his other students.

It did occur to her, however, that the works of the Bronte sisters would not have been

i nappropriate readi ng given her current situation. O perhaps Jane Austen. There is not mnuch

di fference between going off to becone a governess and going off to becone a housekeeper. Perhaps
readi ng the Brontes could prepare nme for Jason Caneron.

From a masher to her future enpl oyer-both male, both unfathomable. Neither responded to her
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attenpt to anal yze them She sinply did not know enough about either of themto grasp them and pin
them beneath the white light of intellect.

She gave up trying, and read until darkness fell and it became inpossible to read any further
There were oil-lanps suspended in each carriage, but they were too far away to cast enough |ight
for confortabl e readi ng-shadows noved as the | anps swayed, obscuring the letters and revealing
themin a way that nade her eyes ache. So she didn't bother to try; she just propped herself in
the corner of the seat and hal f-dozed. This last leg of the journey, fromLos Angeles to San
Franci sco, had begun before dawn and would continue until well after midnight. Perhaps her stanina
had finally been exhausted; perhaps it was just the knowl edge that the trip was nearly over and
she was about to confront her enployer and learn the truth or fal sehood about him Perhaps it was
bot h, but she was conscious of |eaden depression that wei ghed down her spirits.

She both dreaded the nonment for the journey to end and longed for it. As the niles and the hours
crept by and her fell ow passengers in their turn dozed off, she stared at her own reflection in
the wi ndow, seeing only two dark holes for eyes in a ghostlike face which, because of her black
clothing, seened to hang suspended in the air, bodiless.

| ama spirit, wandering, w thout a hone, and | shall wander bodiless forever... | shall becone a
ghost in Jason Canmeron's nanor, long before | amtruly dead.

What woul d Jason Caneron really be |ike? Wat coul d she expect as his enpl oyee? The confortable
and stinulating experience his letter pronmi sed? O sonething out of a Bronte novel: poverty of
spirit, repression and despair?

Whul d she find herself bundled up into a tiny attic room waiting |like a drudge on a pair of
nmonstrous, spoiled children? Wuld the prom sed wage remain only prom ses, so that she renai ned
trapped here, where she knew no one and had no way to escape, a virtual slave? Wuld she find
herself confined to the grounds of the house unless she was escorting the children on some outing?
O woul d Jason Caneron keep his word? O late, her experiences had not done nuch to convince her
of anything but the perfidy of her fell ow man.

She stared at her reflection, and asked it a silent question. Wiy had she agreed to this?

Her reflection stared back in equal silence, for it had no answer for her

A squeal of brakes broke into her nelancholy thoughts. The train was slowi ng down, but why?

It had sl owed before, of course, to pass around curves and over bridges. It had even stopped on
sidings to let other trains pass, going the opposite direction.

But she hadn't felt the slight change in direction that nmeant a siding, and if there had been a
curve ahead, she surely should have felt it by now Yet the train was still slow ng, and there
were no |lights beside the track, no buildings, nor any sign of habitation, as there would be if
they had reached San Franci sco.

The train cane to a conplete stop. In the strange silence, the engi ne panted, and sonme cani ne
creature howed in the far distance. Awlf? O only a farmdog? She sat up and peered out of the
wi ndow on her side of the train, and still saw nothing. Were were they and why had they stopped?
Perhaps there is a bl ockage on the track? That would certainly be tiresone, adding nore hours to
the journey while they waited for the track to be cleared, even forcing themto get off and wal k
around it while their baggage was brought to a second train. During the course of the journey this
had happened twi ce, both tines in the nountains when | and-slips had sent nmud and gravel cascading
down on the track. Those accidents had each added days to her trip, for it was no easy thing to
get word ahead about the bl ockage and the need for a second train.

When she saw the conductor entering the car, she was sure he was going to tell themall that this
was the case. But he did not disturb any of her drowsy fell ow passengers with a genera
announcenent. He cane straight to her, as she watched himin surprise.

"This is a special stop for you, Mss Rosalind," he said, when he saw that she was awake and aware
of him "W've already taken your trunk and bag off, if you'll just gather up your valise, we'll
have you on your way in no tine."

"On ny way?" she asked, dazedly, as he picked up her valise fromthe seat beside her and offered
her his hand to rise.

"OF course," he replied, as if this was a matter-of-fact occurrence to him "Didn't M. Caneron
tell you he was sending people to neet you at the Pacifica switch?"

"I-1 believe so," she said, as he guided her to the end of the car and the stairs there. There's
no station here-who is Jason Caneron that he can have trains stopped in the m ddl e of nowhere to
let off a single person?

The conductor handed her down as she gathered her skirts up in one hand for the junp to the
ground. It was then that she saw what awaited her on the rails beyond a switch that joined a spur-
line to the main track

Li ghts cut through the darkness, fromlanterns suspended on the rear of the vehicle ahead and from
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the headlights of both engines. The air was cold and danp, and she shivered as it penetrated her
cl ot hing. Overhead, the stars were not as huge and bright as they had seened in the desert and on
the open plains, but they were much nore inpressive than any stars seen froma city street. There
were not nany sounds besides the panting of the engines; a night-bird or two, sonme frogs or
insects. Two nen with lanterns and a hand-cart approached her fromthe odd vehicle on the tracks
of the spur, and the wheels of the cart grated in the gravel of the right-of-way. Men fromthe
baggage car nmet them carrying her trunk and carpetbag. One of the two new nen renoved his soft
cap deferentially and approached her.

"Are you M ss Rosalind Hawki ns?" he asked.

"Yes, | am" she said, faintly, with one hand at her throat.

He | ooked relieved. "Good. Mster Caneron sent us to neet you, nma'am We'll be taking you right to
his door, practically." In the light fromthe carriage wi ndows above her, and the lantern in his
hand, the man smiled reassuringly. "Wn't be long now, and you'll be all settled in."

He put his cap back on and offered her his arm The other nman | oaded up his cart with all of her
baggage, including the valise the conductor handed to him and headed back to the odd vehicle
without uttering a single word. Rose | ooked doubtfully at the conductor, who nodded and sniled,
and nade little shooing notions with his hands.

So she took the stranger's arm and she was glad to have it. The railroad right-of-way was rough
and uneven, and she couldn't see where she was putting her feet in the darkness. The conduct or
mount ed back up to the platformof the carriage and signaled to the engineer with a lantern as
soon as Rose and her escort were out of the way. Down at the end of the train, another |antern
waved in the same signal fromthe caboose.

The engi ne, which had been "panting" slowy up at the head of the train chuffed out a great puff
of steamas if sighing with inpatience, and resunmed its interrupted journey. The wheels rotated
slowy, with a netallic screech, as the loconotive strai ned agai nst the dead wei ght of the train
got it in notion, and gradually picked up speed. By the time Rose and her escort reached the spur,
the red lantern on the back of the caboose was receding into the black distance, disappearing |ike
a fading, falling star

The vehi cl e they approached was |i ke nothing Rose had ever seen before. A conbination of two

pi eces, an engine and a passenger car, it was snmaller than the |oconotives that had brought her
here, but quite large enough to be inpressive. She could not see past the w ndows of the passenger
section with their |owered, red shades trimed in heavy gold fringe, and it was too dark to see
the exterior of the car clearly, but the carved nolding, glinting softly with a hint of gilding,
inplied |uxury and opul ence.

"This is Mster Caneron's private vehicle," the man said proudly, patting the side of the carriage
with his free hand. "We use her to get in and out of Frisco. Useta be, when he had to travel down
to Los Angeles, we'd hook the car in with the regular train. | reckon you' |l be confortable enough
in her, ma'am" He handed her up into the carriage, doffed his cap again to her. "M ster Caneron
says, make free of what you find."

"How long will it take us to reach-where we're going?" she asked, feeling anxious, as he started
towards the cab of the engine.
"Well, we'll be a-goin' fairly slow, nma'am so naybe a couple of hours," he replied, over his

shoul der. "This spur's a twi sty piece, and we wouldn't want to take any chances. You ought to go

i nsi de and nmake yourself to hone."

Since he was reaching for the handhold to haul hinself up into the cabin of the engine, she

deci ded she probably ought to take his advice.

Strange, how this rough-seening man could be so polite, and the one who had dressed |ike a pseudo-
gent | eman had been nothing of the sort.

She turned and opened the door, stepping into a world she had thought was |ost to her

The col or-schene was of red and gold, the gold of polished brass fittings and gilded fixtures, the
red of scarlet |leather, velvet and satin. The car was fitted out to resenble a confortable parl or,
with three small tables covered with red damask cloths, real chairs, a Roman divan couch, and a
bed-1 ounge. Al the furniture was deeply padded and uphol stered in red velvet or |eather. The
floor was covered with a deep red Turkey carpet, and the furniture was discreetly bolted to the
floor through the carpeting. Mahogany bookcases full of |eather-bound vol umes decorated one wall
and a handsonme nahogany si deboard |aden with bottles and gl assware graced anot her.

Enough oil -1 anps burned fromfixtures set between each wi ndow that the interior of the car was
illumnated as cheerfully as anyone coul d ask. There was even a porcelain stove in an al cove at
the back of the car to heat it.

A serving-plate covered with a silver donme sat on one of the tables, but as the "train" began to
nmove, Rose's attention was drawn to a door on the end of the car. A discreet brass plaque
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announced "Lounge" in square script, and she nade her way to that door, wondering if it contained
what she hoped.

It did. A brass and porcelain oil-lanp lit the tiny roomsoftly. Her valise sat in a clever tray
bolted to the top of an oak washstand, to keep anything placed in it from being overset. The
washst and-or rather, vanity-boasted a graceful porcelain basin inset in the top; the basin was
even equi pped with a drain-hole and a stopper to close it so that one need not try to find a way
to enpty it in the noving train. A bar of castile soap lay in a porcelain cradle next to the
basi n. Above the basin was a matching porcelain ewer with a spigot in the bottom She touched the
spigot and was rewarded by a stream of fresh, warm water.

Wthout hesitation she took off her sateen waist and washed and rinsed her face, neck and arns-
twi ce, because she was appalled to see that after the first washing, the water was gray with
grinme. She could not wash her hair, but at |east she could danp it down a little and conmb it out-
and she did, bracing herself against the basin as the train twisted and turned on its journey. She
rebraided it and wound it about her head in a kind of crown rather than making the French tw st
and pomnpadour she usually wore.

There was one clean waist in her valise; she had been saving it, in the faint hope that she woul d
find a way to change before she net her enployer. A remant of her former fortune, it was of much-
mended taffeta silk in a deep rose. In the soft light of |anmps and | anterns, the nmended pl aces
woul d not be too obvious. She al so had fresh stockings, but it would be inpossible to change the
rest of her underclothing without somehow extracting herself frompetticoats and corset.

She put the stockings and the waist on, and i mediately felt nuch better. To finally don clean
clothing after so many days in the sane outfit was pure bliss. She procured her tooth-powder and
brush fromthe valise, and conpleted the process of cleaning at |east the upper portion of her
body.

She regarded her reflection in the mirror beside the basin, and decided that it coul d have been
wor se. She was exhausted, and | ooked it, but she al so | ooked respectable now, and not as if she
had been sleeping in her clothing, in trains and on benches in railway stations, for endl ess days.
She | eft her valise where it was, and re-entered the car, curious nowto see what |ay on that
silver salver. She lifted the silver done lid, and gasped wth pleasure.

Fresh grapes, sonething she had not seen, let alone tasted, in weeks-and with them two kinds of
cheese, and bread with a chewy crust and, when she tore off an experimental bit, a curiously tangy
flavor. She hel ped herself to a light wine fromthe cabi net and nade an unashaned gl utton of
hersel f.

A nap woul d have done her a world of good, but when she reclined on the | ounge, she discovered
that her treacherous mnd would not be quiet, manufacturing all nmanner of suspicions, comng up
with reasons why the apparently benevolent Mster Cameron was in truth a nonster

This could all be sone kind of trap. The food could be drugged. Caneron m ght be a white slaver He
coul d have brought you here to debauch you

Nonsense, she replied to the slightly hysterical thought. Wiy go to all this trouble and expense
to obtain one wonman from Chi cago, when there were hundreds well, dozens, anyway-of "soiled doves”
right at hand in San Francisco, all much nore experienced at-at pleasing a man than she. Surely a
man as rich as Caneron would not |ack in charmng conpani ons of the dem nonde, all eager to serve
his every w sh!

Yes, but perhaps he wants soneone acquainted with the uncensored Ovid-

But the idea of the apocryphal Jason Caneron inporting a scholar from Chicago to indulge himin
Ronman debaucheries was too absurd even for her suspicious nature.

He doesn't even know what | ook |ike! she told herself, trying not to giggle. He could be getting
soneone |ike Lydia Bullfinch, all bones and brains and hair! And the idea of Lydia in a sheer
Roman chem se, reclining sylph-like on a couch, did send her into hysterical giggles.

She must have finally rel axed enough to doze, for the next thing she knew, the little train was
slowing with an unpl easant netallic squeal of brakes, quite enough to wake even the soundest

sl eeper. She sat up and snoot hed down her shirtwai st and skirt, although she hated even to touch
the latter, as it felt gritty and faintly gumy.

Once the train had cone to a conplete stop, there was a knock at the door of the carriage. She
rose to her feet as a man entered, without waiting for her to answer.

He nmight well have figured as a creature fromone of the Bronte books. He was a little taller than
she, slender, and dark. His dark hair was |long by the standards of Chicago, just at his shoul ders,
and cut to wave in a quite romantic fashion. His saturnine face held a pair of brooding brown eyes
above chi sel ed cheekbones and a deci dedly Romanesque nose. Only in his chin did he lack true
ronmantic grace-it jutted just a bit too firmy outward, as if he was inclined to use it as a ram
agai nst those who dared to get in his way. He was inpeccably dressed in a dark blue suit, fine
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shirt, and tie with a conservative stripe.

"M ster Caneron?" she said, instantly, holding out her hand. "I am Rosalind Hawki ns-"

"l am pl eased to neet you, Mss Hawkins, but | fear | amnot Jason Caneron," the nan replied,
taki ng her hand and clasping it briefly before letting it go. H's voice was a deep tenor, with the
intimation of power behind it, but no discernible accent. "Master Caneron is ny enployer also, and
he sent ne to bring you up to the house. My nane is Paul du Mond, and | am his personal secretary
and valet." Now he smled, although it was not an expression that brought any warnth to his face
"You must call ne by ny given nane."

"Of course," she replied, feeling rebuffed, although she could not imagi ne why she felt that way.
"Pl ease call ne-Rosalind."”

Dashed if she would let this cold fellow call her "Rose"!

"Thank you, Rosalind. Ah, no-" he added, as she nade an abortive attenpt to retrieve her valise.
"No, do not trouble yourself over your baggage. It will all be seen to. Wuld you cone with nme?"
Seei ng no other option, she descended the stairs of the carriage behind him not entirely certain
what to expect. She found herself stepping onto a narble |Ianding, and | ooking up at a series of
white nmarble stairs inset into the cliff, illumnated by |lanterns, that seened to rise into the
stars. She backed up a step and put one hand to her throat, shivering just a little in the cold
and danp. Fog wisped across the platform and she thought that it might be very near dawn.

The staircase, however, daunted her. She was never going to be able to clinmb all that!

Paul sniled at her dismay, as if he was anused by it. "Do not be concerned, Rosalind. W will not
be dealing with that tonight. The Master does not expect weary travelers to exhaust thensel ves at
the end of their journey. The stairs are only for effect and those who insist on showi ng how
strong and fit they are."

He led the way to a door, hidden in the shadows, which he opened, revealing the prosaic iron
grating of a lift door. He notioned to her to precede him which she did.

The Iift operated snmoot hly-disconcertingly so, with no noise or sound of machinery. |If she had not
been aware of the notion of the stone wall beyond the grating, she would have been sure they were
not noving at all. Paul du Mond made no attenpt at conversation, and neither did she, although the
sil ence becane very unconfortable after a while.

Finally, a crack of light showed at the top of the lift door; it widened as the lift rose, and she
saw they had reached their destination. This was a hallway; floored with black marble, with

wal | coverings of wi ne-red brocade above hal f-panels of dark wood. Polished brass oil-lanps with
shades of ruby glass Iit the hallway clearly.
Paul opened the gate of the Iift, but nade no notion to follow her out into the hall. "I have sone

things to attend to, but | amcertain that a conpetent lady like yourself will be able to find her
way." His smile inplied that he rather doubted she would be able to do any such thing. "Go to the
right, take the staircase up to the third floor. Your roons are the first door on the left."

She was taken aback by his brusque behavior. Before she could reply, he closed the lift door

behi nd her, and the lift descended again, |eaving her with no choice but to follow his

i nstructions.

Not that they were especially difficult, really. It was only that she found the silence of the
house rat her unnerving. But that was only to be expected; after all, it was still night-tine. It
was not reasonable for her to expect that Jason Caneron or nany of his servants woul d be awake to
wel cone her. It was enough that Paul du Mond-and whatever other servants were taking care of her
baggage- had been here to greet her. At least they had a roomwaiting for her.

She had anticipated a dark, back staircase, a servant's stair to be precise, but the staircase
proved to be both broad and handsone in dark wood and oak paneling, and well-lit with nore brass

| anps, this time with white porcelain shades. It boasted a red carpet, and clinbed in a square
spiral, with doors at each floor

She opened the third of these-this time certain it would let out on a nmean little hallway-to find
that it did nothing of the sort.

The hal lway here was papered in red-on-red fleur-de-lis, and the floor was of dark wood with a red
carpet runner down the center of the hallway. Again, the | anps were of brass and ruby glass; red
and gold seened to be Jason Caneron's preferred colors. The door that Paul du Mond had i ndicated
was a few steps past the door to the staircase; she had just touched the handl e, when she noticed
that the door itself bore a brass plaque. On it was inscribed a single word.

Rosal i nd.

Startled, she froze, but the handl e seened to turn beneath her fingers and the door swung open, as
i f under its own power.

She gasped as she saw the room she could not help herself. In all her wldest dreans of what

nm ght be waiting for her, she had never inmagined anything |ike this.
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For a nonent, she hesitated. Surely this was a nmistake; this roomcould not possibly be neant for
her! But her name was on the door-and Paul du Mond had sent her here. She stepped inside,
hesitantly, and the door swung silently shut behind her.

I f soneone had given her free rein and an infinite budget to design a sitting-roomthat would best
pl ease her, this would have been it. There was a snall fire in the fireplace to ward off the chill
of the air outside, although a nodern steamradiator made it clear that the fireplace was nostly
ornamental . Between the cozy fire and the two |anps, there was not a single corner that was unlit.
Unl i ke the red-and-gold opul ence of the parlor-car and the rest of the house, this room was
decorated in tones of deep blues and dark silver, both restful colors to her way of thinking. A
Roman couch uphol stered in teal -blue velvet stood beneath a huge w ndow, curtained in matching
material. Two wi ngback chairs in the sane material flanked a small table with one of the |anps on
it, and a conbi nati on bookcase and writing desk held the second lanp, with a matching armn ess
chair positioned at the desk. The soft Turkey carpet was of a deeper blue than the chairs; the
wall s were papered in a lighter blue with a stripe of discreet silver.

A second door stood open at the other end of the room and she let her feet take her to it as in a
dream As she stood in the doorway, she could only stare, for this roomwas as perfect as the
sitting-room

It held not one, but three wardrobes, all matching and standing side by side, flanked by a pair of
dressers; all were of dark maple with silver fittings. There were two chairs |ike the ones in the
sitting-room and a huge full-length mrror between them Another radiator promsed that this
bedr oom woul d never be cold. The carpet, wall-covering, and curtains were the sane as in the
sitting-room The bed, which dom nated the room was absolutely enornmous. Amazingly enough, it was
of the nedieval style she had al ways secretly favored, with curtains of blue-on-blue brocade, and
a mat ching spread now turned invitingly down to reveal the snow |inens.

But there was nore, and light through a third door drew her onward, until she found herself in a
bat hr oom whose opul ence nmatched the rest.

This roomwas tiled in pale grey, pale blue, and silver. A bath was drawn and waiting for her
steam ng and fragrant with | avender bath salts. The tub, large enough to recline confortably in
was of the square, Ronman style - a huge nmarble basin enclosed in a tiled box. There were two

si nks, an abundance of mrrors, a |lounge and two chairs, a vanity with a franed mirror. The vanity
held a wealth of green and silver bottles whose contents she | onged to explore. Snowy towels hung
froma heated towel -rack, and the "conveni ence" was of the nost nodern flush-type. The bat hroom
was as | arge as her bedroom had been at hone, and had its own snmall wardrobe at one end, with the
door opened to display a tenpting selection of nightgowns and dressi ng-robes or Kkinonos.

Rose didn't even hesitate. Mich faster than she had ever renenbered undressing before, she shed
her clothing down to the last stitch-shirtwaist, skirt, underskirts, stockings, corset-cover
corset, vest, drawers-all of them dropped fromher body with a speed that was positively nagical
She slipped into the hot water with a gasp of delight, and scrubbed and rinsed and scrubbed again
until she was pink all over. She ran nore hot water into the tub and rinsed again, then undid her
hair and washed it as well

She did not go so far as to appropriate any of the lovely night-things in the wardrobe, however.
She was certain that they nust belong to soneone el se, and had been | eft there by accident.

I nst ead, she rebraided her hair, wet as it was, wapped herself in a towl, and went to | ook for
her vali se.

The valise wasn't there-but someone had stolen into the bedroomwhile she was bat hing, had drawn
the curtains around three sides of the bed and had I eft a nightgown |lying across the pillow, in an
obvious invitation.

It was an invitation too tenpting to resist especially given that the nere sight of the bed had
started her yawning.

She took the gown into the bathroomto change just in case the unknown "hel per" returned. It was
silk, a luxury against her skin after the coarse cottons of her traveling clothing that made her
di zzy with pleasure. She blew out the lanps in the bathroomand returned to the bedroom to find
that all the other |anps had been extingui shed except for the one next to the bed.

She was too tired to be alarned at the way people kept stealing in and out of the roons wi thout
her noticing. In fact, she was too tired to think of anything other than falling into that

wonder ful bed-putting her glasses carefully on the bedside table and bl owi ng out the | anmp-pulling
the bedcurtains around to shut out the norning light-and pulling the covers up over her head.

CHAPTER
THREE
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Rose woke in darkness, but this time with no sense of disorientation, no fear when she did not
recogni ze her surroundi ngs. She remenbered precisely where she was; even if she hadn't, the faint
perfunme of sone unfamiliar flower wafting fromher hair would have rem nded her

She was at her destination, the home of Jason Caneron. She was in darkness because she had drawn
the heavy velvet bed-curtains tightly around the bed, and not even the nobst persistent sunbeam was
going to penetrate both velvet curtain and satin |ining.

She stretched luxuriously in the warnmh of the bed, taking an animal pleasure in the soft caress
of the silk of her borrowed nightdress upon her skin. Tonight, of course, it would be plain cotton
weave again, but for now, she could pretend to |uxury.

Pretend? It would hardly be pretense, given the luxury of her quarters. Wile she m ght be shabby,
her surroundi ngs were pal ati al

| wonder what tine it is? Surely it couldn't be too late in the norning; she'd be expected to take
charge of the children i medi ately, and her enployer woul d probably insist on interview ng her
first. Although she wi shed devoutly that she could wallow in this wonderful bed with a book, her
hours were no | onger her own. Wth a reluctant sense of duty she pushed back the curtains to find
that oil-lanmps had again been |it to augnent the thin grey daylight com ng in through the w ndows.
W thout her glasses, that was just about all that she could ascertain.

She reached for her glasses and the room sprang into sharper focus. She sat up, swung her | egs
over the side of the bed, and found that a pal e-pink silk wapper trimed in soft |ace that

mat ched the lace-tri med gown had been laid out on a chair beside the bed, ready for her to put

on, even though she had not heard anyone cone in. She frowned a little as she put on the wapper
and noved into the sitting-room wth the carpet soft as npbss under her bare feet. Wiy hadn't she
heard the servant conme in? She didn't usually sleep that heavily.

Then again, those unseen servants had penetrated her roomwhile she bathed | ast night, w thout her
hearing them They nust sinply be preternaturally silent.

Her trunk and bags had arrived while she slept but to her dismay, when she opened them she found
that her clothing was m ssing! Searching frantically, she saw that not a single persona

possessi on was m ssing-only the clothing!

She forced herself to cal mdown and think of a decent explanation. After all, there was stil
clothing here. Canmeron obviously didn't intend to keep her a prisoner by taking away her cl othes.
Wait. |'m being unreasonable. They've probably taken it all away to be cleaned. O course; that

was t he obvi ous explanation. She'd heard that this was the way such things were done in the hones
of the wealthy.

Even for someone who is one short step above a servant?

She ignored the nagging thought, and turned to the snall table beneath the wi ndow. The curtains
had been drawn, showing her a view of a lush scrap of |lawn, a wilderness of trees, and just beyond
them a hint of the sea. She couldn't see the shore itself; had this house been built on a seaside
cliff?

On the table was one of those silver platters with a domed |id covering it, though this one was
nearly the size of the tabletop. Wen she lifted the done, she found a conpl ete breakfast, hot and
ready, as if it had just cone fromthe kitchen. There was a pot of coffee wafting up a savor
worthy of heaven; two perfectly poached eggs, gol den-brown toast dripping with butter, fried
shredded potatoes, and a slice of hamwith the fat crisped and the | ean noist and tender. Beside
this lay another plate containing a piece of hot apple pie redolent with cinnamon and nutnmeg, with
a tiny pitcher of creamto pour on it. This was so unlike the pitiful bread and oatneal of the
boar di ng house that she could have wept. There was also a note, in an envelope identical to Jason
Caneron's first mssive, resting against the coffee-cup

She opened it first, before touching the tenpting breakfast, even though her stomach nmurnured its
di spl easure. The script was the sane, in the sane odd, sepia-toned ink

Dear M ss Hawkins, it read. Wl cone. | have taken the liberty of ordering ny servants to nake away
with your clothing so that it can be cleaned and pressed for you.

There-the very expl anation she had arrived at.

I hope that you will make free of the garnments that | have had ordered for you, and continue to do
so if they please you.

Remenbering the envy she had felt on seeing the wealth of silken night-things, conparing the gown
and wrapper she now wore with her own, and inmagi ni ng what nmust be in the wardrobes and chest, she
was not inclined to mss her skirts and waists from Sears, Roebuck and Co.

Enj oy your breakfast at your leisure. | shall comrunicate with you when you have settled yourself
for the day.
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The note was signed, Jason Caneron. The signature was the sanme as the one she renenbered.

Part of her was inmedi ately suspicious. Part of her found this conpletely reasonable. Wy

shoul dn't she be treated with respect and care? After all, she did have a set of conpletely unique
qualifications. And Jason Caneron was obviously a man of extrene wealth, to whomall this expense
on her behalf represented little nore than pocket-change.

She seated herself at the table and picked up knife and fork, and found the ham was so tender she
hardly needed the forner. Think of that lift alone! she told her suspicious side, as she slowy
savored her breakfast. Not even a great hotel could afford a lift |like that one! The man owns his
own private rail-spur and train, and sends it to fetch sonmeone the way I would call a cab! He is
sinmply being a gentleman; he knows what the journey nust have been like, and he is giving ne a
chance to get ny beari ngs.

As for the gowns and the accommodati ons-well, if she were in Jason Caneron's place, she would not
want anyone in her enploy to wal k about | ooking as-as shabby as she was. You purchase paintings to
suit your decor-why not clothe your enployees to match? Certainly there is no uniformfor a
governess the way there is for a naid or sone other servant. Certainly Paul du Mond had been
clothed as el egantly as any gentleman of her acquai ntance. Perhaps his garb was al so the result of
his enpl oyer's generosity.

Her suspicious side settled, though not w thout a grunmble. She finished her breakfast, and
returned to the bedroomto see what delights the wardrobes held.

She soon di scovered that soneone fenal e had assuredly had a hand in the selection of what |ay
within the drawers of the dresser and doors of the wardrobe. There was literally nothing | acking,
fromthe nost delicate underthings to fashionable corsetry to gowns, skirts, and shirtwaists of a
style and fabric that shouted "Inported! French!" Any susceptible woman woul d have flung her good
sense tenporarily to the wind at the nere sight of such treasures, and Rose was no exception

Wth nuch difficulty, she chose a selection that included underthings trimed with real Brussels

| ace, and real silk stockings. To nmeet her enployer, she picked a skirt of the softest wool she
had ever touched in her life, wool as soft and as plush as velvet, in a deep sapphire blue, and a
silk waist with a flowing jabot in pale blue with nore | ace, dyed to match, at the collar and
cuffs. There were even shoes and boots in her exact size, and she had no hesitation in carrying
off a pair of kid hal f-boots that matched the skirt.

She bore her prizes off to the bathroom and spent a rapturous hour "Putting herself together."
When she was done, she surveyed the result in the mirror, and was nore than pleased with the
result.

Just as inportantly, she was no | onger self-conscious about neeting with her enployer. dothing
was a kind of arnor, really, and her arnor had been patched, weak, and dangerously thin before.
Beauti ful clothing was, in a way, invisible-but people noticed when one was poorly or shabbily
dressed, and acted accordingly. Now she could face any man or wonman on the face of the gl obe and
feel confident that she would be judged on her nerit, not the state of her clothing. Her self-
confidence increased with every passing second. Now she was herself, now she was Rosal i nd Hawki ns,
schol ar and Doctoral candidate, and the equal of anyone in Anmerica, even Jason Caneron! After all
she had sonething he wanted, and that nmade her the seller in a seller's market.

She left the bathroom and entered the bedroom The silent, invisible servants had struck again. The
bed was nade, the havoc she had wought anmong the clothing had been tidi ed away, her wapper and
ni ght dress whi sked of f to who- knew where

How are they doing this? she wondered, with mngled admiration and irritation. | haven't been
deafened by all the noise of the | oconotives, have |?

She nmoved on to the sitting roomand the breakfast things had vani shed al so. But there was a new
addition; a pile of books lay on the table beside the couch, a reading-lanp had been lit, and the
end of a speaki ng-tube was |aid beside the books. On top of the books was anot her note.

Somet hi ng about this sent a chill of apprehension running down the |l ength of her spine, though she
could not imagine why it should be so. She stepped carefully over to the table and picked up the
note. Her hands shook as she opened it.

Dear M ss Hawkins, it said. Now | nust nake a confession to you. You have been brought here under
fal se pretenses.

She al nost dropped the note there and then, but sonething nmade her continue reading.

There are no children; | never had a wife. | do require the abilities of a remarkable scholar, the
exact abilities and skills that | outlined in nmy mssive to your nentor, Professor Cathcart. | am
an invalid and an accident has left nme unable to read the books that | require for ny own
research. In addition, | aminperfectly acquainted with medi eval Gernman and Gaelic. | desire your

services, both as a reader and a translator
She blinked at the letter, jaw dropping in a nost unladylike expression of amazenment. O all of
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the possibilities, this was the one she would never, ever have guessed at.

The salary will remain the same; the hours will perhaps be | onger, and extend deep into the night,
for it is at night that |I require the distractions of work to free my mind frompain. | fear that
you will not be able to nake as mmny excursions into San Francisco as you would like, but that is
only because the journey is of three hours in duration, and you woul d probably w sh to stay

overni ght. At the nonent ny need of your services does not allow for this; in a nonth or two, |
shal | take pains to arrange such an excursion. In reconpense for this curtailnent of your freedom
| offer ny apartnent in the city for the eventuality of such a trip, and the use of my box at the
Opera or Tivoli Gardens, whichever shall present the choicer entertainment for that evening in
your m nd

She felt breathless, and hardly knew what to think, now.

| personally pledge that you shall hear Caruso, even though ny own needs nust then take second

pl ace.

How had he known how rmuch she wanted to hear Caruso sing?

You have the freedom of the house and grounds, although | amafraid that you will probably find it
rather dull. | entertain no one, and ny servants are as reclusive as their nmaster. You will,
however, encounter ny secretary, Paul A Mond, fromtine to tine. He will see to obtaining whatever
you need, if it has not already been provided. If you are shy of conmunicating some personal need
to a strange male, sinply wite it down and | eave the note with your meal -tray; ny housekeeper
will then attend to it.

She sat down on the couch, feeling suddenly dizzy If this was a formof inprisonnent, then it was
the oddest sort of inprisonment anyone had ever inmagi ned. And for what purpose? That she shoul d
read books?

My accident has left nme disfigured in a way that | would not inflict upon one who did not know ne
before. You will therefore be reading to ne through the speaking-tube, and I will nmake nmy requests
by the same manner.

Not even the fevered and di sordered brain of a Mary Shelley could have created a plot like this
one! Surely even the publishers of dine novels would balk at such an unlikely situation

You can, of course, refuse your services, and | will have you transported to San Francisco with
all your belongings imediately. It was unfair of ne to bring you here under false pretenses, and
| apol ogi ze nost hunbl y-but ask yourself this: if | had communicated the truth, would you have
believed it? | think not. | believe that even Conan Doyl e and Rudyard Kipling woul d have bl ushed
to pen such a wild tale.

He had a point. If she had been presented with this situation in Chicago, she and Prof essor

Cat hcart woul d have discarded it as the fantasies of a lunatic.

She could | eave, now, this nonent. He had said as nuch. She did not need to stay here a nonent

| onger.

But if she chose that escape, it nmeant to be set down, with two dollars to her name, in a strange
city. That was not the best option open to her at the nonent. Here-if Jason Caneron was nore
lunatic than this note suggested-she was subject to the will of one man, two at the nost. Thus far
there was no evidence that either Caneron or his nman had any interest in any part of her but her
m nd. There was no reason to believe that she wasn't perfectly safe here. There were bolts on the
doors, she could |l ock herself in-and although secret passageways and hidden doors in the walls
were a hall mark of dreadful cheap novels, she knew enough about architecture to be aware that it
was extrenely difficult to construct such things, and even nore difficult to conceal them

I will be waiting to hear your decision in person, the letter concluded. Merely say what you will
into the speaking-tube, and | will abide by your decision. But please take into your
considerations that if you accept this enploynent, you will be granting a crippled and disfigured
man an entry into a world of schol arship he had thought was lost to him and a way for himto
forget, for a few hours, his pain.

It was signed, sinply, Jason.

Ch, that was nmanipul ative! That last was clearly an attenpt to win her synpathy; quite cal cul ated
to appeal to every noble instinct she nmight possess. And as such, it succeeded, even as she
recogni zed it for what it was. She actually found herself admiring a man who had the strength and
audacity to use his infirmty as a weapon. Most nen woul d never have admitted to needi ng anyone or
anyt hi ng- Jason Caneron was clearly a craftsman who did not scruple at using whatever cane to his
hand, including his own weakness.

But she was al so very nuch aware of the fact that of her two options-to go or to stay-this was by
far the nost attractive. There was no reason to suppose that this tinme, Jason Caneron was telling
anything other than the truth. His tale was so fantastic that, strangely enough, it rang truer
than the tale of the two precocious children
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He had treated her well up to now, why should that cease? He clearly had weal th; what woul d he
want with her other than her services as a scholar? Money would gain the cooperative company of a
prof essi onal courtesan for even the nost hideous nman in the world. He would not get that from her
by any neans other than coercion. Al the argunents she had used back in Chicago to persuade
herself to take this position still held true.

She put down the note; considered the roomshe sat in, the clothing she wore, the books on the
tabl e beside her. Her self-confidence returned, and she began to think that she nmight well be the
equal of Jason Cameron, even in manipul ation

If this was a gilded cage, why not abide in it for a while? Were el se did she have to go-and what
el se had she longed to do, but use her mind and her skills in pursuit of |earning? He could not
keep her if she was determ ned to | eave. She was certain that she was clever enough to outwit any
attenpt to trap her here.

She picked up the end of the speaking-tube, coughed to clear her throat, and sent her first words
into it.

"M ster Caneron?"

A nonment |ater, the reply; hoarse, rather deep. And to substantiate the story, it did sound |ike
the voice of sonmeone who had suffered an acci dent of sonme devastation. "M ss Hawki ns? Have you
cone to a decision, then?"

"I believe | have, sir." She took a deep breath, then comritted herself. | have what he wants and
needs, she rem nded herself. This is still a seller's market. "I see no reason why | should not
continue as your enployee under the new requirenents that you have outlined to ne."

Anot her question occurred to her-then why insist on a wonan? Wiy not a mal e? But the answer was
obvious. He could not, dared not, trust a man. A male would be all too likely to take advantage of
the situation, perhaps overpower the secretary and thus control Jason Caneron's life and fortune
Though Paul du Mond was not precisely robust, no woman woul d be able to physically overwhel m him
Thus, only a woman woul d be safe to trust.

Once again, then, | hold the cards.

A deep sigh, as if Jason Canmeron had been holding his breath, waiting for her answer. "I should
add sonmething to this, in all honesty, Mss Hawkins. My path of research is very - outre. Very
odd. You may find yourself reading books that are unpl easant to you. Perhaps even shocking."

Her self-confidence was soaring, to the point where she actually felt giddy. She surprised herself-
and possibly himby bursting into | aughter. "M ster Caneron-1 have read the unexpurgated Ovid, the
| ove- poens of Sappho, the Decaneron in the original, and a great nmany texts in Greek and Latin

hi stories that were not thought fit for proper gentlenen to read, much | ess proper |adies. | know
in precise detail what Caligula did to, and with, his sisters, and | can quote it to you in Latin
or inny ow translation if you wish. | aminterested in historical truth, and truth in history is
of ten unpl easant and distasteful to those of fine sensibility. |I frankly doubt that you will
produce anything to shock ne."

There was silence for a nonent, then a chuckle. It sounded |ike an appreciative chuckle. "Mss

Hawki ns, | amrightfully rebuked. You are a scholar, and there is nothing that shocks the mnd of
a schol ar except censorship and fal sehood. | confess that | was not aware that you were so w dely
read, and | commrend you for your self-possession. You will find ny research odd, then, but not
shocki ng. "

"Thank you," she said sinply, glowing a little with pleasure at his words.

"I have, in the light of this, a new contract for you. You are evidently a |lady of ruch stanina
and one who understands the need that drives the seeker of know edge when the trail is hot. | had
intended to ask you to read for a fixed nunber of hours in a day. | would |Iike to change that-and
ask you to read for as long in a day as | need you to. If you can put up with the whins of ny
research, and if you can bear with the fact that | shall need you for long and difficult hours,
shall see to it that you have all the resources you require to pursue your own goals of research
in addition to all else | promi sed you. In fact, | shall have all ny recent book catal ogs of rare
and antique vol unmes sent to you for you to | ook through and make sel ections, and | shall have them
purchased for you. Is that a bargain, scholar to scholar, equal to equal ?"

I f he had been Mephi stophel es, he could not have offered her a bargain to tenpt her nore. If he
had been able to read her nmind, he would not have phrased it any differently. It was an offer she

could not possibly reject. "It is a bargain, sir," she said, immediately. "And as | see you have
had some books left here for me, | amprepared to begin reading i mediately, to seal our
agreenent . "

Was it her inmagination, or did she sense elation on the other end of that |ong tube?

"Thank you," cane the answer, "And-if you will forgive an inpertinence, before you begin, | have a

final question for you."
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"You may ask," she replied, "but | will not guarantee to answer, if it is that inpertinent." A bit
bol d, perhaps, but had he not just addressed her as equal to equal ? Let himtake what he had

of f ered.

"M ss Hawki ns-are you sentinmentally attached to those garnents you brought with you?" There was a
pl aintive, pained quality to his words that brought another |augh bubbling up out of her throat,
whi ch she suppressed only just in tine. H s poor, bruised sensibilities! It was the question of an
aesthete confronted with an object of terrible banality stuck squarely in the niddle of an

ot herwi se matchl ess vista

In other words-he really doesn't want to know that there is anything shabby trailing about in his
beautiful honme. Poor man! He's probably afraid that 1'll disgrace himif anyone should see ne! She
giggled again. He's probably dreading the censure of that terribly superior secretary of his if he
pernmits a dowd to stalk his exquisite halls.

"M ster Caneron, | amnot," she said firmy. "Provided that | nay keep these replacenents that you
have graciously provided for me, you may do with themwhat you will. Burn them bury them use
themfor cleaning rags; | will not be sorry to see them gone. They are inferior specinmens of their

type, have nothing of grace or charmto recomend them and deserve an ignoble end. Frankly,
bought them because | had to, not because | wanted to. My taste, sir, is better than that."

Anot her sigh of relief. "M ss Caneron, once again you please and surprise nme. If you would take up
the first volune in the stack and begin at the place narked?"

The | eat her - bound book was without a title or any other identifying marks; the ribbon bookmark
within fell at a new chapter. Somewhat to her surprise, it was hand-printed, in medieval French.
Wthin a few words, she knew what it was, although such books had never been of interest to her
It was a treatise on alcheny, full of maunderings about "Red Lions" and "Wite Eagles," "nale and
fermal e principles,"” and allusions to "Hernmetic Mysteries." Despite obvious flaws in granmmar and
syntax, she read it precisely as it had been witten, for these tonmes were often encoded, and to
correct what was there m ght render it indecipherable.

Al cheny! 1 wonder what his "researches" are? Not a search for the Phil osopher's Stone, surely; any
man as acquainted with science and rational thinking as a man in his position must surely know
what nonsense such things are! Besides, he does not need a Phil osopher's Stone to render him
weal t hy; he already has wealth in abundance.

Then agai n-perhaps he was interested in the occult aspect of such things. He had suffered a
terrible accident-would soneone in his place not crave some supernatural renedy to his injury,
since science could not supply one?

She came to the end of the section and was about to conti nue when Cameron spoke.

"No nore," he said, sounding resigned. "I renmenbered that passage inperfectly; there is nothing
there | can use. Pray, go on with the next volume. You will have to translate for me, if you would
be so kind."

The second book confirmed her guess, as it was another treatise on an occult subject, this tine
printed in Gothic black-letter German, and of a nore recent date. She read as she was accust oned
to, given an unfamliar text; when she encountered a phrase she did not imedi ately understand,
she read it aloud in the original, then puzzled it through aurally. Caneron did not correct this
habit; evidently he approved of it, for once or twice he suggested an alternative translation that
made a great deal nore sense in the context of the book-though not a great deal of sense in terns
of the real world.

"The next section," she said, when she had finished the portion marked, "is entitled 'An den
Seele' -if that is of any interest to you?"

She was begi nning to enjoy her new duty, odd though the subject of her reading was. "Not
particularly," was the response. "Pray continue with the next volune. May | say you have a
particularly pleasant voice? This is proving to be as pleasurable as it is instructive."

"Thank you," she replied, surprising herself with a blush. By this time, the Iight outside had
faded into dusk, although she had not thought it that |ate when she broke her fast. She nust have
sl ept far longer than she had thought. On the other hand, if these were Jason Canmeron's preferred
hours, she m ght as well get used to them now.

She was hal fway t hrough the stack of books when Caneron hinself called a halt. She reckoned that
she nust have read at |east a hundred pages in that tine, perhaps nore. Her throat was certainly
getting dry, and she was consci ous of increasing hunger

"Your voice is a trifle hoarse; | detect that you are in need of a rest. Have you any notion what
time it is?"

"Candidly, no," she admtted. "I amafraid | do not possess a watch, and there doesn't seemto be
a clock in these roons." It had not occurred to her before, but that was a rather odd onission.
But apparently it was an acci dental one, for he nade a sound of chagrin. "I do apol ogize; | shall
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renedy both conditions imrediately." There was a sound of scraping, as if sonmething heavy had been
dragged across the floor. It did not come fromoverhead, but rather through the speaking-tube
only, which told her that wherever Caneron's rooms were, they were not above her own. "It appears
to be approxinmately nine o' clock," he said after a | engthy pause. "Wuld you prefer to dine in
your rooms or in the dining roon? There are no other guests, nor, since ny accident, are there
likely to be, but you may care for a change of scene."

The thought of sitting at a long, enpty table was a bit daunting. She shivered just a little; she

woul d feel precisely like a heroine in a haunted romance. "in ny rooms, if you please," she told
him "In fact, if it is convenient, | should like to take all my neals here, except for the odd
al fresco picnic lunch if the weather is fine. | amin the habit of taking |Iong wal ks," she added,

warni ngly. "Exercise is valuable for sharpening the mnd."
If he was going to try to keep her penned up in here, he would surely object at this point. But he
didn't. "Healthy m nd, healthy body, hmm®?" he said with anusenment. "The G eeks woul d approve,

and so do I. It is quite convenient, actually, and | am sure ny servants would prefer the
arrangenent. Sinply let ny housekeeper know with a note if you intend such excursions, and there
will be a luncheon made up and waiting at the front door. | shall also see that you have a rough
map of the area. You don't by any chance ride, do you?"

"Actually, no," she adnitted. "I was raised in Chicago and never had occasion to |earn."

"What, so you are not perfect, after all?" he replied with a hint of nockery. "A pity; ny horse
coul d use another to exercise himbesides Paul and the stableman. Well, you shall have to content
yourself with enjoying ny little wilderness afoot. | amafraid | cannot recommend ny steed for the

i nexperienced; he requires a rider who knows what she is about. And for now | suggest that you

m ght stretch your linbs in exploring the house a bit while | have Paul organize a dinner for both
of us, and renedy the shocking |ack of tinepieces in your roons."

"Thank you, sir," she replied, getting to her feet a bit stiffly. "I believe | shall do precisely
that."

Just at the nonent she felt a decided aversion to encountering the so-superior secretary; on the
whole, if she net him she would rather it was on neutral ground rather than in her own roons.

Besi des, this was an open invitation to be as inquisitive as she cared to, and devil if she wasn't
goi ng to take advantage of it!

For one thing, she rather thought she would like to try and puzzle out just where her enployer was
speaking from It wasn't from overhead, and yet the voice comng fromthe speaking tube was strong
and clear, so his own roons could not be |ocated too far away.

Directly beneath her, perhaps? That would be logical. It would also be reassuring. She really
woul d rather that he were not above or to either side. Secret passages were one thing; peepholes,
however, were ridiculously easy to contrive. He might be able to spy on her fromany direction but
bel ow; even an occultist would have difficulty seeing through a thick Oiental rug |aid down over
carpet as the ones in her roons were.

She | eft her door standing open, so that Paul du Mond woul d know that she was not in her roons,
and consi dered her direction.

Down the hall, | suppose. | mght as well discover what is on this floor before |I go on

The hal Il way proved to be singularly devoid of entertainment. The doors leading fromit all opened
on suites as lushly appointed as her own, and all were unlocked. Each had a unique flavor or col or-
scheme; one was Chinese and a pale celadon in color, one East |Indian and done up in gold and
brown, one appeared to have a Russian thene, complete with icons and massi ve sanovar and the
schenme there was red and black. The remaining two suites were very nearly the twins to her own,
save that one was decorated in stark green and silver, which she found rather cold and repellent,
and one was decorated in Canmeron's trademark red and gol d, which she found unconfortably | ush.
Living in the forner would have felt like living underwater, living in the latter like living in a
j ewel -box. On the whole she was quite happy with the choice that had been nade for her

That disposed of this floor. Where Paul du Mond resided, she did not yet know, but at |east there
was no possibility of peepholes from either side.

Nor, it seened, from above; the stairs upward terminated in a series of dark attics which she did
not care to penetrate. So, that left belowand there were two floors to explore yet that she knew
of .

The second fl oor was sonething of a disappointnment, and yet it did tell her that this was, indeed,
where Jason Caneron |aired. Beyond the door on the | anding was a kind of anteroom decorated with
bl ack marbl e statuary in niches. Again the color schene was red and gold, with three doors | eading
fromit, one in each wall; all three were | ocked.

At | east now | know where you are, Jason Caneron, she thought with satisfaction as she turned and
descended the stairs to the first floor
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By the tine she finished exploring that floor, she had the feeling she ought to be returning to
her post, or she was likely to find a cold collation instead of a warm di nner. She was nore than
i npressed by what she found on the first floor, which was much nore extensive than the third fl oor
woul d have indicated, as there were three single-storied wings off the main building. She guessed
that there might be as nuch as twelve thousand square feet of floorspace here; she had been in
nmuseuns that were smaller. Anything that a nan of wealth and | eisure could possibly have w shed
was in this house-froma grand ballroomand nusic roomto a snmoking roomand billiard parlor. The
Iibrary was enough to nmake her gasp and grow faint with envy and anticipation. She was doubly gl ad
now that she had indicated a preference for taking her neals in her room the dining roomwas
echoi ngly huge, and decorated with the heads of trophy gane aninmals. She was quite sure that she
woul d have quickly devel oped indigestion with all those gl assy eyes staring down at her while she
ate.

There was al so a conservatory and greenhouse, full of strange plants. That would be a pl easant
place to sit or wal k when the weat her was uncooperati ve.

There was at least one lanp lit in every room except the ballroom and greenhouse; it mnmust be the
whol e duty of one servant to see to them It was a pity that this place was too far fromthe city
to receive either gas or the electric nmain; she pitied the poor soul who went about cleaning,
filling, lighting and extinguishing all those |anps.

On the whole, living here would be rather like living in a palace. She had heard that these
western rail-barons had built themselves manors to rival the Medicis, and now she was certain this
was nothing less than the truth. Wiy, the expense in lanmp-o0il alone nmust rival the total of all of
the household bills of any nornmal househol d put together

She hurried her steps as she turned back towards her own suite; the place was so enpty it seened
haunted, and just at the nmonent she wanted the cozy walls of her own donmain around her. GCbviously
Caneron did not ask the servants to keep his hours; they nust all have retired for the night.

Per haps there was a separate building as servants' quarters. That m ght be where Paul du Mond
resi ded.

When she entered her own roons again, she heaved a sigh of relief, both because she had not
encountered du Mond on the way, and because after the huge and lifeless roons below, this suite
seenmed a very haven of warnth and wel cone.

There were two additions inmmediately visible; a striking-clock on the mantl epi ece, between two
silver candl esticks, and one of the donmed serving-trays. She seated herself at her little table
with alacrity as her stomach had the bad manners to growl, hoping that she had not tarried too

| ong.

Ei t her she had sonehow m ssed du Mond and the servants by nere minutes, or Caneron's delving into
al cheni cal processes had uncovered sone arcane way of keeping food perfect and piping hot for
hours. And perhaps he had divined that with a "masculine" mind her culinary preferences were
"mascul ine" as well. This was no dainty lady's dinner of toast and |obster-salad; a savory and
hearty platter of rare roast beef, new potatoes, and mixed grilled vegetabl es awaited her
appetite, with caranel flan and a good red wi ne as acconpani ments. There were also a pot of tea,
sugar-bow and a creampitcher waiting at the fire, presumably for the ease of her throat, later.
It occurred to her, as she finished her neal, that it was just as well that she was in the habit
of taking hearty exercise. If she continued to eat like this w thout those |ong wal ks, she would
soon resenbl e the plunply uphol stered sofal

Now woul d have been a pleasant tine to settle in with a good history and read for |eisure-but her
duty called, and she would be reading in any case, though it was not what she woul d have chosen
She covered the remains of the meal with the doned |id and returned to her station

But with the books, she found another new addition, so snall she had initially overlooked it.
There was a red Morocco-1eather box on the table, and when she opened it, she found a | ady's
chat el ai ne watch within, conplete with neckchain. Both were unique, and clearly froma fine

jewel er's stock; the yellowgold case of the watch was inlaid in white- and rose-gold, in a lovely
pattern of clinbing roses; the chain was a triple-strand of braided rose-gold, yellowgold, and
white-gold. This was no "gold-filled bargain" from Sears, Roebuck; it was an expensive piece of
fine jewnelry.

For a monment, she was inclined to tell Cameron that she could not accept the gift-oh, why not? It
wasn't inscribed with a sentinment; there was no note with it. For all | know, this is the kind of
thing he gives his housekeeper for her birthday. Wiy balk at a trifle |ike a watch, when he had
al ready given her an entire new wardrobe?

She picked up the next book in the pile-the ones she had already read were gone-and spoke into the
silence. "M . Caneron?"

"M ss Hawki ns?" the answer cane, pronptly. "l trust you enjoyed your explorations."
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"Very nmuch so. Your hone is-is stunning beyond words," she replied honestly. "I cannot imagine
that anyone in this area has anything to rival it."

A chuckle. "Ch, there are other hones in San Francisco that are larger-but | flatter nyself to
think that mine is in better taste. You would not believe the incredible pile ny partner Crocker
has constructed. | hope you will forgive the watch-1 know it is a bit ostentatious, but | happened
to have it on hand and could not resist the play on your Christian name. |If you would rather have
sonet hing plainer | shall have to have Paul |ook further in the safe-but this does suit your new
war dr obe, you will have to admt."

"You have nme at a disadvantage, for | nust agree with you." Ch, she was enjoying fencing with
words with this man! He was probably unprincipled in many ways, possibly without norals to speak
of, but he was witty and intelligent, and he gave her the accol ade of treating her as equal in

intelligence. "There; now you know anot her weakness of mine, | amvain, and | fear, greedy as a
child for pretty things. G eedy enough to accept your ostentatious gift. Thank you." There. | have
said it, so you cannot assume superiority.

"You are wel conme." Another chuckle. "It is very refreshing to find soneone who knows when bl unt
and pl ai n speaking can be as clever a weapon as dissinmulation. Touché. Now, if you are ready to
begi n?"

"I am" she said, with a chuckle of her own, and resuned her task, pouring herself a cup of tea
and addi ng cream and sugar in the English style, to ease her voice.

It was past one by both the watch and the cl ock when she finished, and she was suppressi ng yawns
as she closed the | ast book. "M ss Hawkins, you give nme cause to rejoice that you accepted ny

offer," came the harsh voice fromthe speaking-tube. "And now, | shall |eave you to your virtuous
rest. Good night."
"Good night, M. Caneron," she replied, as she drank the | ast of her tea. "I am | ooking forward

with curiosity to see what you shall have unearthed for ne to read to you tonorrow. "

If he chuckled at that sally, she did not hear it; she had already noved to bl ow out the | anps and
| eave the fire to burn itself out.

Once again, a silk nightdress had been laid out for her on the invitingly-turned-down bed. She
waver ed between bed and bath, and finally her yawns overcane her. | can bathe in the norning, she
told herself, as she stepped out of her clothing and left it lying, neatly folded, on the chair
besi de her bed. The cool silk of the nightdress against her skin only confirmed the rightness of
her decision in her own m nd

This m ght have been a nistake-but she didn't think so. If Jason Caneron happened to be slightly
crazed, well, then so were thousands of others, who went to Spiritualist neetings and flocked to
hear Madane Bl avatsky. What harmwas there in his seeking sone redress for an intol erable
situation? And what harmwas there in her aiding and abetting that search? dearly, she anused
him and that in and of itself was healthy for him Better that he should take anusenent in her
audacity than that he should sink into apathy and despair.

Wth that conforting thought, she fell asleep, with the bedcurtains drawn securely about her and
the watch ticking quietly away besi de her glasses on the nightstand.

CHAPTER
FOUR

Caneron the Firenaster watched his newest acquisition in his nmirror as she read to him unaware
she was being observed. Here in his own donmain he had no need of the Sal amander's aid to watch
whomever he chose; the mirrors were his eyes, mirrors forned in the white-heat of his furnaces and
enchant ed before they cool ed. Needl ess to say, he had mrrors everywhere, though he chose not to
activate the ones in her bathroom He was no voyeur, at |east not of innocents.

And she was innocent, despite her intellect and all her reading. He found that both charning and
touching. How |li ke the Tarot card she was, of the Wse Fool, full of know edge and utterly
unwor I dl y! How easily she could be led to a fall, unaware and unwary of the precipice, of the void
gapi ng beneath her feet!

The Sal amander watched her too, dancing above its volcanic nmirror as he watched her in the mrror
of man-nade glass. "She is nore attractive, properly dressed,"” it said, sounding surprised. "Even
with the gl asses."

"There is nothing unattractive about a wonman with gl asses," he snapped sharply. "A woman who is
neither sel f-conscious about them nor a primand prudish old rmaid, wears such objects as any

ot her accessory, and they beconme a statenent of strength and character."
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Now why had he leapt to her defense like that?

Per haps because she inpresses ne. | had expected a nouse; | have been given a lioness. | prefer
the lioness; it will be a challenge to keep her tane and choosing to come to nmy hand
She had certainly stood up to himwith spirit and wit. "I know in precise detail what Caligula did

to, and with, his sisters, and | can quote it to you in Latin or my own translation if you wi sh.
How many ot her wonen woul d have dared to nmake a statenent |ike that? How many coul d have done so
wi t hout stamers or bl ushes? How many woul d have accepted his gift and |laughingly told himthey
were greedy for pretty things, daring himto think of her as an opportunist? Ch, it was a val uable
gift, but less valuable than the furs and jewels he had flung at his light |adies. Yet he could
not have given her |ess, and what other wonen would have faced himthe way she had?

None, in his acquai ntance. Rosalind Hawki ns was uni que. And even when the passages she read held
not hi ng of value for him he preferred to let her read on to the end, enjoying the sound of her

voi ce, the cadence of her words.

Unfortunately, his nenory had proved to be faulty in regards to the books he had chosen for her to
read today. There were only one or two passages burned into the oversi zed pages of the specia

book he'd had constructed, a book with tabs at each page so that his m sshapen paws could turn
them He would do better tonorrow

On the other hand, his choice of books was not entirely due to his own needs. He woul d be
educating her in the ways of Magick as she read, tutoring her with his selections. By the tine she
was ready for the books he truly needed to have her read al oud, she woul d no | onger be surprised
by anything she read to him She mght well be repul sed, but she would not be surprised, and she
had al ready proved to himthat she could face what repul sed her w thout flinching.

"We |ike her," the Sal amander said, unexpectedly. "There is Fire in her, though she is nostly Ar.
Fire and Air dancing together; it is a goodly dance."

Oh? It wasn't often that the Sal amander vol unteered anything. It wasn't in its nature to vol unteer
i nformati on, or even an opinion

Now Caneron knew sonet hi ng he hadn't known before; Rosalind s Magickal Nature. That was useful
knowi ng her Nature would nmake it easier to predict what she would do, how she woul d react, what

t hi ngs woul d nove her.

That al so expl ai ned why she settled in so quickly, why she reacted so positively to the house. It
al so expl ai ned why she seened to prefer the colors in the suite he had given over to her to the
colors of the others. If she had been primarily a Water woman, she woul d have favored either the
Chinese suite or the Emerald suite; if Earth, the Indian. A true Fire woman woul d have instantly
sought the Russian or the Ruby suite, and asked for her roons to be changed.

Interesting. Very interesting. What a pity he had not encountered her before!

Perhaps it was just as well. He could be amused and entertai ned by her without worrying about
anything else. Attractions of the flesh had their place, but not when mxed with the Great Wrk
"Paul doesn't like her," the Sal amander vol unteered again, surprising Canmeron all over again.
"Paul ' s opinion was not asked for," the Firemaster said, coldly. "It is of no value. Paul believes
that he will becone a Master because he deserves to be one, not because be is willing to study,
wor k, and sacrifice. Paul is a fool."

"Paul is dangerous," the Sal anander warned, spinning a little before subsidi ng again.

"I know. A dangerous fool and therefore not to be trusted, and I do not trust himw th anything of
i mportance." Cameron had once had hopes for Paul du Mond, but the man was | azy, and so had been

gi ven everything material he wanted, but no nore power than any other nenial. "Is he a danger to
Rosal i nd?"

The Sal amander | aughed unexpectedly, a sound of tiny silver bells chimng. "She is too clever for
him and she does not |ike him He can neither deceive her nor seduce her. He rem nds her of
sonmeone unpl easant, but she does not yet renenber who, so she does not know why she dislikes him"
"CGood." He was relieved, and told hinmself that it was because this woman was too valuable to | ose
just at the nmoment.

"Why did you give her the watch?" it asked, with childlike curiosity and childlike candor. "It is
very costly by the standards she is accustoned to."
He | aughed at its boldness. "It is ny collar of ownership," he told his creature. "Through it, |

can follow her, no matter where she goes; | can hear what she hears and see what she sees. Wen
she enters the city, if any of ny rivals or fellows see her, they will know she is mine and not
meddl e with her."

"Even Simon?" the Sal amander asked.

"Especially Sinmon," he replied, his voice turning as hard as tenpered steel. Sinon Beltaire was
the only other Firemaster on this coast, and there was no | ove | ost between the two of them
Fortunately, the accident notw thstanding, he had not |ost any of his powers, or Sinon Beltaire
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woul d not have hesitated to chall enge him

Just as, were their positions reversed, he would not have hesitated in challenging Sinon. There
could not be two Firenmasters in the same city. He would rather there were not two in the sane
state. Eventually, one of themwould go-living or dead, one woul d go.

Rosal i nd was nearing the end of the |ast passage in the | ast book; soon it would be tine to send
her off to bed. He had enjoyed watching her as she read; she made a very pretty picture in the

| anpl i ght. How pl easant that she had turned out to be ornamental as well as useful! And possessed
of good taste, fully the match of his own, he suspected. He had feared he would be forced to
mani pul at e her choi ces of gowns; instead, she had nade a choice that was as tasteful as anything
he woul d have chosen, and yet was not what he woul d have chosen for her

Shoul d he order a Wrth gown for her? He had never net a wonman in San Franci sco worthy of a gown
fromthe house of Wrth. Perhaps, when | have been restored ... when | am prepared to show nyself
to the city again, to take nmy box at the Opera. | wonder what sort of a conpani on would she nake?
Then he chided hinself for even thinking the idle thought. This wonan was no potential comnpanion.
She was no dem nonde, not to be used only for pleasure.

And before | ended my Apprenticeship | gave up the ronmantic nonsense of finding a fenale to share
the Work with ne as well as ny life. There is no such creature, and never can be. Rosalind Hawki ns
was a worthy tool, and as such, she nust be cherished, honed, cared for, and put away when the
task for which she had been brought was at an end. She must be sent sonewhere as far away as
possi bl e. She herself mght not know what she had done for him but anyone who knew hi m woul d be
able to deduce it with careful questioning.

She will have a sizable bank account, a fine wardrobe, possibly a generous bonus, and an excell ent
letter of recomrendation. She will have the wherewithal to do whatever she pleases. Perhaps it
woul d even be wise to send her on a trip to Europe out of "gratitude." That woul d renove her-and
her curiosity-fromhis life quite painlessly. He could arrange for the trip to return her to

Chi cago, where she could resune her studies. Or better yet, he could arrange for her to be
admtted to one of the great universities of England or Europe. France, perhaps; with the exanple
of Madane Curie before them the French knew how to treat a woman scholar. O Oxford; wonmen were
maki ng great progress there.

That woul d be best. The one thing he dared not do would be to | eave her where Sinbn m ght be able
to find her and | earn what she had been doing for him It would tell himaltogether too much about
what had been going on in this house.

Definitely a trip to Europe. Perhaps | should arrange a ronance?

He could do it; once he was back to his old self, his powers would reach that far-and the
Firemaster held nastery over the hot passions.

No. No, she would be too wise to be carried away by an inpul se, however ronantic.

She finished the book and put it carefully down, taking care not to mar it. Interesting that he
had seen her nostly in profile this evening. Mst wonen turned towards mrrors as towards the
light; she seldom glanced at the mrror in her parlor and then only by accident.

He bade her good night, then silently ordered the vision in the obsidian to fade.

On the whole, he was far happier with the results of this venture than he had any right to

antici pate. Rosalind Hawki ns was a redoubtabl e wonan, pleasant to | ook upon, and quite self-
possessed, although she had no idea of her real ability or her potential. He would not have to
worry about keeping an eye on her every waki ng nonent-not only because it was clear that she could
anuse and defend hersel f, but because it was also clear that she was not the kind to be rul ed by

t he busy-body curiosity that was the ruin of so many of her sex. He had watched her in his mrrors
as she explored his house; when a door was | ocked, she left it alone. She did not try to force the
| ock, she did not stoop to peer through the keyhole, she did not listen at the crack. She assuned
it was | ocked for a reason, assuned that the reason was no busi ness of hers, and went on her way.
Too many wonen made it their obsession to find out the heart of every secret. She was content to

| et secrets remmin secrets.

It was a pity that she did not ride, though. He would have been happy to see her take Sunset out;
Paul could not ride the stallion without a curb bit and he would not pernit any such device of
torture to go in Sunset's tender nmouth. If a nman could not guide a horse by neck and knee, he did
not deserve to ride anything nore than a nule.

Sunset can wait until | amnyself again. He gets enough exercise in the field. He will not suffer
for not being ridden.

"Wel | ," the Sal amander said, interrupting his thoughts. "Now what have you in m nd?"

"See to it that those book catalogs | nmentioned are on her desk in the norning," he replied.
"Clean up the roonms as soon as she is asleep. | suspect she is going to want to | ook at the
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grounds tonorrow, so have a map waiting for her with the catal ogs, and see that a luncheon is
prepared for her if she decides to wal k out. You know the rest."

"Have breakfast waiting when she wakes; tidy the roonms when she is gone." The Sal amander spun
lazily. "What books do we | eave her?"

"I will choose themtonight, before | retire." That would be best. "I will tell you what chapters
to mark."

It was a shame that the Sal amander could not read; if it could, all of this nonsense could have
been done away with.

Then again, he woul d not have had Rosalind here. The Sal amander was occasi onal |l y anusi ng,
occasionally surprising, but it took another living hunan to be a consistent chall enge.

Rosal i nd Hawki ns was a challenge; it would be a challenge to educate her, a challenge to keep her
unawar e of what she was capable of while nurturing that capability. It would be a real challenge
to nmold her while keeping her ignorant of the fact. It occurred to himthat he had been in danger
of losing hinself to despair and ennui before her arrival. He was certainly in no such danger now.
He raised a glass in his clunsy paw to the obsidian that had so lately held her imge. "Wl cone,
Rosal i nd Hawki ns," he murnured. "May you never fail to surprise ne."

When she woke, it was with a feeling of delight, of giddiness. She had thrown all caution to the
wi nd; she had taken a position no prudent woman woul d have accepted. She mi ght be mad-but she felt
truly alive for the first tine since she was accepted i nto graduate studies.

She reached automatically for her glasses and they danced just out of reach as the bed and

ni ght st and shook.

She grabbed for them and caught them sonehow before they hit the floor. Just as her hand touched
them the shaking stopped.

It took her a nonent to realize that she had just been through an earthquake, and it was not her
know edge of the present that allowed her to identify what it was, but her know edge of the past.
Vesuvi us. Ponpeii. There had been Roman accounts of Ponpeii, Hercul aneum

For a nonent, her inmagination took over. At |east, she thought it was her inmagination. The bl ue
bl ur of the roomvani shed; she saw fires, people fleeing, screaning, and fire everywhere; for that
nmonment, she even felt the flanes hot on her own skin.

She saw hersel f on her knees beside victimafter hel pless victim sone crushed, sone burned beyond
recogni tion; saw herself trying desperately to help those who were beyond aid, or who perished
beneat h her hands. She felt the terrible despair of one who knows what she does is futile, and yet
cannot, in the face of such pathos and need, stay her attenpts to do sonething.

But no matter what she did, her actions were as chaff in the whirlwi nd. The destruction about her

was too great, and her two hands too few Still, defiant in the cause of life, she continued to
try as the flanes bore down upon her and those still trapped, screaning, in the ruins.
There are no vol canoes here, she chided herself. | amnot about to find nmyself in a hail of

cinders! It was only an earthquake, and there are earthquakes here all the time. This is not
ancient Rone! In this nodern age, our buildings are proof against the worst that Nature can send
But there was a hol |l ow pl ace where her stomach should have been, and for |ong nonents nore, as she
sei zed her glasses and settled themcarefully on her face, her hands trenbl ed.

But when she entered her sitting roomto find breakfast waiting for her, she had regai ned her
conmposure, and her knees no longer felt Iike water. She was | ooking forward to exploring the house
and grounds further, especially the grounds, and to that end had donned a smart wal ki ngsuit of
sapphire-blue sil k-broadcloth, a pale blue silk waist with a hunting-stock tied about the neck,
and | ow heel ed wal ki ng shoes. Beside the tray holding her neal were the pile of book-catal ogs that
Caneron had promi sed her, and a nap showi ng the grounds. Beside the table was a basket just |arge
enough to hold a picnic |uncheon for one.

Just as he had pronised

A qui ck glance at her new watch told her that there would be plenty of time to explore before
Caner on needed her services. The only question was-inside, or out? There was a great deal about
the house she had only glinpsed |last night; she would like to see it all in daylight.

But the sun shining warmy outside her wi ndow made up her mind i mediately. If all she had heard
was true, bright, sunny days were not all that frequent in this season. She should take advantage
of this one. Tonorrow it night rain; she could explore the nmansion then

She hurried through her breakfast and took up the basket. The map showed her a side entrance not
far fromthe staircase on the first floor, letting out near the stables for the benefit of those
who wanted to take an early-norning ride; she would take that. She felt shy about confronting any
nmore of Cameron's strange servants-people who could slip in and out of a roomw thout her even
hearing a footfall or people |like Paul du Mond.
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Especi al |l y people like Paul du Mond.

A breeze of no particular direction swirled around her as she stepped out into the sunshine,
tuggi ng her skirt around her ankles. She smled and kicked free, turning at the sane tinme to her
right as novenent attracted her attention.

The stable lay to her left, a building that could well have been nistaken for a fine hone, painted
inthe traditional red with white trimand surrounded by white-painted fences. Behind it lay a
forest of dark green trees, through which wind played, bringing her the scent of the woodland. In
the mddle of a lushly green field attached to the stable, surrounded by a wooden fence painted so
pure a white that it hurt the eyes, a horse reared and danced with the breeze. Rose was not

fam liar enough with horses to know what kind he was, but it was clear to even the amateur eye
that this was a stallion, and an extrenely expensive one. H s coat gleaned a pure copper, his nane
and tail a fiery bronze; his nuscles rippled beneath the shining coat with every nove he nade, and
he was nore alive than any other horse she had ever seen. He reared again, pawi ng playfully at the
breeze, then glanced at her as she drew nearer the fence, attracted by his vibrant vitality. Hs
dark eyes flashed, and she could have sworn he was | aughing as he settled again on four hooves and
whirled, neck curved in a perfect arch and tail flagged, turning towards her.

Fasci nated and entranced by the beautiful stallion, she did not realize that she was wal ki ng
towards the fence until she actually ran into it. The horse danced si deways towards her, as
daintily as any ballet dancer, stopping just out of reach, where he posed as if perfectly well
aware how | ovely he was, and intending to show off for his appreciative audi ence.

"That's Sunset," said a dry tenor behind her. "Or, strictly speaking, 'Caneron's Fiery Sunset,' a
pure Arab froma |line that reaches back farther than your |ineage and m ne put together, inported
at i nmense expense from sonewhere near Mecca. Panpered beyond belief. Only Jason can ride him of
course. "

She did not have to turn to know that Paul du Mond had once agai n approached her without her
realizing it. Her shoul ders tensed, and her hands cl enched on the w cker handle of the basket. She
did not know why she was devel opi ng such an aversion to the man, but every tinme she encountered
him that distaste grew nore pronounced. "Ch?" she replied, without turning. "I wouldn't know an
Arab stallion froma plowhorse, but even | can tell he's beautiful."

The horse stared at a point behind her, and gave a snort that sounded disgusted, although she
woul d not ordinarily have attributed an enotion to an animal. He kicked up his heels and pranced
away to the far side of the enclosure, where he resuned his dance with the breeze, glancing from
time to time at her and ignoring Paul du Mond di sdai nful ly.

Du Mond | aughed, a sound with no hurmor in it. "He doesn't like nme, and I'mafraid it's nutual. He
was a gift fromsonme Arabian chieftain, or whatever they call thenselves. He was escorted here by
a half a dozen of the nastiest-|ooking barbarians you ever could imagi ne, bedecked with flow ng
robes and great, curved swords, and evil expressions. Wile they were here, they lived in a tent
on the awmn and took time out for praying to Mecca ten tinmes a day. I'mtold the horse had his own
cabin on the boat that brought himto New York; he certainly had his own special car on the train
that took himfromthere to here. Wal nut and redwood interior, special spring-water to drink, and
every strand of hay and oat he was fed exam ned by his entourage before he was given it."
"Really." If Caneron went to all that trouble for a nmere horse-well, now she had sonme notion of
her position in the schene of things. Gddly enough, that was conforting. The | ess extraordinary
Caneron's attentions, the better she liked the situation

I ama pair of eyes and a voice, and that is all he needs of nme. Good. She had rather be an object
of utility than of interest. The one thing she did not want was for Cameron to take her for
anyt hi ng ot her than-say-a col | eague.

Du Mond finally cane up beside her and | eaned on the fence, ostensibly watching the horse. "There
are hundreds of children in the city that have | ess spent on their welfare than Sunset-and all for

a horse that no one can ride since Jason's ... accident." He cast a sardonic gl ance at Rose.
"Jason is like that; if sonething benefits himpersonally, then he spares no expense on it, but if
it's for anyone else's well-being, unless their welfare helps himin sone way-well, that's just

too bad." The man shrugged. "He's peculiar in other ways, too; he has odd interests and odder
habits. He's got sone notions nany people would find unsettling. And sone would say that he is
danger ous. "

"Ch?" She kept her attention on the horse. Wile she did not know a great deal about animals, she
had noticed that they tended to reflect the way they were treated in the way they behaved. This
was an ani mal that had never known a harsh word or a bl ow when young, and even now feared no one
and not hi ng. He had never been mistreated, only controlled, which was interesting in itself. She
knew nany, many nen who, to prove that they could, would have "broken" a horse |ike this one. She
guessed that Paul du Mond was one of them
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Anot her of those oblique glances canme her way. "He likes to own people as well as things; he likes
to control them Wen he can't, he prefers to make certain no one else ever can or will."

She echoed his earlier shrug, and said nothing. Du Mond waited for her to say something, then
suddenly conjured up a charm ng nanner and ingratiating smle.

"I"'msure you've nmet nen like himbefore, so that hardly surprises you," he said, as he edged a
little closer to her. She pretended to adjust her skirt to give herself the excuse to step away,
keeping himat the sane distance as before. "Powerful nmen tend to use their power without thinking
it might crush those beneath them W underlings have to renmenber our place, but it always hel ps
to have soneone about who knows how to handl e an enpl oyer, don't you think? Jason has sone strange
talents, and stranger friends than that Arab to help himenforce his will; it's best to be warned
in advance, it seenms to ne."

"l suppose so; |'ve never been an enpl oyee before," she replied without commtting herself. If |
was as foolish as he seenms to think | am to be won over by a charnming snile and a conradely
manner, | m ght even believe what he's saying. Now, finally, she realized who he reninded her of-a
particularly facile graduate student who had been everyone's friend-and who had used his ability
toingratiate hinmself with people to crib shanelessly fromtheir research

She had heard things like this, before. Like Paul du Mond, Steven Smythe-David had al so hinted
darkly of conspiraci es anong the other students and even the professors, conspiraci es ained at
"elimnating the conpetition."”

She had been one of the first to be taken in, but fortunately she was quick to recognize her own
researches when she saw themin sonmeone else's presentation; particularly when she knew t hat he
had never read a single one of the nedieval letters he had quoted. Al of her weeks of research
had been for nothing, since he was as quick to wite a paper as he was to steal the work, and beat
her by a good week.

She m ght have allowed the friendship to persist anyway because he had al so pretended to the

begi nnings of a romantic interest. She even started to convince herself that if his interest went
far enough, marriage was an option. She toyed with the notion of making a husband and wife
partnership with him She woul d conduct the research, and he would wite the papers. O course,
she would get no credit, but that was no new thing; many nen of science and letters had sinilar
arrangenents with their wives, if the wife had a scholarly bent ... and certainly, this was often
the only way that a woman's research woul d ever be given credence.

Then she realized that such an arrangenment woul d be nothing | ess than absol ute fal sehood. Her
realization coincided with the point when her father's fortunes went into decline, and there were
no nore gowns, parties, or opera excursions, only econony after econony. Wen her noney
evaporated, so did Steven's interest in her. Wen he ceased to call, she was hurt for a while, but
not deeply, and she soon got over it when she saw what a shallow creature he was.

She had thought about warning some of the other students when he began approaching them but they
had treated her so shabbily that she decided to have a subtle sort of revenge by letting themfind
out for thenselves why this charnming fellow had decided to cultivate a friendship.

And they did, as Steven presented paper after purloi ned paper, the spread of his subjects

seem ngly denonstrating a great breadth of expertise and interest. One of the professors even
remarked in ignorance that Steven showed enough know edge for ten people.

O course he did, since he was cribbing fromten people. Once Steven had presented his paper, of
course, none of those he had defrauded could present their own without it |ooking as if they had
cribbed fromhiminstead of the other way around. Eventually he was caught and expelled, but she
guessed that he had probably gone on to another university to begin the same gane all over again-
and eventually, he would get his degree out of his nachinations. And then-probably a

prof essorshi p, where he woul d bungl e his way through teaching unsuspecti ng undergraduates the

rudi nents of classical literature. Half of what he taught would be wong, but they would never
know t hat, having no interest in the subject beyond passing the course. He would probably wo and
wed the daughter of a wealthy man or of the president of the college, and so settle hinself
confortably for life. He would exert hinself only enough to see that his Iife was confortable with
a mnimmof effort required to keep it that way.

Physi cal | y, Paul du Mond | ooked nothing |ike Steven, who had been the tall, athletic, hearty and
flaxen-haired collegiate to the core. That was what had kept her fromrecognizing the sinmlarity
at first. Perhaps it was his tone, perhaps sonething in the way he gestured; perhaps it was

sonet hing el se entirely but now that she had the reference, her instinctive urge not to trust him
had sonet hi ng she could base it on, and she was not about to | et him charm her

Much | ess seduce ne, she thought grimly. But she allowed none of this to show, as she eased
herself a little further away fromhim "WelIl, although nmy duties will not conmence until after
dinner, | amsure | am keeping you fromvery inportant work, M. du Mond," she said |ightly,
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swi ngi ng her basket in the hand nearest himto keep himfrom nmaki ng the excuse to pick it up and
carry it for her, and to force himto keep his distance. After all his hints about how i nportant
he was to Jason Caneron, he could hardly reverse hinself and claimhe had plenty of tine to waste
now "l have a great desire to view the ocean, since | have never seen it this closely before.
I'"lI'l be getting along now, so that | can be back before sunset. Good afternoon!"

And with that, she struck off down the path that the map said eventually led to the sea, |eaving
du Mond staring after her. Evidently he had never been cut dead quite so cleverly before; she'd

I eft himspeechl ess.

Per haps now he thinks that | ameven nore foolish than | seenl She had no objection to that-

provi ded he did not think that woul d nmake her easier to seduce.

Not that | have any illusions about ny beauty-or rather, lack of it. But so far she had seen no
other femal es about, and had certain knowl edge only of the housekeeper, who was presumably of

ni ddl e age or older. Hardly conpetition-

Assumi ng | was conpeting. She was not that desperate to change her single status.

Her path |led beside the fence for a goodly way, and the horse left off his w nd-dancing to trot

al ong besi de her, giving every evidence of enjoying her conpany. She had no objection,
particularly if Sunset's presence would ensure du Mond's absence.

"I wish | knew how to ride," she said aloud to the frisking stallion. |I think you mght let ne on
your back."

The horse bobbed his head wildly, for all the world as if he was answering her in the affirmative,
and she had to | augh al oud. "Perhaps M. Caneron will get you a nice little nmare to keep you
conpany, and you can settle down together," she said lightly. "Be good, Sunset. | will try to
renenber to bring you an apple next tine."

Her path left the fenced-in field and plunged into a stand of lush trees at that point, and she
left the horse standing at the fence, watching wistfully after her. Doubtless, he was |onging for
a good gallop outside of the fences. She felt cooler air close around her as she entered the
shadows of the forest, and was glad she had worn cl othing appropriate to the chill

The path was wel |l -grooned and she had no fear of |osing her way, although it turned and tw sted so
many tinmes she quite lost track of where on it she was supposed to be. The noise of the sea grew
| ouder, so she knew she had to be going in the right direction, but she did not knowif she would
come upon the shore in another few feet or another half mle

But there was another surprise waiting for her, as she broke at last into the open. A stretch of
perhaps twenty yards of closely cropped turf |ay between her and not hi ngness. Although the path
did, indeed, lead to the sea, it gave out on a cliff overl ooki ng waves poundi ng the shore far
beneat h her.

Seagulls hung in the air at the |level of her eyes, hardly bothering to nove nore than a wingtip to
keep thensel ves al oft, as a strong wind along the cliff-face did all of the work of flying for
them Below her, at the foot of a rocky escarpment, waves crashed agai nst tunbl ed rock and sent
spray halfway up the face of the cliff. There was a scrap of a beach down there as well, and what
appeared to be a path |eading up. She was not adventurous enough to care to trust it.

She wal ked cautiously to the very edge and | ooked down. It was several stories'-worth, at |east,
in height. It felt for a nonent as if she were swaying, and she backed hastily away.

"Well," she said aloud, "if there were ever a place for a picnic nore picturesque than this, |
have never seen it. What's nore, |'mhungry."”

She checked the nmap again to make sure that she wasn't inadvertently trespassing, before settling
in. A group of rocks nmade a convenient shelter fromthe wind, and in their |ee side, the sun had
soaked into themuntil they were quite confortably warm She spread out her napkin and the
contents of the basket, and proceeded to enjoy herself. Once again, soneone had antici pated her
taste. There were no |l adylike cress and cucunber dainties in this |luncheon, but a thick slice of
honey-cured ham on nore of that tangy bread, garnished with |ettuce and a hearty nustard, and
acconpani ed by good sharp cheese and soft rolls. A bottle of |enonade was nore wel cone than wine
woul d have been with a long walk in front of her. The only concession to femninity was a delicate
jamtart.

When she had finished, she anused herself by flinging the remains of the rolls to the gulls.

Al t hough they were probably unused to being fed by humans, it did not take |long for such suprene
scavengers to grasp the fact that she was throwing edi bles over the side of the cliff. Before

| ong, they were swooping in and catching what she tossed |ong before it reached the foam ng sea
bel ow.

The edge of the cliff seened quite open in either direction, although the coastline made such
twists and turns that it was not possible to see anything past the nearest prononotories. But if
she followed the coastline north, she would, eventually, cone to San Francisco. It would take a
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long tine to walk there, particularly if she was burdened with a valise, but Jason Caneron did not
have her trapped while she had two feet and shoe | eather to cover them

She did not need to consult the map again; there were no paths | eading here other than the one she
had taken. She lingered a while longer to give Paul du Mond anpl e opportunity to take hinself
about his business, then returned along the way she had cone. There had been an appl e anobng the

I uncheon things; renmenbering her pronise to Sunset, she had not eaten it, but had tucked it back
into the basket.

She was irrationally pleased when Sunset greeted her with a friendly whicker and trotted up to her
before she presented himwith the apple. O course, he could have scented it-

Nevert hel ess, the feeling of his soft, warmlips on her palmas he gently took pieces from her
made her smile, and when he followed al ong beside her |ike a puppy as she headed back towards the
house, she sniled even nore. If only she knew how to ride! But she was not foolish enough to dare
putting a saddle on a stallion that no one but Caneron could ride, no matter how gentle and
friendly the horse seened!

It was just about sunset when she reached her room I eaving the basket just outside her door for
one of the invisible servants to take away. There was a hot dinner waiting for her-one of the
servants nust have seen her feeding Sunset-and she found that she was starving although it seened
as if she had just eaten lunch. According to her watch, it had taken two hours to stroll down to
the sea, but three to return, and the return trip had been all uphill.

It's just a good thing that I'mused to walking and I amstill going to feel the results of ny
bravado in the norning, she thought as she attacked her meal with zest. Chicago is not known for
its hills, after all!

She had just enough time by her watch to tidy up before her evening session of reading. She found,
once she had done so, that she was a hundred times nore rel axed than she ever recalled being for
the past three years and nore.

Well, she thought, as she Iit the reading-lanp and waited for the voice of her enployer to request
the first book of the night, Perhaps there is sonething to be said for junping off into the
unknown, after all. Wat you cannot anticipate, you cannot dread.

As al ways, the study was in darkness except for a lanp, glow ng under its heavy red-vel vet shade
Jason Caneron fol ded his m sshapen paws together beneath the shelter of his desk and regarded his
enpl oyee and putative Apprentice with what he hoped was an icy calm O course, the |upine mask
that was now his face was not well suited to expressing subtleties; if he was not in a deep and
fiery rage, he tended to | ook cal mand unruffled. But although Paul du Mond was a | azy fool he was
not an unobservant | azy fool, and the | ess Paul knew, the better

The younger nan was dressed inpeccably as usual, in an expensive tailored suit that Caneron's
money had furnished, silk tie held with the dianmond pin that was all that was left of his own
"fortune." H s handsome face bore an expression of dissatisfaction that he attenpted to cover with
an inperfect mask of deference.

Jason al ready knew about the encounter at the stable, but he was waiting to see if Paul reported
it. If he did, well and good. If he did not-he would bear closer watching than Cameron had
anti ci pat ed.

"Ch-and | nmet with Mss Hawki ns just outside Sunset's paddock," du Mond said casually. "She was
carrying a basket, so | assumed you knew she was goi ng wandering and arranged for a |uncheon." The
slight rise of his eyebrow turned that into a question

He nodded.

Du Mond frowned. "Do you think that's entirely wi se? She m ght encounter one or nore of your

nei ghbors-"

Caneron | aughed. "And what harm coul d that possibly do? Wat is wong with nmy engagi ng anot her
servant ?"

But Du Mond grinmaced. "She is not precisely a servant,’
And she is unchaperoned.”

The Firemaster shrugged. "She will style herself as such if she is wise and wi shes to preserve her
reputation. She won't tell anyone that she is here alone and unchaperoned. |If she's foolish enough
to do so, she will brand herself as one of ny denminonde | adies, and nmy very proper neighbors wll
have not hi ng what soever to do with her. If she does not nmake that mistake, they will assune she is
here with the appropriate protections and will not feel any great inpetus to place thenselves in
the position of protector. The one thing |I cannot be accused of is taking advantage of an

i nnocent. Al of ny light-of-loves have been wel |l -known professional |adies, and while ny

nei ghbors may find this a bit fast, they also feel it is to be expected in a vigorous nman in ny
position. Mreover, since they have persisted in flinging their daughters at ny head, | assunme ny

the man pointed out. "Nor is she a guest.
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reputation as a gentleman is intact. They would hardly wish to wed their offspring to a rake."

Du Mond nerely grunted, which Canmeron took for agreenent.

"Did you observe anything unusual about her?" Canmeron persisted, curious to see if du Mnd had
taken note of how positively the stallion had responded.

Du Mond shrugged. "Sunset likes her to the point where he follows her |ike a puppy, but | don't
see that as being very inportant."

As well not to tell himthat Firemaster Prince Ibrahimhad told himthe stallion was suprenely
sensitive to personalities and would be a good way to neasure whet her someone coul d be trusted.
"Ani mal s dote on wonen," he said dismssively. "It is an indication of their nore primtive
nature."

When Paul actually sniled and nodded agreenent at that piece of bal derdash, he had to repress a
sigh of disgust. How could he ever have thought the fool had the potential for the Geat Mgicks?
He was facile, yes, and quick-but his fire was all on the surface, with no depth to his
personality or his mind. Gven fuel, it would burn out and | eave no trace of its passing.

Jason Caneron was not going to waste precious fuel. Eventually, he would have to put some thought
into finding a way to be rid of the man, but at the nonent, Paul was his only access to the
out si de worl d.

But if he becones too troubl esone, that can change. | hired Rosalind Hawkins w thout his help; |
could hire an appropriately close-nouthed and di screet manservant the sanme way. One of the other
El enrental Masters might even be willing to help himw th the choice of a servant; the |oca

Eart hmaster, for instance, who had no interest in El emental power-struggles and w shed only to
tend his forest creatures and his garden, dispense herbal nedicine, and pursue his charities.
Per haps Ho, the Master of Air he had no love for Sinon Beltaire, not after Sinon had disfigured
himin a quarrel over a Chinese slave-girl. O | could buy a Chinese boy, see that he | earned
English, free him and educate him Gven the new freedom and | uxury he would have with ne, he
woul d be nore securely nmine than if | bound himin chains, and as intensely |loyal as a mastiff.
Definitely a project for the future. And as for Paul -

If only | could interest Sinon in hinml They deserve each other A pity that's too dangerous a

prospect.

"I's there anything else that requires ny attention?" he asked. Paul shook his head. "Your

el enental servants are perfornming well, your office can tell you how your investnents are doing
better than |I. When are you going to begin teaching ne agai n?"

He had been expecting this; Paul asked the same question once a week. "When you have nmastered the
Ni nth Sunmons," he replied snoothly. "Until you do that, there is no point in going further, since
virtually everything in the next stage requires that Sumobns or sonething like it."

Paul pouted; it was not an attractive expression on the face of a grown nan. He could not deny the
truth of the Firenaster's words, however, for he could see it in the hand-witten tomes of Mgick
for hinself, if he cared to look. Now, if Paul's troubles with mastering the Summons had been
related to tenperanent, Cameron would have found an alternative to the course of study he had set
for du Mond. But Paul's failures were due entirely to |aziness, an unwillingness to sacrifice

anyt hing, not even a nonent of leisure or a single |uxurious neal. The Summons required a fast of
seven days and total dedication for a nonth. Paul had tried nunerous shortcuts; he had met with
failure. Until he was prepared to conduct the Summons correctly, he would continue to neet with
failure.

And since Jason Canmeron would be willing to stake his entire fortune that he woul d never take the
time and effort to conduct the Summons properly, Paul du Mond woul d never progress beyond
Apprentice. And the nost ironic thing of all was that in frantically seeking for the easy path he
woul d waste a hundred-fold the time and effort it would have taken to do the Summons properly.

I hope | can rid nyself of himw thout any ... unpl easantness. Fortunately, du Mond had no |iving
relati ons with whom he was still on speaking terms. He had alienated anyone who might ordinarily
have felt concern if he vanished w thout explanation. It would, in fact, be only what nost of them
expected. Paul had been a clever "confidence artist" when Caneron first encountered him
alternating his tine between parting fools fromtheir noney by sheer persuasion and by card-
sharping. The latter was his court of |ast resort, as ganbling cheaters, even in relatively
civilized San Francisco, tended to find thenselves facing guns or knives in the hands of very
unhappy peopl e.

Paul coul d not know what Caneron was thinking, but the Firemaster's steady and unflinching gaze
clearly made hi m nervous. He began chattering nostly maki ng excuses why he had not yet conpl eted
the Ninth Sunmons successful |l y-and Caneron i gnored him

| believe it is time to persuade himto go away. Wth a whispered word, he caused the | anps on his
desk to flare, so that he was no | onger hidden in the shadows of his chair.
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Du Mond started, and broke off in the middle of his sentence. A second |later, he | ooked conpletely
conmposed, but Cameron had seen the fear igniting his eyes for a nmonment before his mask cane down.
"l still have sonme letters to wite for you," du Mond said, his voice trenbling ever-so-slightly,
al t hough his expression remained bland. "If that is all, | trust you will excuse nme?"

Caneron nodded a gracious dismssal, and du Mond took hinself out. Did he know, did he guess, that
Caneron had Sal ananders wat chi ng every nove he made so | ong as he was on the grounds? Did he know
that every mirror in the house was a pair of eyes for the Master?

Didit matter if he did?

| am bordering on hubris. Tine to rem nd nyself of what that particular vice can bring.

He stood up and turned towards the wall, reached out a m sshapen, hairy paw, and pulled the red-
vel vet drapery away fromthe mrror behind his desk, staring unflinchingly into the yell ow eyes of
his reflection.

Into the face of the beast.

Hubri s was what had gotten himhere, what had led himto attenpt a Magi ck that was no part of a
Firemaster's Disciplines. Hubris left himwith paws instead of hands, the nmask of a | upine-human
hybrid i nstead of his own face-and beneath the el egant clothing, a half-hunan body with a

garni shing of heavy grey pelt, powerful shoulders, and the indignity of a tail. He stared into his
own reflection until his stomach turned, and he let the drapery fall again.

What he had attenpted, if it cane within any Master's purview, would be in the real mof the

Eart hmaster. But no Earthmaster woul d ever have defied Nature the way he had, in his pride and
over-confidence, to warp and twi st Nature herself with the nost bl asphenpbus spell in all of the
grinoires of the nedieval magicians of ancient France. If an Earthmaster w shed to experience the
sensation of being a wol f, he would have sent his spirit to share the body of a real wolf; he
woul d never have tried to shape his own body into the formof a gigantic, man-sized wolf.

But Jason was proud of his power, certain of his ability, and had foolishly attenpted the old
French spell of the |ycanthrope, the |oup-garou

There were two kinds of werewol ves-those who were cursed to change with the nmoon, and those who
could change at will. Jason was hardly likely to endure the first, but the second tenpted him

The spell called for-anong other things-a belt made of the skin of a wolf, and Jason had trapped
that wolf hinself, just as he had gathered the other ingredients personally. There could be no
question of their authenticity or purity. He had performed the spell as required-stark naked
except for the belt and he certainly had plenty of experience in correctly follow ng spells.

But sonething went terribly awy.

He |l owered hinself carefully down into his chair; his joints did not work quite the sane, and his
bal ance was all wrong. Perhaps he would get used to this-

No! he told hinself fiercely. I will not get used to this form | will regain nmy proper face and
body! I will not pernmit nyself to think otherw se!

But the ghost of the pain of that night thrilled over his nerves as he sat. He had never felt pain
so intense in all of his life, as his flesh withed, nelted, reformed-he had endured the pain of
molten lava to earn his title of Firemaster, but this was worse agony even than that nonent.

He had col | apsed, hal f-conscious, on the floor of his workroom

He had awakened to find hinself, not in the formof a four-legged creature, but in this half-and-
hal f hybrid. And he could not take the belt off to break the spell, because the belt had nerged
into his own body.

Paul du Mond had found hiny Paul was the only human to know his true condition. Cameron had sent
hi s human servants away once he regai ned his senses and replaced themw th El enmental servants; had
instructed his underlings to send all business to the house so that he need no |onger go into the
city. Rosalind was the only person he had told the spurious tale of an accident to-he had not
wanted even a hint of his difficulty to reach his eneny.

Not hi ng he had tried when he awoke or since had broken himfree, and he had exhausted his nmenory
of anything even renptely related to the spell. He needed to do research.

And he couldn't even hold his own books, much |ess turn the pages. H s eyes wouldn't focus
properly; he had trouble reading even large print, nuch |less the crabbed scrawl s of many of the
handwritten vol unes.

But now he had Rosalind Hawki ns to be his eyes and hands-and in fact, to translate those
manuscri pts he hinself would have had difficulty reading. Now he could find a solution

Now t he real work coul d begin.

And as soon as he found his solution, his second act would be to find a way to be rid of Paul du
Mond.
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CHAPTER
Fl VE

Paul du Mond had never been so certain of anything in his |ife as he was certain that Jason
Canmeron had no intentions of teaching himanything further. As he left the Firemaster's private
sanctum and heard the | ock clicking shut behind him he allowed his nask to drop and felt his lips
contorting in a silent snarl

He knew why Caneron didn't plan to teach himanything nore; the man was afraid that once Pau
advanced past the stage of mere Apprentice, he would quickly outstrip his teacher.

Paul ' s anger ebbed enough that a smirk passed over is lips. Caneron should fear him he had nore
anbition than the Firemaster, and fewer scruples. Not that there were many who woul d say t hat
Caneron was anyt hi ng but unscrupul ous, but Paul knew his enployer, and he knew that there actually
were things that Jason Caneron woul d not do. He woul d not take advantage of someone who was, in
his estimation, truly innocent, for instance. So far as Paul was concerned, the world was agai nst
him and anyone was fair gane. No point in thinking anyone was innocent; even the tiniest children
were supreme mani pul ators, using their big eyes and ready tears to extract what they wanted from
unsuspecting adults. In sonme ways, the Catholics with their doctrine of Oiginal Sin were nore
enlightened than the nodern scientists.

That fellow Charles Darwin was right; it was a world of fang and claw, and not even infants were

i nnocent, for they were as selfishly interested in survival as any adult. Only the fit survived,
or deserved to survive

The only way of succeeding in the world was to use every weapon at his disposal, use those weapons
ruthl essly and wi thout renorse, for w thout a doubt, given a change in circunstances, those
weapons woul d be used on himby soneone el se. Paul had seen the truth of that in his own |ife,

whi ch was the surest nmeasure of what was true

So Caneron did well to fear him fear what he would do if he ever became the Firenaster's equal

He woul d not, as Sinmon did, allow the situation to endure in stalemate. He would eliminate his

rival, quickly, and efficiently. Caneron admred the horse-well, Paul admred the shark, the
tiger, and the cobra, the nost efficient killing machines in Nature. They wasted no notion, no
tinme; if there was a chance to kill when the prey was unaware of the hunter's presence, that was

the best noment to strike.

He retired to his own quarters and shut the door behind him As |uxurious as he cared to nake
them they were no reward-everything in them bel onged to Caneron and coul d be taken back at a
monent's notice if du Mond failed to denonstrate the appropriate |level of gratitude and servility.
There was very little here that was his own, and Caneron never let himforget it. Everywhere he

| ooked he saw Caneron's hand, Caneron's taste, Caneron's signature red and gold. He lived
surrounded by those colors, even in his own bedroom branding himas Caneron's property.

But Caneron was not God and he coul d not be everywhere; his sure influence extended only as far as
the borders of this estate. Now that the man hinsel f was confined, so was his power-and Caneron
had taught Paul enough that du Mond knew how to make certain that influence did not follow him
when he left the estate.

Caneron' s business sent himinto San Franci sco overnight or for two or three days about once a
month. He was due for just such a trip in another few days. Wth the addition of the girl to the
househol d, the trip m ght be sooner than usual. There were bound to be things that she needed that
Caneron had not thought of, and things that Caneron needed he had not anticipated. There would be
"speci al " packages to deliver, and to pick up

He woul d occupy Caneron's city flat nost of the tinme; he would certainly sleep there. But during
the day, he would carry out at |east one errand of his own.

Just to be ready, tonight before he went to bed he'd pack his valise, so he could | eave on a
noment' s notice

I f Caneron would not teach him share the Power with him there was soneone el se who woul d.

Paul du Mond went directly to the office attached to his suite. He did have work to do, as he had
told Cameron, and he had better get to it in case Canmeron could see him There were books to
order, routine business-letters to wite, invitations to politely refuse, pleas fromvarious
charities to deal with, all the mnutiae of a wealthy nan's life to handle. Once or twi ce
sonet hi ng anusi ng woul d cross his desk-such as the time that one of Cameron's paid conpanions
tried a spot of blackmail-but nostly it was boring work, which was precisely why Canmeron had
always left it to him The inportant correspondence, such as mssives fromother Msters, du Mnd
never saw.

On the desk was one of the new type-witing machi nes, but tonight du Mond had pushed it aside in
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favor of pen and ink. Only conpletely trivial letters were witten on the nachi ne; Camneron
preferred the personal touch for anything el se.

Did the Hawkins girl have as el egant a hand as Paul did? He doubted it. He knew that his

cal ligraphy was so perfect as to seemartificial, and he al ways knew how to choose precisely the
right words, whether dealing with a hopeful clergynman |ooking for a contributor, or an equally
hopeful socialite hoping to attract Jason to her soiree. Perhaps he could not read the manuscripts
Caneron needed, but neither could the Hawkins girl replace him Caneron needed his skills too much
to be rid of him

Especial |y now.

He had learned to keep his feelings hidden around Caneron a long time ago, but he could never | ook
at that strange man-wolf mask without a nmingling of fear and satisfaction. The fear was natura
enough; how coul d any sane hunan | ook at what the Firemaster had become and not feel fear and
revul sion? But satisfaction-that was a bit nore conplicated. There was certainly satisfaction in
seei ng how Caneron had at |ast overreached hinmself and cone to grief. There was nore in seeing
that now the man's essential nature was reflected in his appearance. Cameron was a predator; well,
now he | ooked |i ke one. There was nore satisfaction in knowi ng that Cameron could no | onger be at
the center of a glittering round of dinners, theater engagenents, and parties. Paul had often
seethed with resentnment and envy as Canmeron took his private railcar into the city for a weekend
of anusement; now Caneron was bound nore firmy to the estate than he. He held all the cards now,
and all the control. Let Cameron go on pretending otherw se; it was Paul who would wite the
programfor this little play.

VWhen the end to this relationship cane, it would come when Paul du Mond chose-and in the manner of
hi s choosi ng.

Wth a snile, he sat down at his desk, renpved an engraved invitation fromthe waiting basket, and
sel ected a piece of rich, creamcol ored paper with Cameron's own water nmarKk.

He di pped a pen into the inkwell, thought for a nmonent, and wote the first word of Caneron's
gracefully worded refusal of yet another dinner-party.

"I"'mgoing to need you to go into the city for a few days."

Once again, the Firemaster's study was shrouded in darkness although it was a bright afternoon

out side, and Caneron hinself was nothing nore than a darker form anid the shadows of his chair. Du
Mond si nply nodded.

"You'll take the private carriage," Cameron continued. "You'll be bringing back a quantity of
packages for ne, and | want you to have sonmewhere safe to keep themuntil you return.”

That nmeant he woul d be picking up occult and Magi ckal supplies; otherw se he would have brought
themto the apartnent instead. But Cameron had greater protections on the railway carriage than on
the apartment, now. In the past, that had not been the case, but since the accident he could not
go into the city to renew the apartnment's Shieldings hinself, and he did not trust Paul to do so
Now, when he dared not take the risk of an eneny tanpering with his bel ongi ngs, he had Paul use
the carriage as his storage-depot.

That was fine with du Mond, since the carriage was infinitely nore conveni ent and confortabl e than
the small buggy he woul d ot herwi se have used. I n a downpour, the buggy was decidedly danp and
cold, and du Mond did not have the El enmental Mstery required to nake it otherwi se.

"There are a nunber of things that will be arriving by train, so | will need you to remain in the
city until they appear," Cameron went on. "You'll use the apartment, of course, and | trust you'l
find ways of anusing yourself."

The sardonic tone of his voice said without words just how he expected Paul to anuse hinself. It
tickled Paul's fancy to know that Caneron hadn't the |east idea how far his assunptions were off
the mark. Not that he wouldn't have the kind of anusenent Caneron assuned, but the style would be
vastly different from Cameron's own.

Per haps when he had broken free of Cameron, he'd make his amusenents pernanent

Then again, perhaps he'd better not. Slavery was illegal, no matter what the Chi nese sl ave-deal ers
bel i eved.

Too bad, too.

"These will be conplicated errands, and they nmay take the entire week to conplete, so | wll not
expect you to return for at least five days. If it looks to you as if you may be staying | onger
than a week, send a nessenger, but otherw se don't bother."

Caneron didn't nean a human nmessenger, of course; Paul had mirror-mastery enough to send a nessage
that way. Paul nodded. "Your correspondence is conpletely up to date," he offered. "I'mready to

| eave. "

"Good, then anything that comes in during the week can wait until you return," Caneron replied
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pronptly. "I've already sent down orders to have the carriage ready; it will be waiting for you
down at the siding at any tinme after two."

That meant, of course, "Be down there at two on the dot." The tel egraph on Canmeron's desk | et him
conmmuni cate with every stationmaster up and down the line and with the switchyard in San

Franci sco. The track would be clear of traffic at two, but probably not at two-thirty or three. If
he wanted to get into the city rather than sit on the siding for hours, it behooved himto get

hi msel f down there and on that carriage at two, precisely.

He nodded agai n.

"That should be all, then, unless you have any questions."” Caneron's voice told himthe Firemaster
had al ready di sm ssed du Mond from his thoughts and was on to other things.

"No," Paul replied, and took hinmself out. He wondered, as he opened the door to the landing, if
Caneron had noticed the absence of the word "sir." Possibly. But just at the nonent, subservience
stuck in du Mond's throat, and he could not bring hinmself to offer the word to soneone who | ooked
like a creature in a circus freak-show.

Now t hat he was out of the office and he could read the face, he pulled his watch fromits vest
pocket and checked the tinme-which was set every norning by the big clock in the hall, which in
turn was always set by railway tinme. How |like Cameron! It was barely one-thirty. He woul d have had
just enough tinme to run upstairs and throw a fewthings into a bag, if he had not already packed
As it was, he was able to go upstairs at a leisurely pace, get his valise, and nmake his way to the
el evator without breaking into an undignified trot. The el evator deposited him at the siding-
platformjust as the train-carriage itself backed into view, huffing and hissing. The brakeman saw
hi m and waved to him he waved back. He nmade it a point to be on friendly terns with these nen,
who knew not hi ng of Caneron's Magi ckal activities. For one thing, the engine was a creature of
Fire, and Paul was quite certain Caneron had a Sal amander on board to see that all went well wth
his precious vehicle, which nmeant the Sal amander could spy for him too. For another, these nen
had it in their power to make his trips to and fromthe city |less confortable than they coul d be
They did not have to report difficulties with Paul back to Caneron; they had anpl e neans of
revenge in their own hands. They could "forget” to take on water for the carriage when they took
it on for the engine; they could "forget" oil for the lanps or fuel for the stove. They could
"decide" that they were not confortable with the margi n between schedul ed trains, no matter what
Caneron decreed; they could wait at the switch for hours until a "safe" margin occurred, with Paul
sitting in a cold, dark, velvet-uphol stered box.

Paul did his best to be cooperative and undenmandi ng, which was the best way to deal with them

Rai|l people often preferred cargo to passengers; cargo didn't nmake difficulties. Paul acted Iike
smling cargo, which seenmed to suit them

The engi neer applied the brakes, and the wheels enmitted their netallic screanming. As soon as the
train had squeal ed and screeched to a full stop, he swung aboard, throwing his valise up onto the
top step ahead of him That earned hima grin of approval; the one thing a railroad nan hated

wor se than anything was a wasted mnute. Paul had barely tine to open the door into the carriage
itself when the train was in notion again.

None of the lanps were lit since it was still brilliantly sunny, but a snall fire was going in the
stove to take the chill off the car, and Paul saw with approval that refreshnents had been stowed
in the proper places. Good; a whisky and soda would be just the thing right now, with perhaps a
cigar and a |light snack

But first he checked the safe, cleverly concealed in the sideboard.

As he had expected, there was a slim pale envel ope containing his instructions, and a packet of
banknotes. He raised an eyebrow when he saw that in addition to the banknotes there was a supply
of gold coins. Evidently some of the people with whom he was to deal did not trust paper noney.

He took out only the envelope; the rest could wait until he arrived in the city. He poured hinself
a whi sky and splashed in the soda, making certain with long habit that both bottles went back into
their respective "cradl es" before be closed the Iiquor cabinet. He took the letter and the gl ass
back to his favorite chair and sat in the sun, sipping and reading, while the train clattered
through an endl ess sea of trees. The whiskey in his glass trenbled and the vibration of the car
made even his bones hum but by now he was so used to it that it was nerest background, |ike the
humi ng of bees in the sunmer.

Some of his errands were routine, but there were three that were not-trips to three different

Chi nese enporia. This, according to his instructions, was where he was to take the gold. In one,
he was to purchase books that were waiting for him in the second to purchase rare herbs.

In the third he was to hand over a specified amount of coin for a seal ed packet, and was not under
any circunstances to break the seal.

Interesting. All three errands could only have to do with Magick, though this was the first tinme
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he had been instructed to pick up a seal ed package. Presunably Caneron had al ways gone after such
items hinmself in the past. Just because the package cane fromthe shop of a Chinese did not mean
that the Magick was fromthe Oient, however. The Chinese, like the Jews, had a renarkabl e tal ent
for acquiring things, and this package could contain anything froman African artifact to the
cerenoni al dagger of Gles de Rais.

He woul d have to nmake inquiries about the shopkeepers. They mi ght be a resource he woul d need

| ater.

The rest of the errands were much like others he had run in the past, except for one snmall item
anong the other itens Canmeron wanted fromthe apothecary was a renarkabl e quantity of |audanum
and for the first tinme since Paul had known him a small anount of norphia.

So, Caneron needed opiates, did he? Perhaps that hybrid body of his was giving himpain. And

per haps that seal ed packet was not Magickal at all, but was the pure opium straight fromthe
poppy-fields of China. It wasn't illegal, but Chinese Wite was rmuch purer and stronger than the
stuff dol ed out by pharmacists and mail -order houses. Du Mond snmiled, for if Caneron was cl oudi ng
his mind with drugs, the situation could only be advantageous for du Mnd.

He nade a nental note to watch Caneron for any signs that the man was at | ess than opti nal
condition, and to take advantage of it if he was.

There were new errands, but they were obviously at the behest of the new enpl oyee, the Hawkins
girl. There was a second handwitten list, a short one, in a hand he did not recognize. It was not
as good as his, though it was |egible enough. It certainly would not do for witing to inportant
or influential people. In this, at least, his position was secure.

An endl ess parade of trees flew past the wi ndows of the carriage. The train did not slow or stop
as they neared the switch to the main line; evidently the way ahead was clear and they woul d not
have to wait for scheduled traffic to pass. That was excellent; as they rolled onto the main |ine
with the distinctive click-pattern that heral ded a switch, the engi ne accelerated. At this rate,
they would be in San Francisco well before sundown, and he would be in Caneron's town apart ment
shortly after that. Al of Caneron's enployees were well-trained to a nicety; the personnel at the
switchyard woul d have a cab waiting for him the driver already paid and briefed on where to take
him The poor little Hawkins girl, should she take advantage of an excursion to the city, would
probably be speechl ess, she woul d be so overwhel med. But this was how the very wealthy lived; so
surrounded and insul ated by attentive enpl oyees that they need never think or plan for thensel ves.
Caneron hadn't allowed such luxury to soften him at least not until now But what |uxury could
not do, perhaps pain, and the drugs he took to conquer it, would.

The remai nder of the journey passed uneventfully. Even when the trees gave way to a cliff-side

vi ew of the ocean below, du Mond ignored it. Paul had nade this trip too often to be inpressed by
the scenery; he renewed his whi skey-and-soda, sipped it while he read a book fromthe innocuous
sel ection provided in the bookcase at the end of the car. Jonathan Swi ft was acerbic enough to
suit his nood, so he was pleasantly occupied until the abbreviated train pulled into the

swi tchyard and was sent to its own special siding.

Monents |ater, he was in a horse-drawn cab on his way to Caneron's apartnent in one of the

fashi onabl e sections of the city, up against the base of "Nob" Hill-which had gotten the nicknane
because so many of the "nobs," or nmenbers of the wealthy elite, had built their mansions there.
Caneron's "apartnent" was not the type of dwelling du Mond woul d have characterized as such. It
was one of a block of sinmilar townhouses, all owned by those who either had manors in the country
and did not want to duplicate themin the city, or were wealthy bachelors who entertained only a
few friends at nost and did not want the burden of an enornobus house. They were built so closely
together that there was hardly roomfor a cat to pass between them and their fronts were
virtually identical. They differed only in color, variations on chaste tan, rose, and brown, al
trimred in demure white.

The cab let du Mond off at the western corner of the block at the intersection of Powell and Pine;
a nmost desirable location, since the setting sun could shine in the windows on that side. That
gave Caneron wi ndows letting in light and air on two sides, an anenity shared only by the other
corner townhouses. Carrying his valise, Paul wal ked up the steps, to be net at the door by one of
the two manservants here. A cook and a naid rounded out the staff; a pleasant change to have
humans to wait on him rather than Canmeron's invisible Magickal servants.

The man took his bag at once, allowing du Mond the leisure to check and see what, if any, changes
had been made to the downstairs dining room parlor, and billiard room He already knew that the
study and snoking room woul d be intact; Caneron allowed no nmeddling there.

A few new ornanents and a new Chinese rug graced the parlor; the chairs had been replaced in the
dining room and high time, too. They had been ol d-fashi oned when Canmeron was an Apprentice
hinsel f, and sentinental attachnment to a piece of furniture did not becone a Master of the
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El ements. In the billiard room an additional game echoed an increasing Oiental influence-a chess
set of carved ivory fromlndia, in which each of the pieces was graced with balls of filigree so
delicate it looked |ike lace, balls that held carved balls within carved balls. Paul picked up the
ki ng, which had seven balls nested one inside the other; he'd heard of these carvings, which were
made from solid pieces of ivory and carved by naster artisans so that the balls noved freely

i nsi de each other, but he had never seen one. He narveled at it for a nonment, then put it down. He
did not lust after such things; his pleasures were in areas Canmeron woul d consider |ess
intellectual.

By now the manservant woul d have unpacked his valise and put everything away in the guest bedroom
whi ch, to be honest, was every bit as opulent as Canmeron's own. There would be tinme enough to
refresh hinself before dinner-and after dinner, he would see about a little of that entertainment
he had prom sed hinsel f.

He smiled, imagining what the Hawkins girl would think of what he found entertaining.

Du Mond knew better than to count his w nnings; enough that he had won, there was no point in
exciting the envy of those around himto the point that they m ght consider hel ping thenselves to
his good fortune. He hadn't even used nuch Magick to influence the outcome of the cockfight, which
made the win all the sweeter. He'd sinply observed that the bird he chose denonstrated a certain
berserk rage when presented with the |least glinpse of another rooster; it literally flung itself
at the bars of its coop in an effort to get at the interloper, ignoring the possibility of injury.
It denpnstrated all the mad fury of a goshawk rather than a rooster, and pain obviously did not
affect it when it was in a fighting rage. All he'd done was to work that tenper up to the boiling
point, so that when the birds were released, his launched itself wi thout any prelimnaries
straight at his rival.

Vel 1, now he had nore than enough cash to ensure his anusenent for the next week wi thout depleting
any of his accounts. He could have used Cameron's noney, of course; the man had given hima
generous allowance for entertai nment. But he disliked the notion; Canmeron could have a Magi cka
trace on the bills thensel ves, and du Mond did not want that kind of information in Caneron's
hands.

Enough peopl e had backed the same bird that his w nning was nothing out of the ordinary, and no
one paid nuch attention to himas he stood at the payout w ndow for his reward. Behind him

anot her fight had al ready begun, and shouts, curses, and cheers rendered speech inpossible. Pau
paused to consider doubling his wi nnings yet again, but the effluvia of sweaty, unwashed bodi es,
stal e beer, cheap cigars, and bl ood suddenly seened too rmuch to bear

Du Mond stuffed his winnings in his inside coat pocket, and left the cockpit while his luck was
hol di ng. On the way out, he tipped the owner of his winning bird a generous ten dollars; the
awkwar d country-bunpkin took it and made it vanish with a speed that told du Mond that the man was
no nore a country-clod than du Mond hinsel f was. He stepped out into the street and noved aside
fromthe door, out of the path of traffic. He gazed up and down the street, at the garishly-lit
busi nesses, the river of nen-

Now, the question was-should he go looking for a girl now, or later?

Now, he decided. Go while his luck was still in.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and assuned a slouch that changed his sil houette entirely, then
set off down Pacific Street towards the docks and deeper into the district they called the
"Barbary Coast." Here were all the things that the good wonmen of the stately hones on Nob Hil

despi sed-the cockpits and dogfights, the ganbling dens, the hundreds of taverns, the bawdy-houses,
bordell os, and brothels. But this was not to say the district was entirely poor-and many of those
good wonen would faint dead away if they di scovered how nany of their sons and husbands visited
sone of the nore discreet and | uxurious of those Houses on this street. There were none of those
in this end of the Coast; as Paul |ooked up, he saw plenty of second-floor wi ndows w th wonmen

| oungi ng out of them calling and beckoning to those bel ow, sonething that never woul d happen at
the better Houses.

Nor was it to say that the district was wealthy; down sidestreets were the opiumdens, squalid,
filthy holes where nmen (and soneti nes wonen) paid for the privilege of lying on a wooden bunk
stacked three high, |eaning on one hip, and snoking a little sticky ball of gumopiumuntil they
ei ther passed into unconsci ousness, nausea, or both. The snmoke in those places was so thick that a
man wal ki ng erect between the bunks stood a good chance of passing out hinmself fromthe narcotic
funes.

Down ot her alleyways were the cribs, the | owest places of prostitution in the city, tiny little
closets just large enough to hold an excuse of a bed and a girl tolay init. "Grl" was a
euphem sm nost of them were aged far past their years, riddled with disease, drugs, or drink
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subhuman creatures a year or less fromtheir own denise. Many, nmany of them were Chinese; they
woul d strip to the wai st and press thensel ves agai nst the wood slats of their w ndows, calling out
the only words of English they knew. "One bittee | ookee, two bittee feelee, three bittee dooee!"
The only thing lower than a crib-girl was a street-girl, one who woul d service her clients in the
al | ey because she had nowhere el se to take them

What Paul sought was in between those two extrenes, and he knew just where to find it. He had a
sel ection of three nmerchants he patronized, though given the current interest Cameron was show ng
inthings Oiental, it would be best to avoid the place in Chinatown. That left Gorgio's, or the
Mexi can' s.

The Mexican's was nearer, which was what decided him

The entrance to the Mexican's place was a single narrow door in between the entrances to a bar and
a peep-show. Recessed in an al cove, a passerby probably wouldn't notice the door unless he was

| ooking for it, which was how the Mexican liked it. The Mexican's given name was Al onzo de
Varagas, but he didn't |ike anyone to use it. Except for this little venture, which was what had
made hi mthe noney to becone a respectable shop owner outside the Barbary Coast and still kept
Senora de Varagas in silk and pretty jewelry, he no | onger had anything to do with the clientele
of Pacific Street.

Paul knocked on the door, which opened just enough to permt the suspicious eyes of the doorkeeper
to exam ne him Then the door opened wi de, and Diego grinned whitely at himin the light froma
gas-lanmp, gesturing himinside with a flanboyant fling of his arns.

"Hey, M ster Breaker! You come on in, we got a special one for you!" the man said, happily, and
spat on the sidewal k before closing the door. "Damm! Good thing you get here, boss begun to think
he m ght have to break her hinmsel f!"

The door gave access imediately to a narrow staircase leading up, lit by three gas |anps. Pau
went up ahead of Diego, half turning so he could talk to the man. "Is she giving you trouble?" he
asked hopeful ly.

D ego shook his head, but to indicate that she was, indeed. "She wake up fromthe happy-j uice,
next thing, she be prayin' and cryin'-you know how boss hates the ones that pray an' start callin’
on the Virgin."

"I know." It was a constant source of amazenent to himthat a procurer |ike Al onzo had trouble
with girls who wept and prayed. Perhaps they reninded himof his wife-who tolerated the fact that
he had this little business on the side so long as he didn't sanple the merchandi se hinsel f.

Hence, Al onzo's dual quandary with "breaking" this particular girl.

Du Mond was a man with a talent, and it was a talent the Chinaman, the Mexican, and the Italian
all found useful. He was a "breaker," which was the nane by which they knew him The procurers

t hensel ves were not brothel -keepers; they supplied girls to the Houses up and down the street. The
Chi nanan usual |y bought his back in his honel and; Al onzo specialized in bringing nestizos and

I ndians up from Mexico. The Italian ran his business a bit differently; he recruited bored country-
girls fromlllinois, Wsconsin and | ndi ana by prom sing them sonmet hing other than a life of
drudgery narried to a dirt-farmer, or Chicago shop-girls tired of waiting on surly custoners.

G ven the Mexican's problenms with "breaking" girls who cried and prayed, Paul woul d have expected
himto be the one recruiting in the Grain Belt, but evidently Al onzo's consci ence never bothered
hi m about recruiting his own countrywonen for a life of sin

The Chinanman's girls thought they were coming to Anerica to be given to husbands; the Mexican
worren were told that they would find easy jobs in the households of gold-rich famlies. And as for
the girls garnered fromthe fields of Indiana and the shops of Chicago, G orgi o posed as a

busi nessman setting up a rival to the Fred Harvey chain on the West Coast; the girls expected easy
work waiting tables with big tips in gold nuggets fromnmen who hadn't seen a wonman in nonths.

What they got, was a dose of norphia; they woke up to find their virginity had been taken by nen
who had paid highly to have it, even froma seni-conscious and unresponsi ve body. Wat happened
then depended on the girl. The Chi naman sel dom needed the services of a breaker; nost Chinese
girls seened to resign thenselves to their concubi nage readily enough. Gorgio preferred to break
his girls to the trade hinself, but often enough he had nore than one who was neking trouble, and
a man could only do so nuch in a day. The Mexican girls seened divided into three types; the ones
that gave up, the ones that fought, and the ones that prayed.

They would all end up in the sane position in the end; Paul never could figure out why they didn't
just resign thenmsel ves and nake the best of the situation. If a girl played her cards right, she
could end up a nadamwi th a house of her own, or even married to a client. But she had to be smart
and she had to |l earn how to play the ganme quickly, before her |ooks went. And she had to stay away
fromdrugs and drink, or her |ooks would go even faster

"So we've got a weeper, hm? Well, maybe she'll turn out to be a fighter, too.

He preferred it
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when they fought; they often thought that because he wasn't built |like a prizefighter, he couldn't
overpower them and it increased his pleasure to prove them w ong.

It was his job to break themlike untaned horses; to prove to themthat not only did they have no
choice in their new profession, but that he was infinitely worse than any custoner they were ever
likely to service. The unspoken threat was that unless they proved tractable, he would get them
He was popul ar as a breaker because be didn't need to slap the girls around and possi bly danage
themto break them He had an infinite nunber of ways to hurt themthat didn't |eave any marks.
Sone of them used nothing nmore than words; he couldn't use those on the Chinese girls, but his
Spani sh was as fluent as Alonzo's, and it was words he nost often used on the Mexican's girls. By
the tine he was through flaying themw th his tongue, they were convinced that they had brought
this life of sin upon thenselves, that they were already so black with sin that God had turned Hi s
back upon them

He woul d pay for this privilege, of course; the exclusive use of a girl wasn't something easy to
conme by on Pacific Street. But the cost was a fraction of what such a privilege would have
dermanded in a House. He would be only the second man to touch these girls, which vastly reduced
the all-too-real risk of disease.

The girl | ooked up quickly as he opened the door, which had neither |atch nor handl e on the other
si de. She had been kneeling-obviously praying-as far fromthe bed in the corner as possible. In
the light fromthe single dingy, nmetal-barred wi ndow, her face was swol |l en and tear-stained, and
she tried to cover her nakedness with her hands. That was all there was in this tiny closet of a
room the naked girl, the undraped, iron-framed bed bolted to the floor, and four bare walls with
bare wooden floor. There was a single gaslight, too high on the wall for her to reach

He smiled. He would try words, first.

"Hello, little whore," he said, in clear Spanish, his voice snoother than honed steel and just as
cold and sharp. "I amyour master now. "
The first session had gone quite well; Paul was pleased as he gave the special knock that alerted

Di ego that he wanted out.
"Wel | ?" the little Mexican asked, as he cl osed the door on the sem -conscious girl.
"Five or six days , Paul said, truthfully. "Not nore than that. Today she cried, tonorrow she

m ght fight or weep nore; maybe the day after, too. Then she'll begin wearing down, and she'l

have it in her head that she's dirt and there's nowhere el se that woul d have her but a whorehouse.
She' || probably start druggi ng once she gets into a House, though. The religious ones usually do."
Dei go shrugged. "Not our problem"™ he said, dismssively. "Woever paid for her can worry about
that. W'll be seeing you for the next week, then?" He held his hand out, palmup

"Probably." Paul counted out enough cash to cover the week, then sone over. "I'l|l need the usual."
"The usual ," was for Deigo to dig up well-used clothing in Paul's size, send it to the Chinese

| aundry, and have it waiting here for him Even if Caneron "followed" himhere, the man's
fastidious nature woul d never allow himto keep a nore direct eye on his Apprentice. And the
monment Paul |eft here on errands of his own, clad in shabby clothing that had never conme within
Caneron's reach, there was no way the Firemaster could trace himfurther

Besi des, as long as du Mond's own cl othing remai ned here, Caneron woul d probably assune he was
with the clothing, if not init.

"I't'"ll be waiting," Diego replied, without interest. He and his enployer had no curiosity about
why Paul used their establishment as a way-station. That greatly endeared themto him Add in the
fact that this place was within wal king distance of the Nob H Il apartnent, and it was altogether
an arrangenent to du Mond's liking.

But for the monent, with all of his needs satisfied, it was tinme to get back to his gilded cage.
He bade the Mexi can goodni ght, turned up his collar against the danp and chilly night air, and
shoved his hands deep into his pockets to foil petty thieves. Athough it was near midnight, the
establ i shnents of Pacific street, fromthe neanest tavern to the Hi ppodrone, were barely getting
war med up. Some of them were even decked out in electrical rather than gas lights. He wondered
what the Coast would | ook Iike when electrical |ights becane cheap enough to use for signage and
shook hi s head.

It was a lengthy wal k, but not bad for a man in the physical condition of Paul du Mond. He strode
east, watching the traffic around himwith a wary eye and wonderi ng what secrets sonme of those
faces hel d.

One day, soon, he would have the power to find out. And San Francisco herself, the biggest whore
of themall, would have a new master.

Wien he had a nunber of errands, Paul always solved the difficulty of finding a cab by hiring one

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt (42 of 143) [2/2/2004 1:18:02 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt

for the entire day. They were Canmeron's errands, so Caneron's noney might as well pay for them He
ran the nore nundane chores first, and they took himall over town before it was finished. Among
those was the list the Hawkins girl had supplied, and he took sone savage amusenent in wondering
what her reaction would be if she ever learned it had been hi mwho had purchased her requested
suppl i es-

She' d probably faint fromenbarrassnent alone. He'd Iike to see her enbarrassed, or better still,
humiliated. He'd imagined her primlittle face superinposed on Lupe's last night. He'd like to
have a chance to break her. Dammed wonen, thinking they had a right to careers, taking noney out
of a man's pocket to do so, getting ideas about equality ..

Per haps he'd have the opportunity, if things worked out properly. She was an orphan; there'd be no
one to nmiss her or inquire after her if she vani shed.

Anong his errands, he contrived to drop a nessage in a certain tobacconist's when he bought his
own Cuban cigars. Tonight, after Lupe, he would find out if there was an answer to that nessage.
Meanwhi | e, the day pl odded along |ike the weary cab-horse, straining its way up the hill of tine
towards noon, then straining to keep fromtunbling headl ong down the other side. Wiy anyone had
ever chosen to build a city here, in this maze of hills and valleys, was beyond him The

i nhabi tants suffered from enough back and foot ailnents to keep every purveyor of quack nedicine
in the country happy. There were no real places to |eave a carriage, and even if you found one, it
wasn't one where he'd want to | eave a horse standing for |Iong. The cable car systemthat ran up
and down the Sl ot on Market Street had been invented because the life of a trolley-horse in San
Franci sco was a fraction of one in any other city. They had dropped dead in their traces all the
time before the nmechanical traction device took over their chore.

Paul, of course, did not have to wal k unl ess he chose, nor suffer the press of the G eat Unwashed
on the cable cars unless he wished to. He always hired cabs with strong horses with some draft-
blood in them horses that were up to a long day of traversing the streets.

He had stopped by the tobacconist's early; on inpulse, on the way back fromthe final errand of
the day, he had the cabby stop there again.

Much to his pleasure there was already a reply to his nessage-a single slip of paper with three
wor ds, none of which would have given the game away even to Caneron. Twelve, the usual. It could
have been soneone's order, picked up by accident, for boxes of cigars or cigarettes, or any other
product the tobacconist sold, which was precisely the point.

None of the parcels he obtained today required the special handling Jason had specified, so he
simply left thempiled in the hallway with orders to have themsent to the waiting carriage. The
cook had prepared an excellent neal, and du Mond settled in to eat it with full enjoynent, now
that his duties were over for the day and the evening |l ay before him

He had a cab take himas far as the end of Pacific Street that was only risque; what harm after
all, was there in his taking in a bawdy show? He even entered the theater, although he cane right
back out again as soon as the cab was gone. Fromthere, he wal ked to the Mexican's, where events
proceeded as he had predicted they woul d.

He was finished by el even, and the man who left the Mexican's in no way resenbled the man who had
entered. Seedy cap pulled | ow over his forehead, hands stuffed in the pockets of his dungarees,
warding of f the chill with a shapel ess, baggy flannel shirt, Paul would not have been recognized
by anyone who knew himas Caneron's secretary, and he knewit. Al of the clothing was old,

t hreadbare, patched. He had altered his posture, even his gait. He did not bother attenpting to
find a cab-no one | ooking the way he did woul d have noney for such a thing, and the use of

anyt hing other than his own two feet would only reveal that he was not what he seened.

It was a long way to the docks at the end of Pacific Street, but that was "the usual." So near
wat er-both in the formof fog drifting in off the Bay and of the Pacific Ccean itself-it was the
| ast place one woul d expect to see a Firenaster.

Whi ch was why Sinon Beltaire had chosen this as a neeting site.

Even if, by sone incredible ability, Jason Cameron was tracking Paul by neans of the flanes of
gaslights all across the city, he would not be able to do so on the docks. Nor would a Sal amander
ever cone here, where the Sal anander's worst enem es, the Undines, held sway. Humans, of course,
could go anywhere they chose, no matter what their Magickal Natures, and if the Undines resented
the intrusion of a Firemaster into the edges of their donain, they were wi se enough to keep qui et
about it.

The docks were silent at this hour. Perhaps sonmeday there would be work around the cl ock-but not
until either science created brighter gaslights or electrical |ights becane cheaper. For now, this
was a good place to neet soneone when you didn't want to be seen-al though you had to listen
carefully, for some of the street-girls brought custonmers here for the little privacy that the
darkness and piles of crates afforded.
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Paul wal ked five steps, paused, and |istened before walking five nore; in this way he nade his way
to the end of one of the docks without interfering with anyone's pleasure. It didn't matter what
dock he chose; Beltaire would find himeasily enough. He chose one that didn't have any boats
noored up against it.

He | eaned up against a piling, folded his arns across his chest, and waited. Beneath himthe water
of the Bay | apped agai nst the wooden pilings, and the faint snmell of fish and seaweed rose to his
nostrils. Fog obscured the surface of the water to a height of about four feet; above the bank of
fog, the stars shone down unobscured. Behind him the sounds of the Barbary Coast drifted down
Pacific Street, junbled together and rendered into nmere whispers by distance. Snatches of tinny
piano nusic, shrill laughter, the shrieks of wonen, the occasional breaking of glass; they al
seermed to cone to himfromanother world, across a distance too vast to bridge.

He wi shed he'd thought to have Diego get himan old duffel coat or a pea jacket; it was cold out
her e.

"I hope you haven't been waiting too |ong, Paul.”

He didn't start, since he'd been expecting Beltaire, but once again Sinon had sonehow strolled up
behi nd hi mwi t hout naking a sound.

"Not long." He turned; the flare of a flane illum nated Sinon Beltaire's el egant face as the man
lit hinmself a cigar.

Beltaire did not use a match, of course

There was not enough light to grant nore than a fleeting glinpse of Beltaire's countenance, but
Paul didn't need any light; he and Beltaire were well acquainted with each other. Beltaire, while
not circulating anong the elite as Caneron did, was still sought after in his own set. Wile he
m ght well have been as wealthy as Canmeron, he preferred not to flaunt that wealth. He could
easily have stood as a nodel for the hearty, football-playing, dark-haired and dark-eyed coll ege
hero. His square jaw and cleft chin had been known to cause pal pitations in the hearts of
shopgirls and jaded professionals alike, sculptural as it was.

"And what has ny estinmable | upine coll eague been doing since |last we tal ked?" The light fromthe
glowi ng coal at the end of the cigar was hardly enough to show Beltaire's smle, but there was
amusenment in the man's voice.

Paul gave a basic summary of nost of it; Beltaire |istened without conment, since it differed
little fromthe last time they had spoken

Then he casually dropped his real news, and instantly felt Beltaire's attention riveted to him
"Caneron hired a young worman to read his books to him™

Simon's drawl did not disguise his intense interest. "I assume you do not nean fairy tales.”
"He's working up to the inportant tones, but he began her with H gh Magick fromthe first word,"
du Mond agreed. "He's found a way around his handicap. She's fluent in several |anguages,

i ncluding the archaic forms and supposedly even has a know edge of hieroglyphics."

"This is going to force ny hand; | had expected to have nore tine," Beltaire said under his
breath. Paul sniled; that was what he had hoped to hear

"Tell me what you know about her,"™ Sinon demanded.

Paul conplied. "I don't know nmuch,"” he warned. "Caneron found her hinself, hired her hinself, and
made all the arrangenents to bring her here. Her nanme is Rosalind Hawki ns; she's from Chicago, and
she has no living relatives. | have to assune she was in sone advanced degree program at the

uni versity there, given her acconplishnents. Perhaps she suffered sone change in circunstance that
left her destitute and willing to accept Caneron's offer-"

"Never mnd that; | can find the facts of the matter out for nyself, now that | know where she

comes from" Beltaire waved his cigar dismssively. "Once | have the details of her life, then |
can decide what to do about her."

"I could get rid of her for you," du Mond offered, hoping that Beltaire would accept the offer

The girl had taken one |ong wal k al ready; who was to say that something night not happen to her if
she nade a habit of such things?

"No-no. | want to know what she's made of, first. She could prove to be a useful tool, especially
once she begins to understand just what Canmeron is asking her to read." Beltaire nodded
thoughtfully. "If he revolts her, if he frightens her ... that woman's weakness can be turned to
serve us. She might even wel come such an opportunity.”

He nmust have sensed Paul 's veil ed di sappoi ntnent, for he added in explanation, "I prefer not to
di scard a possible weapon until it proves useless. It would make things much sinpler for us if we
can use her against Canmeron and avoid drawing attention to you."

Paul nodded, still disappointed, but with his disappointnment fading fast. It would be better to

avoid Caneron's attention and anger. He night not be the mmgician he had been before his
transformation, but he was still form dable.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt (44 of 143) [2/2/2004 1:18:02 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt

"I'f she proves usel ess, you nay deal with her as you choose," Beltaire continued. "In the
meantime, | will find out what | can about her, and you keep nme informed. | particularly wish to
know i f she is released for an excursion to the city. I wish to approach her nyself and take her
measure. |f nothing el se, she nay give us informati on we need on Jason's progress." Again, the
smle crept into his voice. "I do not believe that | flatter nyself when | say that | am

remar kably good at tenptation.”

Du Mond | aughed dryly at that, for Beltaire had certainly discovered exactly what tempted him "I
cannot think of anything else that would interest you at this time, Sinon."

"Nor can I, and it is getting quite late." Beltaire's voice turned solicitous. "Paul, | do believe
it is nore than tine that | gave you sone reconpense for your assiduous |abor on nmy behalf. Here."
He passed over a parcel; as du Mond's fingers touched it, he felt paper and string tied about what
felt like a book.

"Don't allow Jason to see this, or he'll certainly know where it cane from" Beltaire warned. "It
is rather in ny style. | told you that Jason's way was not the only nethod of Firenmastery. This
shoul d get you started on an easier path."

Du Mond's heart leapt with exultation, and with a fierce joy that he had been right. He had been
so certain that Jason was prevaricating, that there was another, easier way to becone a Master of
El ements-one without all the tedi ous menorization and the mumery.

"I have hesitated this long only because | have been waiting for sonething to occur that would
take Jason's attention off you-and to rmake certain of your own tenperanent." Beltaire chuckl ed.
"There are things required on this path that would be repugnant to a weaker man, but | amcertain
you have the stomach for them"”

"I have the stonmach for a great deal," du Mond promi sed. "Thank you. Now, | nust continue to play
Caneron's errand-boy tonmorrow, so if you'll pardon ne, | will take nmy |eave of you."

Beltaire touched the brimof his hat with his cane in ironic salute, and faded into the darkness.
Paul waited several monents for himto get well on his way, then nmade his own way across the
docks, nmmking certain not to retrace his footsteps.

Diego was still on duty at the Mexican's-du Mond wasn't the only breaker the Mexican used, just
the nost skillful-and sounds from sone of the other roonms led himto believe that his counterparts
were hard at work. Diego bowed himnockingly into an enpty room where his clothing waited.

It was past one before he was out on the street again and hailing a cab, his precious book tucked

into a pocket. It was a | eat her-bound, handwitten volune, |ike many of Caneron's treasured books
of Magi ck, and small enough to fit in a coat pocket.
So many inportant things were small in size.

He hailed a cab, and took it back to Caneron's townhouse-whi ch would not be Caneron's for very
much | onger-1eaving the noi se and gari shness of the Barbary Coast behind him
Until tonorrow.

CHAPTER
SI X

Sonehow, even though she had hardly seen Paul du Mond for nore than a few minutes at a tine,
knowi ng that he was going to be in San Francisco for a week made Rose feel nuch nore rel axed. She
woke unconmmonly cheerful, and knew i mmedi ately that du Mond's absence had a great deal to do with
t hat cheer.

She stretched like a cat and blinked at the blurred beam of sunlight creeping past the
bedcurtains. | could alnost believe in six inpossible things before breakfast, like Lew s
Carroll's Wiite Queen. This is such an incredible home ..

Last night, she'd had the oddest feeling while reading one of Jason Caneron's books, that this

nonsense she was translating for himwasn't nonsense at all. She had gone to bed only to |lie awake
for sone tine, staring at a single noonbeamthat had found its way past both her w ndow and bed
curtains to fall on a single carved rose on one of the bedposts. At least, | thought it was a
noonbeam and a rose. Wthout ny glasses it's rather hard to tell what I'mlooking at. Magic ... in

this house, with its invisible servants, its incredible luxury, and its odd master, did not seem
so inpossible, especially not in the noonlight.

But that had been last night, well past mdnight, with the wind rushing in the branches of the
trees outside and noonlight shining in her sitting-roomw ndow. Now, with the scents of breakfast
cof fee and bacon drifting through the bedroom door, and sunlight replacing the noonlight, she had
to laugh at her own fantasy. Magic indeed! | nmight as well believe in Santa Claus or genies in
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| anps! If Caneron wi shed to continue to deceive hinmself, that was his doing. She would collect her
wages and continue to anuse him and neanwhile, with the help of the books he was ordering for
her, she would conti nue her own researches. Then, when he finally tired of this farce, she would
take her savings and enroll in another university. Leland Stanford had founded one here, in fact,
that was well thought of. Wuld they adnit a wonan?

I"1'l worry about that when the tinme comes, she decided. There had been one book anong all the ones
she had read | ast night that had been well-witten and coherent-unlike nost of the rest, which
were witten as if the author had been granted a Doctorate in Confusion and Obfuscation. She had
saved that one out of the pile with an eye to reading it straight through from beginning to end.
Maybe if she had sone notion of what Caneron thought was real, she'd be closer to understanding
what he was | ooking for.

She had not planned on going for a walk, and by the time she had finished breakfast she was just
as glad, for she would have been greatly di sappoi nted. The sunshine had given way to a drizzling
rain that didn't look as if it was going to let up any tine before dark

Well, she could get her exercise by doing a nore thorough, daylight exploration of nore of the
house, and then she could settle in with that book until Cameron needed her

She took the book with her, thinking that it mght be pleasant to spend sone tine reading in the
conservatory, anong the exotic hothouse plants.

She had al ready exani ned the ballroom the dining room the nusic room... nost of the roons that
a casual visitor would have seen. Now she decided to pry just a little, and take a good | ook
around t hose bastions of masculine power, the snoking room the billiard room and the library.
I"ve never actually been in a snmoking room... Winen, other than maidservants who cl eaned t hem
were not wel cone in such places. Caneron had very sensibly arranged his entertaining area with the
billiard and snoking roonms to the right of the drawing room and the |adies' parlor and

"wi thdrawi ng roontf to the left. The snoking room was disappointing; her father had never had one,
and she had actually expected sonething a great deal nore-well-decadent. She winkled her nose a
little at the heavy scent of tobacco as she entered, but other than that slightly disagreeable and
penetrating aroma, there was not nuch to distinguish this roomfromthe |adies' parlor. |Instead of
cut-crystal bottles of genteel sherry on the sideboard, there was a bar holding a variety of

gl asses and hard liquors, but other than that, it was fundanentally identical. The rea

di fferences between the roons intended for |adies and nen were in the materials used to decorate;
in the parlor, the furniture was covered in danask satin and velvet. Here, it was covered in

| eather. There, the | anpshades were fringed and el aborately painted; here, they were plain

par chnent .

In short, it was a |uxuriously appointed version of a little boy's clubhouse, with cigars and
strong |iquor replacing chewing gum and | enbnade; the only thing |l acking was the sign on the door
saying "No Grlz Aloud." No paintings of naked odalisques, no illustrated risque versions of the
Thousand Ni ghts and a Night Iying about on the table. No opium pipes! | expected a den of
iniquity, a recreation of Caligula's orgy-roons, and | find a harbor of hearty nmal e gamesmanshi p!
VWhat a di sappoi ntnment! She had to | augh at hersel f, and wondered what nobst nen thought lay in the
| adi es' parlor! Did they have simlar fantasies, or did they assune that it was a room of such
overwhel mng femininity that they were afraid to venture in lest they break or soil something with
their nere presence?

The billiard roomwas not nuch different; besides the billiard table, there was a truly lovely
chess set carved from bl ack onyx and white marble, and a substantial round poker table with a

seal ed deck of cards on it. Qher than that, it was furnished in the sane unconprom singly
confortabl e and unadorned style as the snoking room

Perhaps the library woul d be nore rewardi ng, although she had the suspicion that she would not be
finding any of the strange books she had been reading on the shelves of so public a room It was
far nore likely that Caneron had a second library in his own suite where he kept such things. But
at |l east she woul d see what his casual taste ran to.

The room she sought now was on the other side of the dining room and covered as much or nore
floor space than any other large roomin the nmansion. She already knew that the library was a big
one-that is, it contained a huge nunber of books; the roomwas two stories tall with a bal cony
around the second fl oor to give access to the higher shelves and | adders on rolling tracks to
reach the books nearer the ceiling. She strolled down the hallway and found the door already open
as if she had been expected. All of the curtains were drawn back fromthe w ndows, which were not
just plain glass, but also beautiful artworks of stained and | eaded gl ass. Interestingly, the
furniture here was of a piece with the snoking room oversized and not particularly confortable
for wonen; evidently Caneron did not expect many female visitors to this roomor else, he had
decorated it to suit his personal taste.
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Perhaps his fancy runs to wonmen who don't read, she thought, a bit acidly. Just because he finds
me entertaining now, that doesn't mean | amthe style of female he is likely to wish to associate
with socially.

O course not. No nan of wealth wished to spend any tine in public with a bookworm a girl with
her nose so deeply in ancient volunmes that there was dust in her hair. No, she had seen her share
of the style of girl he would associate with, in the fiancees of her fellow students; wealthy,
beautiful, schooled in the proper manners and life of a lady of the upper crust and often enough
wi t hout a thought in their heads beyond the | atest node. Lady schol ars were not anong those
invited to the opera. Wiy was she even considering that this man, her enployer, would spend one
mnute of time with her if he did not need her skills? Just because she was conming to like him
that did not nean that the opposite was true. Wth his noney, he nust have dozens of girls
flinging thenselves at him and nore whose parents are doing the flinging, | shouldn't wonder. Al
with proper wonmanly interests, who grow property faint at the nerest hint of the excesses of the
anci ent Romans. And no matter how disfigured he m ght be now, there are plenty of wonen who woul d
be happy to become Ms. Jason Cameron. Once he decides that his quest for healing is in vain, he
will dismiss ne and get on with his life. And even if that |ife does not include a bride, it wll
hardly include nme. | am an enployee, not a friend, and | nust always keep that fact in mnd

She shoul d be planning on what to do with herself after he dism ssed her-and on how to keep that
monent at bay until after she had anassed enough noney to make the future she envisioned possible.
Well, let me see what literary face Jason Cameron shows his visitors. Perhaps that can help ne
deci de how to proceed.

There was a section of popular literature and poetry, |ight novels and romances in the bookcase
nearest the door, all bound in matching |leather with hand-tooled titles on the spine and the
cover. The Bronte Sisters, Jane Austen, Walter Scott, Kipling, Doyle ... oh, Lord Byron-now
there's sonething a bit racier! Cooper, Defoe, Melville, Enerson, Hawthorne, that was to be
expected. How could an Anerican tycoon not have the American literary lions in his library?
Longfell ow, of course. Verne, now there's a surprise!l Dumas and Stevenson. GCh dear, what are

Corelli, Al exander, Hodgson, and Braene doing in such exalted conpany? Probably for those whose
tastes are a bit nore plebian. After a cursory exam nation she noved on to nore fruitfu
territory.

Fruitful territory began with the very next case, which held general history books, arranged in
ti me-sequence by author. Many of them were, as she well knew from her undergraduate courses, as
dry as the Sahara, and guaranteed to encourage a "proper"” young lady to return to the first case
Fol l owi ng the general histories were general geographies, then natural history and the sciences.
The farther she went, the nore pl eased she becane. Al in all, a person could acquire quite a
conpl et e post-graduate education just by reading the books on the first floor

So what was on the second floor?

She picked up her skirts in both hands and ascended the spiral, wought-iron stair with

antici pation.

Her anticipation was rewarded. Now this is a great deal nore like it! Excellent translations of
the Greek and Roman classics net her eye first-nultiple translations, in fact-housed snugly next
to the sanme books in the original. Qher ancient works followed in the same pattern; translations,
nore often than not, nultiple translations, followed by copies of the originals. Ch nmy-there is
dear old Wallis Budge, all of his Egyptian translations! If ever | suffer frominsomia, | shal
know where to find the cure for it!

Then a surprise; English versions of virtually every book ever considered "holy" by any culture,
East or West, again with copies in the original tongues. They were all here-fromthe Mahabharata
to the Koran, fromthe Talnud to the works of the Zen Masters. She rai sed an eyebrow at that;
Canmeron had not struck her as being anything like interested in religion. Perhaps, once he cane to
the inevitable conclusion that his search for "magical" help was in vain, she m ght send him here
for consol ation. Perhaps ... Buddhisn? Sormehow | can't inagi ne Jason Cameron beconi ng a proper
Christian lanmb. But | can't inmagi ne himseeking enlightennent with serenity either

She was hal fway around the room when she cane to the next subject-change; pure nythology, with

i nterpretations and vol unes of scholarly specul ation. Then a surprise, in the formof nedieva
romances, ballads, and minstrel-tales.

Interesting. That certainly doesn't fit. Is this the remains of a younger, nore ronmantic Jason
Caneron? Or is this fodder for sonmething quite the opposite? At any rate-there was nore than
enough nmaterial here for her to wite several dissertations. | wonder if the world could tolerate
anot her analysis of the cult of the Virgin Mary and the reflection of that cult in troubadour-
ballads ... no, wait! Wat about sonething allied but different? Wat about reflections of Mary
Magdal ene in the 'fallen heroines" |ike Kundrie, Quinevere and Yseult. ? That woul d be new She
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happi |y pursued this notion for sone tine, naking nmental notes on a rich | ode of source-materia
Caneron had avail abl e here. Wiy, she might even be able to fashion a doctoral dissertation just
from what was here!

And how "proper"” it would be for a lady, too-pious reflection on sin and redenpti on-One of the
probl ens with her previous research had been resistance by her professors to the "appropriateness"
of the subjects she found interesting. They could hardly argue with this! Not |ike the |ast one,
where | was trying to prove that the "allegorical" nature of the courtly |ove-poem was anything
but all egori cal

That brought her all the way to the end, which proved to be all huge, unwi el dy, handwitten

vol umes. Some were ol d atlases, sonme she couldn't make head or tail of, and some were rather

| aughabl e "natural history" works of the previous century, show ng all nmanner of inmaginary beasts
and cl ai m ng i nprobabl e things about them There was certainly nothing of any use there, and the
vol unmes thensel ves were so nusty they nmade her sneeze. She dusted her hands off on her skirts and
descended.

The wei ght of the book in her pocket remi nded her that she had intended to read it this afternoon
While there was still plenty of light, it would be a good tine to | ook the conservatory over and
see if there were any surprises growing in the |inked hot houses.

The conservatory was heated by steamand was as warmin this late-fall day as the warnest sunmer
in Chicago - which was quite warmindeed. The conservatory was quite an affair of glass, wood, and
wrought-iron, with gravel ed paths to wal k on and wought-iron benches placed at intervals for
seating. In the main greenhouse, the | argest one, was the expected tropical paradise, this one
conplete with two fountains, a waterfall, and towering pal mtrees.

There was anot her aspect of this delightful place she had missed in the dark, however-the birds.
There were dozens of tiny, brightly-colored birds about the size of a wen flitting anong the
trees and bushes, bathing in the shallow pools and basins, and hel ping thenselves to hal f-hidden
feeders full of seeds and fruit. She recogni zed canaries both brown and yellow, but the others
were new and entirely baffling. Their twittering bl ended pleasantly with the falling water, and by
pl aci ng the benches in open spaces, away from overhangi ng branches, the unpl easant but inevitable
droppi ngs at | east were not |urking on the seats.

There were four greenhouses attached to the main one. One held vegetables, one was clearly a
forcing-house for flowers, and one for nore tropical plants, both to decorate the mansion and to
repl ace others in the conservatory. But the fourth one held herbs-and nost of those herbs she
didn't recognize

More of Caneron's obsession with magi c? Perhaps; many of the books she had been readi ng specified
odd plants and herbs as conponents of spell-casting and ritual

O he could sinply have a very sophisticated cook

She took her book back to the conservatory and settled onto a bench to read.

In part because the book itself was so well-witten, and in part because the concepts were not
altogether foreign to her, she finished it quickly and closed the book on the | ast page just as
the sun began to set. She renained with the book closed in her lap, thinking.

If one sinply began with the assunption that there is sone power that can be tapped with these

cantrips and incantations ... there is a logic about all this that is difficult to dismss out of
hand.

It had not been all that long ago that the nysterious force of electricity had been as arcane as
any of this magic. Clains of what it could do-besides providing light and heat-were still being

made for it that were simlar to those nade for spells.

Was she being logical, or close-mnded? Until now, she would have opted for the fornmer w thout
hesitation. Her understanding of the world was firmuntil she read this book that was as reasoned
as any of those nodern books on science back there in the library.

The sun set, the birds settled into to groups to sleep for the night, some of them packing
thensel ves five and six at a tine into round basket-nests made of gourds. The fountains and

waterfall continued to play, filling the usual silence of the house with wel cone nusic.

And that, in itself, set off another train of thought. Usual silence ... | have beconme so
accustoned to it, that | haven't thought about it. But there are no sounds of people, ever
anywhere in this place. No sounds of cooking in the kitchen, not even a whisper or a footfall. Yet

this place is kept clean, nmeals are prepared, the aninals tended-and the only human | have ever
seen within these four walls is Paul du Mnd.

She mi ght have said, jestingly, that it was all done by magic. But what if that was no jest, but a
fact?

| feel very nmuch as if | have been sl eep-wal ki ng and have awakened to find nyself in a foreign

| and! She had been lured by the isolation of this place, and by the fact that she wanted that
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isolation, into ignoring the fact that she did not want the conpany of others about her. She did
not want anyone to know that she was nothing nore than a glorified servant in soneone el se's hone,

especially not other servants. As |long as she could remain in her beautiful, luxurious suite
wi t hout anyone seeing her here, she could pretend she was not Caneron's paid hireling, but a
guest.

So she had willfully put the inconsistency of a huge, well-run establishnment w thout any sign of a
meni al about conpletely out of her mnd. She had purposefully closed her eyes to things that
shoul d have been screamning at her

O was | "encouraged" to ignore these things?

The book had al so hinted that the power of mmgic-or rather, "Mgick"-could be used to influence
the thoughts and even actions of others. Had Caneron been playing with her m nd?

A chill ran down the back of her neck, and spread over her entire body. If that was the case, what
el se coul d he have been doing to her? Could he be-

Her vision of the world and her comon sense warred with what she had observed in this place, and
now she was no | onger certain of what was true and what was fal se.

There could be an even nore sinister, yet conpletely nundane expl anati on. Cameron m ght be
druggi ng her food, keeping her sleeping so soundly that the noise of staff working in the norning
didn't disturb her. Then, once she was awake, he bani shed the staff to sonewhere el se on the
estate so that she would not conme into contact with them Wy he would do sonething |like that, she
had no idea-but a man who engi neered a plot Iike that one was hardly sane.

But the situation as it stood was no |longer tenable. "I have to talk with him" she said aloud. "I
have to confront him and know the truth about this place.” She al nost expected to hear a reply
conme out of the shadows gathering in the dusk beneath the tropical trees, but there was no
response but the twittering of sleepy birds.

In a way, that was conforting. If nagic really was a true force in the world, at |east Caneron
wasn't using it to spy on her every novenment and thought.

Canmeron was not paying a great deal of attention to the girl as she prowl ed the halls and roons of
his hone; she was not being overly curious-she was not opening drawers or trying cabi net doors,
for instance. He didn't see any point in giving her nore than cursory attention, although he was
too suspicious by nature to | et her nake her explorations unwatched. He noted with a bit of
anusenment her enthusiasmfor his library, once she got past the first bookcase. She spent a great
deal of time where he had expected her to, in front of the nedieval section. After that, she
retired to the conservatory with a book, one he assuned she had borrowed from those sanme shel ves.
Probably nore of those ballads the trouveres created, | suspect ny selection is as good as that in
her university. Trust a wonman to be fascinated by the roots of ronmance and ignore all the open
descriptions of Magick as practiced by Masters!

He sinply dealt with the nundane affairs of his business while she read, tel egraphing orders to
his underlings in the city. It was very convenient, having his own tel egraphy instrument on his
desk; he didn't need to wite down the code as it came in, for he was so fluent in Mrse he could
translate it immediately in his head. If he hadn't had one, he would have had to depend upon Paul
to an unconfortable extent.

It is a pity | cannot give du Mond a watch |ike Rosalind s-but even if | did, he would probably
find a way to be rid of it. Even he is capable of sensing sonething of that nature.

Havi ng paws instead of hands did not greatly interfere with his telegraphy. Wth his instructions
conplete, he turned his attention to shelving his books of Magick and maki ng the sel ections for
tonight. He often ordered the Sal ananders to performthis little task, but only when he was busy
with other concerns. Even with m sshapen paws instead of hands, he could still nmanage to shel ve
and renove books-

Then, as he shelved the | ast one, he knew that there was sonething wong. One of the books was

m ssing; there should have been seven, and there were only six. He hadn't noticed because the
light was kept so | ow.

He knew i mredi ately which one it was: The Arte and Science of Magick by Dee. He'd chosen it for
her to read, even though it was really an Apprentice's book, because of a partial chapter on
transformati ons, a chapter he thought night jog sone associations |oose for himif he heard it
agai n.

It was al so one of the books he had planned for her to read inits entirety |ater-when she was
ready to believe, to prepare her for the nore dangerous books he woul d ask her to peruse. But he
had not planned that to occur for several nonths at |east.

Swiftly he spun, and with a gesture of his black-tipped claws, called the mirror to life. She was
still reading, although by the thickness left, there were only a few pages renmaining. It was
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certainly too late to stop her

He knew her; she was a scholar, and if she had not already deduced that Marcus Dee was a
descendent of John Dee, the personal Magician and Astrol oger to Queen Elizabeth, she would soon
make t hat connection. The nodern Dee had witten his book for the instruction of the offspring of
H gh Magi ci ans who al so bore the Powers in their blood, offspring presumably under the tutel age
and gui dance of their parents. To that end, it was clear, concise and erudite, rather than
reveling in obscurity. Because it was neant for the eyes of those who were already being
competently guided, there was no need to shroud secrets in fornulas that required other

i nformati on from other sources to be decoded.

Even as he watched her, she finished the |ast few pages and cl osed the book. In the gathering
dusk, she stared straight ahead, her blue eyes behind the | enses of her glasses focused deep
within herself. As she sat there, thinking, a nmyriad of enptions crossed her face. Specul ation
alarm fear-she must be going through incredible turmoil at this noment.

Well, he was sharing those enotions! He clutched both paws in his mane and tugged with
frustration. Al of his carefully choreographed plans, set awy in a single nonent! \Wat was she
going to do? More inportantly, what was she going to believe?

As if she was answering him she spoke. "I have to talk to him" she said aloud. "I have to
confront himand know the truth about this place.”

She stood up, clasping the book to her chest, and turned quickly. A nonment later, she was well on
her way to the staircase, her brisk stride uninpeded by her skirts, the silk petticoats whispering
about her ankl es.

Is she coming here? Fromthe deternmi ned | ook on her face, he was quite willing to believe that she
woul d march straight up to the door of his suite and demand entry!

But she went right past the second-floor |anding without a pause, heading for her own roons.
"Dinner for her, quickly, before she reaches her room" he ordered his servants, harshly-thank
Heaven he had al ready decided on the nmenu! It appeared, on his silver and china, as al ways,
purl oi ned tonight fromthe kitchens of the Palace Hotel. He always selected itens that woul d not
be m ssed slices of beef off the joint rather than a steak; soup and vegetables froml arge

bat ches, and so forth. H's servants coul d have prepared food, of course, but cleaning up required
wat er, which Sal ananders were not inclined to touch. He could persuade themto lick the china and
silver clean with their flami ng tongues, but as for cleaning up pots and pans-

The dinner was in place as she opened the door to her roons, and before she could say anything, he
forestall ed her by speaking through the tube. He used his npbst commandi ng tone, on purpose, hoping
she would not be inclined to ignore his authority if he invoked it.

"I sense you are agitated, Mss Hawkins. Please, sit down and enjoy your dinner. You will fee
better if you eat first."

She turned and faced the speaki ng-tube; he noticed then that she was nowhere near as conposed as
he had thought. Her knuckles were white, she was clasping the book so hard before her breasts, and

her voice trenbled. "Is it drugged?" she blurted, her eyes wide.
That was so far fromhis mnd that he found hinself |aughing, and for sone reason that seened to
relax her a trifle. "It is not drugged, | pledge you that," he said, when he coul d speak again

"Pl ease, enjoy your dinner. | believe that you wish to speak with nme on an inportant subject. You
will think more clearly if you are not suffering hunger-pangs."

He bolted his own dinner while she ate hers his altered body required only neat, as near rare as
possi ble, and he ate it as a wolf would, bolting it down in | arge chunks. He was finished | ong
before she was, but he did not take his eyes fromthe mrror even when he ate. Hs nmnd, raised to
a fever-pitch of clarity by his owm anxiety and al arm anal yzed her every novenent. She evi denced
none of her usual enjoynent of the food before her, chewing and swallowing it automatically, as if
she was not even tasting it. She drank a bit nore wi ne than was her usual wont, and he gathered
that she was trying to find courage in the bottomof the bottle, as so nany did.

She kept the book on her lap, as if by having it in contact with her, she rem nded herself of her
resolve. She ate quickly, either out of nervousness or because she did not intend to allow himtoo
much tinme to contenplate her intentions.

She did not touch the sweet; instead, she enptied her wine-glass, poured it full, and enptied it
again in a gulp. Then she pushed resolutely away fromthe table and stood up again, still holding
the book as if it was a shield. "M. Caneron?" she said, her voice quavering a little on the | ast
syl | abl e.

"I amstill here, Mss Hawkins," he replied. "There is, after all, nowhere else | amlikely to
be. "

"M. Caneron," she said, her face pale but her nouth set and her eyes behind the gl asses hard with
resolution and fear. "When | accepted this position, | was not aware of-of the irregularity of
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this establishnent. | believe you owe nme an expl anation."
He coughed, and prevaricated. "I do not take your neaning, M ss Hawkins. There are no opi um dens
here, no | adies of dubious repute; | fail to see what you nmean by an 'irregul ar establishnent.’

Wul d you care to explain?" Perhaps, given this opportunity, she would deci de agai nst
confrontation.

"Whay are there no servants here?" she asked, flushing a brilliant pink, as the words rushed out of
her. "The work of many servants is done, the mansion is cleaned, the lights lit and extingui shed,
the beds nade, neals prepared, animals tended-yet there are no servants! In fact, | only know of
two peopl e besides myself who dwell in this place! | have not seen a single soul but Paul du Mond
since | entered these grounds, and | have only heard your voice. Were are the servants? And why
did | not pay attention to their absence before this?"

"Before | answer that-what is your solution, Mss Hawki ns?" he asked, as she reached blindly for
the back of the chair beside her to support her. She is unused to confrontation. This is taking
all the courage she can nuster

"1-1-" Abruptly she sat down, deflated, her hair coning |loose fromits careful arrangenent and

falling in tendrils about her face. "I have no logical solution," she said flatly, after a |long
monent of silence. "And the illogical solution flies in the face of all reason. | do not want to
believe it."

Shoul d he be the one to grasp the bull by the horns? Well-why not? If he could bring her to
believe in the reality of Magick he would be able to elimnate a great deal of beating about the
bush.

And it will save ne endless effort in hiding it all fromher. It is worth the risk.

"And if | told you that the reason was because all work in this house, on these grounds, is
acconpl i shed by what you would refer to as Magi ck?" he asked, just as flatly.

She flinched, and did not answer himdirectly. "I must be mad," she said under her breath. "I
cannot be hearing this-or discussing these things. It is not reasonable." She was shivering,

t hough she tried not to show it.

She's afraid. She's afraid that it mght be true, yet at the sane time she wants it to be true. If
| told her it was because ny servants were all working only while she slept, she m ght believe ne

"You coul d make her believe you," hissed a voice in his ear. "You could make up al nost anyt hing
and nake her believe you."

He did not have to turn; it was one of his Sal amanders, and by the voice and assertiveness, the
cleverest one. "I know," he told it, covering the speaking-tube, with one hand. "I could have you
cloud her mnd again. She has drunk so much wine it would be child' s play to nake her believe ne."
"But you do not want to do that," the creature said shrewdly. "You want her to believe, because if
she believes, she can help you."

Now how does it know that? The Sal amander surprised himnmore every time it spoke. "If she
believes, I will no longer need to waste tine and effort concealing your presence from her-and
will not need to depend so nmuch on du Mond for assistance, for she could do sone things for ne
that do not require either experience or her actual presence.

"That woul d be very good," the Sal amander said with enphasis. "Show her, Firemaster. G ve her
facts. G ve her the evidence of her own senses. She is practical, and where she m ght doubt a nere
expl anati on, she will not doubt what she can see and test for herself."

Show her? Well-why not. She is so annoyingly logical, that just might be the correct approach to
take with her "Go coll ect her supper-dishes,” he told the Sal anander. "But |eave the sweet, and

bring coffee. | want the effect of the wine countered. She may need both energy and al ertness
before the night is out."

The Sal amander spun with joy and uttered a breathy laugh. "Yes!" it said. "Warn her | am com ng
Let her test ne!"

"I will,"” he told it. "Now you be certain of your path and nove slowy, so that she doesn't m ss
anyt hi ng. "

"I must be nmad," Rose muttered again

"You are not mad, M ss Hawkins," cane the hollow, grating voice fromthe speaki ng-tube. "Believe
me, you are not nad. And if you will not believe ne, then believe the evidence of your own eyes
and watch your supper-table."

The | ast words were still hanging in the air as she turned again to stare at the table-and at the
flickering shape of flane suddenly hovering above it.

A conjurer's trick, she thought, with disgust-but then the flame took nore definite shape, the
general aspect of a lizard, which blinked fiery blue eyes at her, and began to spin in place.
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Then her supper dishes rose gracefully on their tray, levitating above the tabletop. The dish
contai ning the sweet separated fromthe rest and wafted gently down to rest on the tablecloth and
a mnute later, a spoon floated down to lie beside it. She hesitantly touched the latter; it was
noti ceably warm

The tray renmai ned above the table.

"Test it, Rose," the voice urged. "Use your own senses to tell you whether or not this is fakery.
Make every test on it that you care to."

Wth exquisite care, she waved her hand beneath it, and encountered no resistance, no hidden
supports. She reached out further and waved her hand to either side, and finally rose to her feet
to circle the table. She tested the air all about the floating tray, and then waved her hand above
it. There was not hing, nothing whatsoever. She circled the table again, |ooking for any neans by
which the tray could be noved, and still found nothing. The tray was perfectly ordinary, except
for the fact that it was floating in nidair, about a foot above the table-top

No supports, no strings, no wires. And she thought she heard a giggle of delight fromthe spinning
shape, which continued to hover about a foot above the tray. She had even passed her hand

repeat edly between the creature and the tray to make certain it was not sonehow attached to the
tray, and had encountered nothing.

She sat down again, her eyes wide, biting her lip. The tray and the creature of flame sailed
towar ds the door, which opened obligingly for them then closed again.

But Caneron wasn't done yet, for a noment |ater, the door opened again, and a coffee service

sail ed serenely in, belowthe floating flame, setting itself down on the table. She stared at it.
| amseeing this, but | still do not believe it. There nust be a way to explain floating trays

| ogically! Surely he's tricking ne.

"I thought perhaps after all that wi ne you night Iike sonething to clear your head," Caneron said,
with a touch of anusement. "Then you can be certain that you are not being tricked."

The coffee-pot lifted into the air and poured a precise and delicate cup. The cream pitcher

foll owed, and her usual two |unps dropped neatly into the cup, which lifted, saucer and all, and
moved towards her. She put out her hand w thout thinking, and it settled down on her palmlike a
pet bird. Finally the creature above the tabl e stopped spinning.

She drank the coffee in silence, glancing obliquely at the little formof flane still hovering in
the air, looking down at her. Finally, she put the cup down and addressed it directly.

"What are you?" she asked it.

The voice, which came fromeverywhere, was thin, sibilant, and silvery. "Sal amander,"
her, and blinked benignly.

She knew the precise neaning of the word in the nystical sense, which had nothing to do with the
anmphi bi ans in the garden. The Sal amander was a creature comonly referred to in the nmedieva
manuscri pts she had studied back in Chicago, as well as the nore nodern book by Dee. She said it
al oud. "Sal amander-the El enental of Fire-"

"Very good. | see your nenory is still working." That was Caneron

"As Syl phs are of Air, Undines of Water, and Ghonmes of Earth-" she continued. Did he control al

of these creatures? "Wat about then? Can you-do you-"

He anticipated the question before she formed it. "I ama Firemaster, Rose. Only the Sal amanders
are ny servants. The Syl phs and Gnones might aid me if they felt Iike doing so or their Master
demanded it of them the Undines would flee me or try to destroy nme if their Master willed it.
Water is ny opposite; Air and Earth ny allies. Every sign is the ally of those next to it, and the
eneny of the one opposite.”

She renenbered that now fromthe book. Earth and Air were the opposites, and Fire and Water. She
recal | ed the sequence now. Earth supported Fire, Air fed it. Water nurtured Earth, and gave Air
substance. Air was transmuted by Fire and Water. Earth received life fromAir and Water

But according to Dee's book, a human could only aspire to be a Master of the El enent of his own
Magi ckal Nature, and only those few humans who had | earned and mastered their Natures coul d becone
Masters of Elenents and Elenentals. It took years, decades, to becone the Master of even one

El enent, but the resulting power-

"But if you are a Firemaster, why are you confined here-" she stopped herself with a gasp, her
hand going to her lips as she flushed. How coul d she ask such an inpertinent question?

it said to

But he didn't seemto think it inmpertinent. "I amconfined here in ny hone, as | am for precisely
the reason | told you when you first arrived. An accident, brought upon by hubris. |I attenpted a
Magi ck for which my Nature was ill-suited. | amas-disfigured-as | told you |l was, but in a far

di fferent manner than you had been led to believe." The voice was calm but under the calmwas a
welter of enotions. "I disnissed ny servants, all but Paul du Mond who is aware of ny Magi cka
ability, and have lived here as a recluse since it happened. | dare not permit anyone to see ne as
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I now am M Sal ananders attend to nost of ny needs, Paul attends to those things which require an
internediary with the outside world."

"And all of this around nme-the books, the reading is this to help you find a way to restore
yoursel f?" There was a logic to this nadness that was irresistible, It was all beginning to fal
into place in a tight pattern, one she could not easily refute. If one sinply assuned that nagic

power was real ... "I take it that M. du Mond is no student of |anguages?"

"Paul is no student of anything," came the dry retort. "He is conpetent in nmodern French, English,
and Latin, but as you have seen, nost of my books are in other tongues, many of them obscure. | am
unabl e by reason of my deformty to read themfor nyself. Hence ... the ruse that brought you
here."

She cl osed her eyes for a nmonent and digested that, then opened them again and poured herself

anot her cup of coffee. If | had been the neek little bookworm | suspect he wanted, what then?
Wul d | have been kept m nd-clouded and in the dark while | prattled his translations away for
hin? "And if | had told you | would not stay here in the first place?"

A dry chuckle, one with a touch of cruelty. "For mnyself, there were other candi dates besi des you
As for you-there are many ways for a penniless wonan to nake a living in San Francisco, but | do
not believe that nost of them would have appealed to you."

She felt anger penetrate her bew | derment at that bald statenent. "You used me, used ny
circunmstances to put ne into a position where | had no choice!"

"I never clainmed to be a gentleman, M ss Hawkins," he countered, his voice even and in fact,
indifferent. "I am a busi nessman. You should be aware what that nmeans by now. It is ny nature to
use people, and I have no responsibility to those people to guide their steps then, or later. It
is up to themto nake what they can of the situation, to nake it nutually beneficial. You are
hardly stupid. Can you say honestly that you are not benefiting by being here?"

He has nme there. \Wages, fine food, beautiful |odgings, lovely clothing-1 amcertainly worlds
better off here. Even if | amat the mercy of a madman. O a mmgician. If they're not the same
thing. "No," she admitted. "I ammuch better off than | would have been back in Chicago. But | do
not |ike being used!"

"Then do sonething about it," he replied, flatly. "Decide to stay or go, decide to be used or
decide to use ne to get what you want. It is your choice, Mss Hawkins."

She didn't have to decide; she knew already. "I'm staying, of course!l" she snapped-and perhaps the
wine was to blame for her runaway tongue and tenper. "Do you think I amso foolish as to abandon

| uxurious surroundi ngs and congeni al work just because ny enployer is suffering fromthe del usion
that he is a feudal overlord with wi zardly powers?"

That made hi m | augh, as she flushed again. "It is not a delusion, nmy dear Mss Hawkins! | ama
feudal overlord with wizardly powers. The powers you have seen for yourself, and as for the
feudalism why do you think we are referred to as 'rail barons'? But | amglad that your good
sense overcones any fear you might have, know ng your enployer is also dabbling in Mgick."

It was her turn to |augh, for once again he had turned the tables on her. But she still had an
arrow in her quiver to sting himwith., "I amnot afraid of your magic; | haven't seen anythi ng but
a conveni ent replacenent for gossiping servants. If you were all that powerful, M. Caneron, you
woul d not have needed a railway train to bring ne here. For that matter, you would not have needed
me. Flying dinner-trays are all very well, but you obviously are dependent on nornal people for a
great deal, or you would not need Paul du Mond, either."

Silence for a nmonent nade her fear she had said too nuch, and angered him He could send her away
and find someone nore tractable.

"She is right, Jason," the Sal amander said nerrily, nmaking her turn her head so suddenly to | ook
at it that she nearly overset her coffee-cup.

"I know she's right, dam it!" Canmeron grow ed. The Sal amander | aughed.

Rose sniled triunphantly. "Can | take it then, that this is about to becone less a rel ationship of
overlord and serf, and enter a stage of cooperation? Or-at least let it be an arrangement of |ord
and knight!"

"Only if you are willing to abide by sonme rules,” Caneron countered swiftly. "If you wish to be ny
kni ght, you nust obey ny decrees, true? | did not show you all this only to have you flout ny

authority in Magick. | amthe authority there. If | amoccasionally terse with you, it is because
I do not have the tinme or the leisure to be otherwise. If | give you a direct order, | expect it
to be obeyed."

She nodded, primy. "OF course. You are still my enployer, and these are deep waters. | may have
the rudder, but you are both the navigator and the captain.”

"Very well." He sounded cal mer, nore satisfied. "I shall accelerate your Mgickal education, and I
shall not trouble to hide the activities of nmy servants fromyou. In fact, | shall assign one to
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you to tend to your needs, the same one that has been cleaning and picking up after you. Sinply
speak what you want aloud if you have any request, and it will tend to the task."

As unnerving as the floating fire-lizards were, she actually was relieved. At |east now she could
see the presence in her roons. And now she knew it wasn't du Mond. That was reassuring all by
itself.

Is there a grudging admration in his voice? At |east he won't be tenpted to take me for granted
now.

"I will still be attending to the matters of ny business during ordinary office hours, so you wll
still have your afternoons free," Caneron continued. "However, | mnust ask you not to di scuss any
of this with du Mond. | believe that Paul may be jeal ous of you, and this would only confirmthat
j eal ousy. He wi shes nore fromne than he deserves-or than | intend to give him"

Interesting. What is he to du Mond, or du Mond to hinf Master and Apprentice? O prisoner and
keeper? On the other hand, she would really rather not discuss anything with Paul du Mond if she
could help it.

This entire situation had an air of such unreality that it should have been a dream That nust
have been why she felt bold enough to say incredi ble things.

I will wake up in the norning, and this will never have happened. This is all a dream | fel

asl eep over that book by Dee, and | amdreaning all this.

"I would just as soon see as little of M. du Mond as possible," she said slowy. "If it is al
the sane to you."

"That will suit me perfectly,"” came the reply, which only made her wonder. WAs there sonething
that du Mond might tell her that Cameron did not want her to know? But what could it be? Wre
there still nore secrets to be reveal ed?

"So, | take it that our schedule is still the sane?" she said, vaguely aware that she shoul d say
sonething. It was trivial, but at least it was sonething.

"Exactly the sane," Caneron told her, and there was no mistaking the satisfaction in his voice, as
i f now he had deci ded that he had acconplished sonething that he was very pleased with. "The only
difference will be that now!l will not have to wait for you to be conveniently absent or asleep to
send ny servants about. And now that you have recalled the schedule, may | assune that you are
prepared to resune that schedul e?"

"I amnot so frail that | amin need of a bottle of snelling salts after all this," she said
sharply. She pinched herself sharply. She did not wake up

Al'l right. This is no dream And | amreasonably certain neither of us is insane. Well, |'msure
I"'mnot. This is not nedieval nobonshine; it is only a new kind of science. Surely, if | had never
seen an electric light before, | would find it just as nmmgical as the Sal amander "Send ne your

book, sir, and | shall resune ny duties this very instant!"

He | aughed; he was very pleased with hinself. He sounded just |ike one of her father's cronies who
had soundly trounced another in debate. "You may relax and enjoy your sweet, M ss Hawkins," he
said indulgently, as one would to a child. "The events of tonight prevented ny sel ecting your
books, and it will take a nonment before they appear.™

The Sal amander giggl ed agai n, and vani shed soundl essly. Rosalind Hawki ns was al one again in her
sitting-room torn between fum ng with anger and shaking with enotions she couldn't quite define
Surely Lewis Carroll's Alice had never found herself in quite so strange a situation

Certainly she had never encountered a nale creature quite so infuriating!

Caught between conflicting enotions, she finally did what any sensible person would do.

She ate her dessert, and sat back to wait for the books to appear

CHAPTER
SEVEN

So now we enbark on the real undertaking. Cameron sent his Sal anander down to Rose Hawkins with
the night's set of books, and sat back in his chair. My hands are shaking. Wen was the last tine
t hat happened? He regarded his trenbling hands with benusenent. He had negotiated deals that could
have broken his fortune if they had gone wong, he had faced dreadful ordeals in the course of
attaining his Mastery, he had endured trials of his strength and nerve that few other nmen could
have survived, and none of that had left himfeeling like this. He had been tenpted to tell the
girl that the evening's duties were canceled, but if she could sit there calmy and insist on
carrying themout, he was not about to admt to weakness.

| feel as if | have run for nmiles, as if | have faced a ravenous tiger with nothing but ny bare
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hands and nmy will, and convinced it to go eat sonething el se.

The Sal amander - whi ch seenmed very pleased with the evening' s events-opened her door and brought the
pil e of books inside. She concentrated every bit of her attention on it, exactly as a bird of prey
woul d concentrate on a rodent, as if she was still trying to spot sone evidence of trickery. But
when the books were on the table beside the speaking-tube, and the Sal anmander had transported
itself to its customary position at his el bow, she stood up and wal ked slowly over to her

accust oned seat.

"You will find these books a little nore difficult than the ones | sent you in the past," he said,
|l eaning forward so that his voice carried clearly down the tube. "They are nostly handwitten
manuscri pts, copies of books still older than they are.™

"I am quite accustoned to readi ng nedieval script, M. Caneron," she replied briskly, taking the
top book without hesitation and opening it. "I see you have not narked a passage. Am| to read the

entire book?"

"Precisely," he told her, with a touch of cool ness. "You may begin now, in fact."

He really didn't need to hear all of that particular book-but she needed to read it. Although the
aut hor was not credited, it happened to be Doctor John Dee, the ancestor of the Dee whose work had
precipitated tonight's crisis, and there was a certain symretry in beginning her real education in
Magi ck with this book, intended for the instruction of his Apprentices. It was a synmetry that
John Dee hinsel f probably woul d have approved of.

She read through it, unflinching, even when she encountered concepts as foreign to a well-bred
young |l ady of this century as a fork was to an African Pigny. Miuch of Dee's work was pure
nonsense, of course; he often got results that were quite astonishing, and would correctly deduce
the cause of sonme particular event-but he would arrive at that cause by sone of the wildest tw sts
of illogic! For instance-the adnonition that to rid a village of Plague one nust first rid it of
rats was, of course, correct-but the reason was absol ute bunk. Dee's assertion was that both

Pl ague and rats canme under the auspices of the Moon, and thus the rats carried the Mon's

i nfluence indoors, where it otherw se could not penetratel!

His notes on transformations were sound though, as far as they went. Dee had never actually
attenpted a transformation; he only rel ated what he had | earned from col | eagues on the Conti nent.
H's tastes ran to the nystical, which certainly suited a Master of Air. The Syl phs were the | east
ef fectual of the Elenents, and the nost capricious. It didn't do to depend on themfor nuch of
anyt hi ng, and they could not keep their attention on a task for nmore than an hour or two at nost.
They made trenmendous messengers and information-gatherers, they could fetch sonething from
anywhere in the world in the blink of an eye, but if their Master had an accident and sent them
for help, chances were that without the Master's eye on them they'd beconme distracted on the way
and |l eave himto bleed to death.

Not that they were harm ess, any nore than a tornado was harm ess, or a hurricane. No woul d-be
Master of Air ever made that particular nistake twice. Very few ever made it once and lived to
tell about it. Such was the case with each of the Elenents and its Elenmentals. They had their
strengt hs and weaknesses-and all were deadly and dangerous.

In the final section of his book, Dee described the first Ordeal an Apprentice underwent in the
process of becoming a Master of Air, and Caneron felt it would be instructive for Rose to read it.
It should serve as a cautionary tale, as well. He waited expectantly when she closed the vol une
and put it aside. She reached for the next book, but did not open it imediately. Fromthe
expression on her face, he deduced that she was naking up her m nd whether to say sonething or

not .

She cleared her throat, self-consciously. "Clearly, sone of that was flumery," she said.

"A great deal, actually, but anyone with a rudinmentary scientific education would recogni ze what
is nonsensical," he replied, quietly.

"But that final chapter-?" She let the sentence hang in the air, ending it on a note of query.
"The final chapter is accurate, insofar as it describes the correct First Ordeal for an Apprentice
seeking to becone a Master of Air," he told her, as matter-of-factly as if he were confirmi ng that
the sun rose in the east. "The Ordeals for other Elenments differ, of course. Each is determ ned by
the Nature of the Elenentals; the one thing they all have in comobn is that there is a cost to the
acqui sition of power. Nothing cones without a price."

She did not answer that, but he had not expected her to. After a nonment, she opened the second
book, and began reading it al oud.

When she finished, it was well past four, and he called a halt. Even if she was able to absorb the
stress of the past evening w thout any overt problem he had not been

As she finished reading, he cleared his throat. "That will be all for tonight, Mss Hawkins-"

"You called ne Rose, earlier," she interrupted.
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He recalled i nmediately, much to his chagrin, that she was right. "So | did. | apol ogize."
"Don't," she replied, surprising him "The use of Christian nanes or even ni cknames to anot her has
nmore than one interpretation. It can be the sign that one is far superior to the other, but it can

al so be the sign that they are equal, if the liberty is equal."

He felt the corner of his nouth pull in an approximation of a snmle at her cleverness. "Very well,
then. | freely give you pernmission to call nme Jason. | never had a ni cknane."

"I frankly can't imagi ne anyone daring to give you one," she countered, the blue eyes behind the
thick | enses of her glasses sparkling with a hint of mschief. "I have no objection whatsoever to
you calling ne 'Rose,' however. | never particularly identified with nmy nanesake."

"The character from Shakespeare?" he said, surprised. "But whyever not?"

"Because | wasn't naned for the character from Shakespeare, but the naughty wife fromDbDi e

Fl edermaus," she admitted, blushing. "My father's taste ran to nusic rather than theater."

She startled himinto a real laugh. "Now that | understand! W have done a good night's work

Rose; a great deal has been acconplished. Thank you, and good night."

"Good night, Jason," she answered, setting the book aside and standi ng up, brushing her skirt as
she did so. "May | say that, strange as this has been, | fervently hope that | do not wake in the
nmorni ng to discover this has been a dream brought on by too nmany nedi eval nanuscripts and too much
i mgination? Life will be so nuch nore interesting if all this is real."

"It is real enough, Rose," he told her inage soberly, though too softly to be heard. "Real enough
to be nore nightmare than dreamwhich | pray you never discover."

In the nmorning, Rose woke quite certain that she had dreaned all of the events of the previous
evening. It was too fantastic to be believed, too ridiculous. Arailway magnate with a double life
as a wizard, with nagic at his command that truly worked? Absurd. She | aughed at herself even as
she stretched and nade ready to rise-

Ri ght up to the point where she drew aside the bedcurtains and groped for her glasses, only to
find themfloating mere inches fromher face, with a blurry gl obe of brightness hovering in the
center of the room

She seized the spectacles and funbled themon hastily, and the blurry formresolved itself into a
Sal amander. There was no mistake; it was exactly as she remenbered, a lizard-like creature that

glowed a brilliant, flane-colored yellow, with fiery blue eyes. She could not tell if it was the
one fromlast night or not, since she didn't note any real differences.

Then it spoke, and the voice was significantly different fromthe other; higher, breathier, like a
small, shy child' s. "Wat would you care to wear today, |lady?" it asked. Its tone was deferential
She blinked at it, and said the first thing that cane into her nmind; the slight chill in the air

rem nded her that it was Novenber, and she identified the first warmensenbl e she recalled. "The
brown wool plush suit and one of the ivory silk blouses," she told it. The Sal amander began to
spin, and the wardrobe doors opened.

The suit lifted out, jacket and skirt together, |ooking uncannily as if it was alive. "This?" said
the Sal amander, as the suit turned for her exam nation

"Ch-yes," she replied, still feeling rather stunned.

A bureau drawer opened, and one of the blouses rose fromit, unfolding itself before her eyes.
Even as she watched it, dunbfounded, the creases it had acquired fromlying folded in the drawer
snmoot hed out .

"And this?" asked the Sal anander politely. "O anot her?"

It was silk, it was ivory-the details of ornamentation hardly nattered at that nonment. "I-yes,

that will do nicely." She stared in wonder as the suit draped itself over the back of a chair, the
bl ouse foll owed, and the appropriate underskirts, petticoats, and underthings followed it. Wthout
pronpting, the Sal amander extracted a pair of fine brown kid boots that matched the suit fromthe
speci al rack hol di ng shoes, and those skimed across the floor to join the rest of the ensenble.
"WIIl you have a bath?" it asked breathily. "Your breakfast is here already, if you would care to
eat while | prepare the bath."

"Pl ease-" she said, still dazed. The Sal amander, still spinning, floated off into the bath room
She groped for the dressing-gown she had left at the foot of the bed, slid her |egs out from
beneat h the covers, and put it on. She nade her way into the sitting roomin her bare feet; there
were already fires burning in the fireplaces, warnming the air.

O course there are fires. This is a Sal amander, a creature of fire. It would probably want a fire
her e.

The usual tray was indeed waiting for her. She sat down, benused and a bit dazzled, but not too
benused to eat. Long before she was finished, the Sal amander, no | onger spinning, floated in

t hrough t he door.
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"Your bath is ready when you are, lady," it said. "Is there anything el se?"

"Not-not at the monent," she told it, hesitantly.

"Only say what you need, and it will be here." The Sal amander gave itself another spin, then

vani shed conpl etely.

She put her fork down, still staring at the place where it had been. At |east now | know what has
been in and out of ny roons, and how things appeared so silently. It could be worse, nuch worse.
It could have been du Mond. The very idea was enough to nmake her | ose her appetite.

It al so nade her skin crawl, and the bath suddenly seemed very inviting.

There were distinct advantages to this new situation. The Sal amander had laid all her clothing
out, perfectly; had drawn the bath while she idled at breakfast. She discovered another, when the
creature appeared as soon as she stepped out of the bathtub. It warned her towels before she
touched them then brought her garnents, one at a time, into the bathroomw thout her having to
ask. She felt rather Ilike a French queen with a hundred attendants before she finished dressing-
and for once she didn't have to do up her corset herself as an approxi mati on. The Sal amander
tightened it snugly for her-not fashionably constricting, but not so |loose that it was
unconfortabl e and unsupportive. Not for the first time, she w shed she did not have to wear the
silly thing-but she was not the kind of wild and rebellious wonan who woul d shed her skirts and
corsets for a vest and bl oonmers, and stride off to march in a suffragette parade. Perhaps she was
a rebel in her own way, but she preferred to keep her rebellion to paper and academ a.

Sunshi ne out si de beckoned, and she hurried down the stairs to see what her new change in status
meant to the running of the househol d.

The change wasn't i medi ately obvi ous, but as she wal ked around the gardens, she did see the
occasi onal spinning globe of Iight noving al ong a hedge or over a flower-bed. Were they passed,
order appeared in their wake. And when she reached Sunset's paddock, the handsone stallion was
enjoying the mnistrations of three of the creatures; one giving hima thorough brushing, one

cl eaning his hooves, and a third slowy conbing out his tail. O rather - one hovered above his
back while a brush passed over his flanks, one spun around the vicinity of his knee while a
hoof pi ck cl eaned hi s upturned hoof, and one spun above his tail while a conb ran carefully through
the long hair. He seened perfectly at ease with them which surprised her, as she would have

t hought that such strange apparitions would have sent the stallion into a fit of fear

But perhaps-if he came froma 'friend" of Jason's, perhaps that friend is also a Firemaster.

Per haps Sunset has al ways been handl ed by supernatural as well as human grooms, and they seem
ordinary to him Even so, he was remarkably steady with them the little she knew of horses was
that they were often restive even with human groons.

She took the remai nder of her "stroll" at a very brisk pace, trying to cover as much ground as she
could, to get the paths of the gardens firmy in her nmenory. Before long, she intended to have a
mental map of every path on the grounds. A need to escape was still a possibility; Jason's

cordiality last night had not changed her mind on that score. |If anything, she regarded him as
nmor e dangerous, rather than |less, no matter what she had told him |If she no | onger needed to
worry about interference fromhunman servants in an escape, now she had to be concerned with the
even nore dangerous Sal amanders. |If she had to flee, she would have to get off the estate before
they were sent to search for her, for she would never be able to escape them

That set her to wondering just what Jason' s accident had involved. |Is he terribly burned,

wonder ? That woul d make sense-the little | renenber about Sal anmanders is that they were enpl oyed
to snelt ores, fire up crucibles to incredible tenperatures, and make fine steel by al chenists.

Per haps he had slipped, or sonmehow angered them and they had burned him But if that was true,
woul d he still have such control over themnow? | thought he said that his accident was because he
attenpted sonething foreign to his Magi ckal Nature. But | can't inagine that Syl phs or Giones
could do nmuch to himand what kind of deformity could an Undine inflict?

The question kept part of her mind occupied as the sun slowy sank and she hi ked her way through
Jason Caneron's extensive conpl ex of gardens.

For he had nore than one. There was the Formal Garden, with its nathematically precise flower-beds
and its carefully sculpted topiary trees in geonetric shapes. This garden featured roses
extensively, but also rhododendrons and ot her bl ooning shrubs. There was the requisite privet-
hedge Maze, which she very quickly reasoned out to be a Fibonacci series and had sol ved the sane
afternoon she entered it. There was what she privately thought of as the Pl easure Garden, after
the gardens nentioned in the poem "Kubla Khan" by Col eridge. This was a pl ace of nooks and bowers,
artificial grottoes and other places suitable for romantic tete-a-tetes, all planted around with
bushes of fragrant |eaves or flowering vines, all planned in such a way that each was invisible to
the next or the one behind.

There was a Water Garden, a series of ponds graced with waterfalls and fountains, planted with
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lilies and other water-1loving plants, and stocked with enormous, gracefully-noving fish of gold,
white, and bl ack

A Kitchen Garden clearly supplied the estate with herbs and sal ads, and there was even a snal
orchard. But by far the largest part of the grounds had been sculpted into a clever inmtation of a
wild forest, conplete with an artful "ruined tower," rustic swings, pretty little "forest huts"
for shelter, and scul pted seats beneath the branches of sonme quite nagnificent trees. A masterfu
hand had been at work here, keeping the best of the wilderness that had been here intact, |eaving
pockets of conpletely wild brush to preserve the illusion of absolute wild, while tamng the rest
so that it was inspiring rather than intimdating.

Caneron had walls around the gardens, but they were decorative rather than functional. At the
extrenme of his property, he had a single wire strung as a token fence. It was not even barbed wire-
he had no near neighbors, and there were supposedly no dangerous ani nmals about, so all that this
"fence" did was to define his property-line. Once she got this far-if she had to flee-she could
make her way down to the coastline and followit to San Francisco, or follow the fence-line in the
other direction to the rail-spur and followit to the main line. It would be a | ong and grueling
wal k; it mght well take two or even three days. But she had no doubt that she could nmake it,
provi ded she could avoid pursuit.

Perhaps it was foolish to think about a need to escape fromthis place-

But it would have seened ridiculous to think that Jason Caneron was a mmgi ci an, two days ago, she
rem nded herself, as she made her way back to the mansion itself. | believe in the next day or so
I will try to find where the rail-spur crosses the property line.

And if nothing else, this was certainly ensuring that she got her exercise!

"Do you try again this afternoon?" the Sal anander asked, watching Caneron |lay out the lines of a
magi ckal diagramin specially enchanted chalk on the floor of his workroom He had stuck the chal k
itself through a potato so that he could manipulate it, for otherwi se his paws did not have fine
enough control to hold sonething the size of a stick of chalk.

"Yes," he replied in a grunt that betrayed his pain; his body was poorly suited to bendi ng over,
and the position was causing himnore difficulty than usual. At the sane tine, he dared not take
any narcotic for the pain; he could not afford to nake a mistake in this diagram

"Are you certain this is a good idea?" the Sal amander continued. "You have not found out anything
new in what the girl has read to you."

"Neverthel ess-1 think-1 have-a newinsight," he grunted. Perusal of his notes this afternoon had
given hima slightly different perspective into the spell-or rather, the counter-spell-that was
supposed to have reversed his condition. He thought, perhaps, he night have deduced a piece that
had been deliberately left out of the original manuscript. If he was right, he should be able to
enact the altered spell and return to human form

The main question in his nind nowwas if the spell would be effective on his hybrid form It was
possi ble that the only way to nmake the reversal would be to transformall the way to wolf first,
then return to his human state. If that was true, his task was doubly difficult, for he would
first have to find out what had gone wong with the transformation to wol f, then nake
correspondi ng changes in the reversal-spell, then perform both.

| must have been insane. The medi eval spell of the |oup-garou appeared often in tales, but in only
one real grinmbire that he had ever discovered. That al one should have nmade hi m extrenely cauti ous.
He knew that nost nedi eval Masters held things back fromtheir witten records, kept key points
secret in order to naintain their power over their Apprentices. He should have assuned that this
grinmoire woul d have been no exception

And he shoul d never have trusted the grinmoire of an Earth Master who created such a thing as a

| ycant hrope spell. Wat use was it, except to terrify or spy upon one's neighbors? If one w shed
to experience life as a wolf, there were many spells to place one as an observer within the m nd
of a real wolf. Earth Masters in general were the mildest of creatures, nmuch taken up with the
health and fertility of the regions in which they lived, with studying the flora and fauna, and
tended to be very conservative in their Magi cks. The Master who had witten the grinoire nust,
therefore, have been sonething of a "maverick," unusual in his interests and in his approach to
Earth Magi ck. Canmeron knew now t hat he shoul d have taken warning fromthis.

Instead, he had felt a cocky kinship with the | ong-dead Master, and confidence in his own ability
to be as nuch of an innovator as the man who had penned the spells in this grinoire.

Stupid, foolish, over-confident ... all those described Canmeron, and well he knew it. After all
overconfi dence was what had led himto accept Paul du Mond as an Apprentice, so certain he had
been that he could nake a silk purse out of that particular sows ear. But up until now, he had
never gotten hinmself into a difficulty he could not nmanage to get hinself out of with a profit.
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Up until now. Eventually the odds catch up with you, and pride goeth before a fall. He finished
chal king the last of the sigils and straightened with a groan. H s bones ached whet her he renmai ned
still or noved, and he wal ked slowy to the table to deposit his chalk, listening to his joints

pop and snap with each step he took. The nuscles in his neck were so knotted and painful it was
hard to hold his head up

Fortunately, what he was about to attenpt would either work, or not, within a half an hour

"CQuard ne," he ordered the Sal amander shortly. "If this is to be successful at all, it will be

i medi ate, and whether it succeeds or not it will all be conpleted quickly."

"If it is over quickly, it will strain your resources." The Sal amander sounded di sapprovi ng. "Your
resources are thin enough, with very little to spare."

"If so, it is my decision to nake." He turned to | ook at the creature with half-closed eyes. "You

yoursel f know that your kind are no |onger my servants, but nmy allies. | no | onger need to guard
mysel f agai nst your rebellion, nor to use my Power to force you to obey nme. | have not controlled
you for years; you obey nme because you wi sh to, not because | must coerce you. Unlike Sinon."

"Unlike Sinmon," the Sal amander agreed. "Still. You have limts, and you have enem es. There are
other things you nmust guard yourself from and Sinon is one of them™

"So | will rely on you to acconplish some of that for ne," he retorted. "Guard ne now. This wll
require but a half an hour of both our tine."

He stepped into the center of the diagram being careful not to scuff any of the chal ked marks.
Hal f an hour later, he stepped out again, unable to raise his feet enough to prevent scuffing the
lines. But by then, of course, it didn't natter.

The nodified spell had not worked, and as the Sal amander had warned, it had left himin terrible
pai n and so exhausted that the nere act of breathing was an effort.

He ached in every joint and every nuscle, and shivered, chilled to the bone, as if he was in the
grip of a high fever. H's nmouth hung open, his parched tongue lolling out, dog-like, as he panted.
H s lungs burned, his stomach churned, there were shooting pains running down his spine and into
both legs with every step be took. H s head throbbed with agony. He got as far as his chair before
col I apsi ng, which was better than he had expected. He caught the armof it as he fell, and turned
enough so that his body slunped into the chair w thout further m shap. He wanted to close his
eyes, but he knew that if he did, he would | ose his grip on consciousness.

The Sal amander was al ready beside himas he coll apsed, and a goblet containing a mx of herbs and
opi um powder levitated into his hand before he could ask for it. He made the supreme effort it
took to raise his hand, and | apped up the bitter mixture in thirsty gul ps.

He lay back in his chair, as the goblet whisked away fromhis |inp hand. Though bitter, the liquid
did a great deal to ease the tornment of his burning and dry throat and tongue. A second gobl et
followed the first into his hand, this one full of mlk, one of the few |iquids besides water he
had any taste for in his altered body. As the initial exhaustion faded, he nmanaged to bring it to
his nouth as well; he lapped it up nmore slowy, and felt his stonach settling fromthe conbi ned

ef fect of sone of the herbs and the warm soothing nmilk.

The enpty goblet lifted fromhis hand before he could put it down. He | eaned back into the chair
and cl osed his burning eyes.

"Can you eat?" the Sal amander asked. He raised his lids, and gazed at it. It had stopped spinning
and now perched on the asbestos pad he'd placed on the desk for it to rest on.

"I shall have to soon-but not just yet." H s voice sounded hoarser than usual to his own sharp
ears. "Let the drugs take effect first."

"Yes." The Sal amander cocked its head to one side, and regarded himclosely. "You are not yet in
danger fromthem"

"But | will be soon, if I amnot careful." He filled in what the Sal anander did not say. "And
therein lies the dilemm, does it not? Do | take opiates for ny pain, and risk addiction and
nmuddl e- headedness, or do | endure the pain and the attendant distractions and weakness? Both put
me at risk, no matter which | choose."

"It is adfficulty," the Salamander agreed. It did not offer any further opinion, for which
Caneron was grateful. He was not in a forgiving nood at the nonent, and he did not want to hear
any nore criticismfromwhat was essentially a creature under his conmand.

He sl umped back in his chair and tried to relax into its cushions and support, consciously worKking
to | oosen those knotted muscles, to get themto rel ease sone of their tension. Gadually, the pain
that was centered between his eyes began to ebb, the aches of his rmuscles and joints to subside,
as the opiumexerted its power. Finally, the pain receded altogether, and he opened his eyes,
careful |y assessing his physical state.

He was just a trifle |ight-headed, but no nore than the equivalent of a single glass of wi ne. The
Sal amander was quite good at judging his need and the strength of the drugs he would require to
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deal with his difficulties.

And it was quite good at judgi ng when those drugs would take effect. Wthin seconds, there was a
pl ate of barel y-seared chunks of beef on the desk, and another goblet of mlk beside it.
Qbviously, his caretaker was going to see to it that he did eat.

The | anps had been tri med, and the shades were thick, anber-colored glass, so that the |light was
clear, but not hard on his nowsensitive eyes. He was famliar with the physical effects of drugs;
they were sonmething a Master of any El enment had to know, both on the rare occasi ons when he

hi nsel f night have to resort to themor prescribe them and in case an Apprentice resorted to
drugs to nake up for inferior ability. Caneron knew that the opiates had nade his pupils w den
and that if he |ooked at hinself in the mrror, he would see that there was nothing visible of the
iris but a thin, brown ring around the dark, w de pupils. That woul d nmake hi m even nore sensitive
to light than usual, and his |upine eyes were very sensitive indeed.

He bolted the chunks of meat w thout chewing them and washed down the salt-sweet taste of the
blood left in his nmouth with the mlk. The Sal amander said nothing during the whole tinme he ate,
but whi sked the plate and cup away the nonent he had fini shed.

He yawned, and felt his jaw nuscles stretching and his tongue extendi ng, though he tried to
prevent the latter. "I amjust as glad that Paul was not here for this," he said.

The Sal amander stirred restlessly. "Are you certain that you can trust himfor a week alone in the
city?"

It occurred to himthat this Sal anander was uncommonly intelligent and articul ate, and grow ng
more so all the tinme, as if continual exposure to its Master was naking it into sonething akin to
a highly intelligent human. Well, all to the good. | certainly need an intelligent aide, and if it
is a Fire entity, why should that matter? He shrugged, or tried to. "I amreasonably certain that
| cannot trust him beyond trusting that he will follow nmy orders. But | have not yet detected the
touch of Simon Beltaire on him so whatever nischief he is getting into, it is probably nothing
nmore serious than finding ways to cheat ne. O to cheat others," he added as an afterthought. "He
has enough Magi ckal know edge now to ensure that he wins at any nunmber of ganes of chance. | am
quite certain that whatever else he is doing, he is increasing his personal fortune illicitly, no
matter how many tines | warn himthat such is a dangerous gane to play."

"He woul d never believe he could be caught," the Sal amander pointed out.

"And he might be correct," Caneron nused. "Who el se would catch himbut a Master or another
Apprentice, and what others are there in the city that would stoop to cheating at ganes of chance
for mere noney when there are surer ways of obtaining a fortune for a trifle nmore work?"

He considered his own fortune, obtained by using his growing control and know edge of Magick to be
certain what commodity woul d be needed when and where. Wth that know edge, and with the ability
to see to it, through his Sal amanders, that no one el se beat his goods to the narket, a relative
pittance carefully invested doubl ed, redoubl ed, and doubl ed again. Wthin a year, he was well-off,
within two, wealthy, and within five, in very near the position he held today. After that, he
needed only to find conpetent underlings and he could settle back and concentrate his attentions
on Magi ck, which was precisely what he had done

It had been easier to acconplish all that out here in the Wst, where fortunes were nmade and | ost
overni ght, where one's status depended, quite sinply, on how nmuch wealth one had, and no one
questi oned what a nan did as long as he appeared to be a perfect gentleman in genteel conpany. In
the East, he might have run into difficulties, not the |east of which were the vastly greater
nunber of Masters there. Here he had no one to contend with but Sinon Beltaire, for the Masters of
other Elenents had no reason to interfere with himout here, where there was so little in the way
of conpetition. The local Masters of Water invested in shipping concerns, know ng that they could
ensure their ships arrived safely and ahead of all others. Those of Earth had made all of their
fortunes in gold and silver; who better to know where the strikes would be? And those of Air
invested in entertainnent, and were paid back handsonely, for there was no place on the face of
the earth as pleasure-loving as this Wst Coast, and no one better able to nanipulate the enotions
of others to induce pleasure than a Master of Air

He closed his eyes, felt hinself "floating" just a little with the effect of the drugs. It was the
cl osest he canme these days to a nonent of pleasure hinmsel f-a noment when he allowed hinself the
luxury to be free frompain at the expense of nental alertness. He would not pernit hinmself to
fall asleep like this-his training made that nuch possible-but he could relax, just a little, and
I et his thoughts nmeander where they woul d.

He drifted further, and did not trouble to fight the drugs. The last tinme he had felt like this,
it had been the effect of fever rather than drugs ..

Typhoid. So nedieval. Incredible that | survived. Wth opi um between hinself and the nenories of
what some might call a tragic childhood, it seened as if they might belong to soneone el se
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entirely. He let the menories flow past him surveying themw th drug-induced detachment.

Not so tragic. Not as tragic as an early death, certainly. There are sadder stories than nine
playing out in the streets of every large city every day.

How ironic that he and the Hawkins girl should have cone fromthe sane city. But a span of fifteen
years separated her birth and his, and he doubted that she even thought a great deal about the
event that had been so pivotal in his Iife and the Iives of npbst other natives of Chicago born
before 1871.

How i ncredi bly ironic that he shoul d have become a Master of Fire when Fire had been instrunental
in obliterating his past and changing his future beyond all expectations. How even nore ironic
that this sanme Fire had been caused by two now dead Firenasters.

He had only been four years old when the Great Fire in Chicago had taken his nother and destroyed
his father's honme and busi ness. That was what he had been told, at any rate-during the few tines
his father had been drunk enough to talk, but not too drunk to be incoherent. He hinmself had no
real nenory of her or of the times before the Fire; vague feelings, even vaguer images, but no
menories. And as for the Geat Fire itself-

Even the opiumcould not cushion that nenory, and as usual, he shied away fromit.

He and his father had wandered for days before soneone had taken themto a charity shelter run by
some church or other, but when his father began to drink, they were turned out. His father had no
real heart for anything after his nother's death; despite the generosity and charity of many, he
never bothered to | ook for help outside of a bottle again.

Caneron could, if he chose, conjure up a Magickal vision of his father as the man had been, but
all that remained in his nmenory was the drunk

| can't even think of himw th any positive feelings; he was never nore than soneone | had to obey-
and sonetines take care of. The only time that Ronald Caneron was not drunk was when he was

suf fering froma hangover and trying to scrape together the cash for his next bottle of rotgut

whi skey. He dragged hinself fromone odd job to the next, hauling his young son behind himlike so
much unwant ed, hal f-forgotten baggage.

It was life on the edge, but children are flexible, and he had endured it because it was all he
knew. Such a life could not last for long, but it had been | ong enough to ensure his father's
conpl ete descent into a state where nothing mattered to himbut the next drink

The two years Jason spent trailing about after his father should have been a century for all the
m sery they contained. A ways cold, hungry, filthy-fighting with tranps who tried to steal the
little he and his father had | eft, always sleeping with one eye open for trouble-small wonder he
had gotten sick.

Smal | wonder father abandoned ne as soon as | becane a real burden

As so nmuch of his menory was fragmented, he had only bits and pieces of nenory fromhis illness,
but the pieces he had were extraordinarily vivid. The first was of the hour before dawn, and his
father literally tying himto the front gate of a brick house so that he would not try to follow,
or wander away in his delirium He recalled that he was cold, but as |ight-headed as he was now,
and as he shivered, he could not nake hinmself nove so much as a finger. The second sequenti al

pi ece was of an ammzingly ugly nman peering down at him then glancing up at soneone out of Jason's

Iine of sight

"Sick as a dog, sir." Then, in a tone of acidic irony, "Someone nmust've mistaken this place for a
charity hospital. I'lIl call a policeman. "

A second voice. "Wait a nonment." A second face, thin and ascetic, peering at himthrough the

| enses of a pince-nez. "No, bring himinside, clean himup, and send for the doctor. | can use
this one. "

And that was his savior. Jason grinaced sardonically. Not surprising that "clean himup" was the
order before "send for the doctor." A an Ri dgeway was not a cruel man, but he was not a
conpassionate man either. He could have stood as a nodel for anyone wi shing to study the norals
and manners of the pure intellectual. There was very little warnth in him which was rather ironic
considering that he was the nost powerful Firemaster in Chicago

He had not been in Chicago at the tine of the Great Fire, or it nmight not have gotten as far as it
had.

M ght. He might have been able to separate the conbatants before they burned down half of Chicago
and thousands of acres around Peshtigo ..

One Firemaster had lived in Peshtigo, a lunber town in the heart of the Wsconsin woodl ands, and
one on the South Side of Chicago. They had al ways been rivals, but one day in Cctober, sonething
happened to make them deadly enem es. And a few days later, the battle began that clained twelve
hundred lives in Wsconsin and an additional three hundred in Chicago.

The only other Masters in the city at the tinme of the Fire had been of Air and Earth, and precious
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little use in the face of an inferno. There were no Masters of any kind in the |unber-Iand of

W sconsin. And when it was over, both Firenasters were dead.

The Masters of Boston had been horrified by the carnage, and in an unprecedented burst of public-
spiritedness, those of Fire decreed that one of their nunber nust relocate to Chicago to see to it
that there were no outbreaks of fires caused by Elenentals set free by the deaths of their

Masters. He had been told the Masters of Water of New York had sent a sinilar representative to
counter any actions of Sal amanders. The Firemasters had drawn |lots to determ ne who should go, and
Al an Ri dgeway had | ost.

A true Boston Brahm n, Ri dgeway had changed his nane when he achi eved his Mastery and had vani shed
fromthe ken of his famly, who would have expected certain duties fromhimthat he was no | onger
able or willing to fulfill. Magick was his nistress and his wife, and no nere fenale could ever

i nterest himenough to make hi mwant to make even a token effort to satisfy her. That woul d not
have Done in the circles he was born to, so he renoved hinmself fromthose circles.

It hardly mattered that he was no | onger even part-heir to the famly fortune, since no Master was
ever without noney for long. He soon nade a nodest fortune of his own-a nodest fortune was all he
want ed- and when he was chosen by fate to go to Chicago, he went wi thout too nuch conplaint.

But the Fire that had clained so nany |lives seened to have clained a di sproportionate nunber of
those with the Magi ckal Nature of Fire itself, for the one thing Al an R dgeway had not been able
to find in the year he had been in the City was an Apprentice. For sone, this would have caused no
great trouble, but for Al an, brought up to always strictly followthe rules, it was very

di sturbing. He was a Master and a Master needed an Apprentice. He had |left his previous Apprentice
wi th anot her Master, since the boy was not able to nmake the nove with him And Al an Ri dgeway,

unli ke many Masters, loved to teach. Wthout a pupil, he felt truly inconplete.

So when a filthy, sick, penniless child, with the purest Magickal Nature of Fire Ri dgeway had ever
seen, had been abandoned at his front gate, it nust have seened like the hand of a beneficent

Provi dence at work.

Not that Ri dgeway believed in Providence. A true Cynic of the ancient G ecian school of philosophy
of that name, he believed in nothing he could not see or experience hinmself. Perhaps that had been
why Magi ck had clainmed his soul with such strength-for although Magi ck was nystical in nature, it
was al so sonething he could see, nmeasure, and control

Dear old Ridgeway. Once | was clean and fit to conme into his inmmacul ate house, he did his best for
ne.

For a Firemaster, of course, the work of augnenting the doctor to ensure a cure was fairly sinple.
The reason for fever was to burn out a disease. In a child whose Magi ckal Nature contained even a
hint of Fire, Fire could be used to conplete the process before the child becane too weak and
debilitated to recover. In a child Iike Jason, R dgeway could work a cure even the doctor
pronounced as miracul ous, though the illness be the deadly typhoid fever itself.

Jason had awakened in a place that, at the tine, seemed conpounded from fever-dreans-in an oak bed
with clean, fresh sheets, in a fine room with the ugly man sitting in a confortable chair beside
the bed, watching over him

The ugly nman was Ri dgeway's trusted manservant, Barnes; beneath Barnes' gruff exterior beat a
heart of solid granite. He was in that chair because he had been ordered to remain until Jason
awoke, and not out of any humanitarian concern for a sick child.

Bar nes never showed any sign of caring for anything or anyone; his acidic wit burned as w ckedly
as any Sal amander, and he spared no one, not even hinmself. He treated Jason as an adult fromthe
begi nning, for he had no patience with children, and he reasoned that if Jason was treated |i ke an
adul t, he woul d soon becone one. |If Jason did sonething childlike, he was scourged with the whip
of Barnes' wit until he often thought that a physical beating would be preferable. But as long as
| behaved like a responsible adult, | had nothing to conplain about. Certainly there was nothing

I acking in nmy physical and intellectual surroundings!

Ri dgeway knew not hi ng about children or their needs, and left Jason's care up to Barnes. But as
for Jason's education-there Ri dgeway had an interest. He had his own theories about the way a
child should be taught, and applied themw th a vengeance.

It was a good thing |I came out of that fever with all my intelligence intact. He had needed every
scrap of it. Ridgeway's notion of a proper education was to rush the child through the tedi um of
learning to read, wite, and figure, and then go straight into the real neat of | earning,

begi nning with the classics of Grecian and Roman literature. Ri dgeway had a sound background in

hi story, and saw no reason why a nodern child couldn't emrmulate an Elizabethan child |ike Lady Jane
G ey, who could read and wite in several |anguages conpetently enough to correspond with adults
in them by her ninth birthday.

| woul d have been a severe disappointnment to himif I'd been a dolt. Not likely, though. Not wth
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such a strong Magickal Nature. Children of that sort were generally the brightest and best.

Ri dgeway kept him at his books fromdawn to dusk, with time out only for another passion of his,
physi cal exercise of the classical Geek sort.

Caneron had actually enjoyed poor R dgeway's attenpts to replicate the exerci ses undertaken by the
athl etes of ancient Greece, with the addition of equitation, for R dgeway |oved riding and there
was not hing he could not ride. Sound m nd, sound body, and all that. They were the cl osest he cane
to being able to play. The time or two that he had feebly objected to the strenuous intellectua
regi men, both Barnes and Ri dgeway had pointed out that he had been taken fromthe gutter, and they
had no obligation to him If he wished to return to the gutter, he could do so at any tine.
Menori es of near-starvation were a potent goad to keep himfromvoicing any further objections.

Ri dgeway was even kind in his own way. He never uttered a rebuke that was not justified, and while
he did not denonstrate affection physically, he was certainly ready enough with warm prai ses as
Jason rose to neet his high expectations. Before |ong, Jason never even thought of his fornmer
life.

Soon enough, Ridgeway treated Jason as the Apprentice he woul d be when his powers settled at about
ei ghteen, rather than the child that he was. Such treatnent included one-sided "di scussi ons" of

Ri dgeway' s observati ons.

"What do you think of people, boy?" The Master puffed on his pipe and regarded Jason

specul atively.

"People, as in humanity, sir? Odinary people, you nean?" At Ri dgeways nod, the boy shrugged. "I
don't think of themnrmuch at all, sir. | mean, we're so different fromthem Wy bother thinking
about thenf"

"Peopl e are sheep, boy." The Master nmde this pronouncenent with the finality of a physical |aw.
"But it's in our interest to protect the flock. If we don't, the wolves will eat themup, and
there'll be nothing for us. Just because they're sheep, it doesn't follow that they have no val ue.
Al ways renenber that, boy. W aren't the wolves. W' re the shepherds, and the sheep can be of
great benefit to us."

Caneron had never seen anything in all his years to contradict that particular piece of w sdom

Ri dgeway had used that anal ogy often during Caneron's education

Once it had conme up in an odd circunstance when a stained-glass window in a church had caught

Ri dgeway's eye. It depicted Jesus with a shepherd's crook and a | anb over his shoul ders, and

Ri dgeway had begun to | augh

Jason had been puzzled at the reaction to a church wi ndow, and Ri dgeway had been in a good enough
mood to explain it to him

"I have to |l augh whenever | see the sheep tal king about Jesus as ' The Good Shepherd' without

t hi nki ng about it. What does the shepherd do?" Ri dgeway waited for the obvious reply, snmling a
little.

"He protects the sheep,” Jason had replied pronptly.

"And why?" Ri dgeway chuckled. "So he can take their wool twi ce a year, take their mlk if he's so
i nclined, and butcher |anb and ewe alike when the flock is big enough that he can afford sone neat
out of it. Do you think that's the inmage those good people in there really have of their God?"
Even at ten Jason was far nore aware of the illusions people cherished than nost adults. "No," he
had answered pronptly. "They don't want to think of God that way."

"But it's a truer view than they know, " Ri dgeway had replied, sardonically. "A truer image than
they want to contenplate.” He chuckl ed again. "Barnes keeps asking ne if the correct translation
of that passage in the Bible feed ny sheep,' shouldn't read 'fleece ny sheep.' ™

Jason's mouth twitched with amusenent at the recollection. No doubt if anyone had overheard t hem
Ri dgeway woul d have been publicly vilified, perhaps even attacked.

But R dgeway was too clever to say any such things where he m ght be overheard. He had nade a
concerted effort to portray a perfect humanitarian and man of letters. He contributed generously
to charity, in part because the "sheep" had to be fed, and in part because people who were
starving tended to nake trouble. In his capacity as a Firemaster, he hel ped to keep the comon
peopl e of Chicago safe froma repetition of the Geat Fire, though that was hardly public

know edge. He was considered a fine gentlenman and a nodel citizen, and he sawto it that Jason was
fornmed into the same pattern-but also that Jason knew why such a pose was necessary. Wen Jason
passed his Ordeal s and becane a Master in his own right, Ri dgeway was as proud of his
acconpl i shnment as he had any right to expect. If Ri dgeway and Barnes had never attenpted to become
substitute parents, they also never pretended that they were trying to do so.

He had never found his father. He'd gone out, now and again, to |ook-but his quest was as
fruitless as it was futile. Wiat would he have done if he'd found the man, anyway? He could hardly
have taken a drunk back to his Master; R dgeway would rightly have refused to have anything to do
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with the situation, and might have thrown both of themout. Any noney he had supplied woul d

qui ckly have turned into little bottles of spirits.

At | east Ri dgeway and Barnes wanted him R dgeway wanted hi m because of his potential as a
student, and Barnes because having himthere pleased the Master and because Jason assuned sone of
Barnes' duties. It wasn't |ove, but why should that nmatter? It was tol erance and wel come, and that
shoul d be enough for anyone.

Vll, it didn't matter, and there's an end to it. My own father didn't want me, so I'mlucky I
found a place where | was needed.

But after he became a Master in his own right, things changed, as Ri dgeway had known they woul d.
It was unconfortable to have two Masters of the sanme ardent Element as Fire in such close
proxinmty to each other-the nore so, since one was a former Apprentice of the other. There were
bonds of respect and pride there that would not permt themto becone enemes, so one of them had
to go, and since Jason was the younger, he opted to | eave. Besides, he had just discovered the
amazing potential for wealth that the railroads represented, and it had seenmed to himthat it
woul d be foolish to conpete for a territory when so nuch of the great West remai ned uncl ai ned

Ri dgeway provided himw th the seed noney for his own fortune and sent himoff wth bl essings, and
Caneron began his investnents in the Chicago Commoditi es Exchange. It did not take himlong to
build up enough that be coul d be considered a serious investor in |larger projects. That was when
he left Illinois entirely, and becane an entrepreneur in Steamand the Railroads as only a

Fi remaster coul d.

"Rose is in her roomagain," the Sal anander said, interrupting his reverie. "She's just finishing
her dinner. Are you fit enough for her to read tonight?"

Wth an effort, he raised his eyelids, and waved a clunsy-feeling paw at the obsidian nirror. Rose
Hawkens' image appeared in it, |aughing at something.

"She has just found out where her neals cone from" the Sal amander told him "She asked her
servant. She seenms to find it very amusing."

She | ooked as if she was beginning to take all of the strangeness of her situation in stride,
which was a definite relief to Caneron

"Where was she today?" he asked the Sal anander. "Wat was she doi ng?"

The Sal amander coul d not shrug, but its indifference was clear. "Walking in the gardens."

That was harnl ess enough, and surely woul d have bored the Sal anmander. But the girl did nore
wal ki ng than any worman he'd ever net; not even the wonen who nade a living on the streets covered
as much actual distance in a day as she did!

"She nust be used to wal king," the Sal amander continued. "She seened to walk a great deal in

Chi cago. "

There was that. G ven the shabby state of her wardrobe, she probably had not even been able to
afford street-car fare regularly.

He pulled the nmouth of the speaking-tube over to his face, and spoke into it. "If you are ready,
M ss Hawki ns-"

"Rose," she interrupted. "W agreed to use Christian nanes, Jason."

"Indeed we did." He felt a flicker of anmusenent at her bol dness. "Very well, Rose, we can begin

where we |left off |ast night."

He was not paying a great deal of attention to anything but the cadence of her readi ng once she
began. He allowed the chair to take all of his weight, and stared into the obsidian mrror at her
i mage as she slowy puzzled her way through the conmplicated Gernman grammar of the first of the
night's volunes. It was not an easy task to wade through this book, and Cameron was inpressed by
her fl uency.

As she paused to deci pher a particular word, she evidenced a flash of hunmor. "I beg your pardon
for taking so long with this sentence," she said wthout |ooking up, "But | sincerely hope that
this fellow s grasp of Fire Magick was better than his penmanship and skill at witing, or | fear
he cane to a warmend. "

Canmeron was surprised into a dry chuckle. "I believe you can be easy on that score,
"I am given to understand that he died peacefully in his bed at an extrene old age."

She continued on for a bit further, then frowned, flipped ahead a few pages, then stopped

al t oget her. "Excuse ne, Jason, but | think the reason you wish nme to read this next section is for
ny benefit, and not yours."

Once again she surprised himw th her acuity. "Your point?" he asked.

"While | have no objection to the principle, this man's handwiting is wetched, his spelling
worse, and his grammar, even for a Gernman, worse still." She | ooked at the speaki ng-tube directly,
as if she was | ooking straight at him "I think you would do your ears and ny eyes a great deal of
good if you would give ne your understandi ng of a person's Mgickal Nature, since that seens to be

he repli ed.
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the subject of this particular segnent of the volune."

"She has a point," the Sal amander chuckl ed. "You hated that book when R dgeway wanted you to read
it, and for the sane reasons she dislikes it."

Only too true. He considered his own state for a nonent. Was he personally fit to give anyone a
coherent expl anati on of anything?

Possi bly. Just possibly. "I will try, Rose," he acknow edged, "but you rmust bear in nmind that ny
approach is nodern, and tends to the rational and scientific, insofar as Magi ck can be either of
those things. The solution | amsearching for may be in nore nystical realms and if your
understanding is purely nodern you may not translate |ater docunents with the appropriate slant."”
"Then | will set this aside to read later, in stronger light," she prom sed, and nmarked the book
placing it back on the table. Then she settled back in her chair, but rather than fol ding her
hands in her lap, to his surprise she took a | eather-covered notebook fromthe table and picked up
a pencil, preparing to take notes!

He al nost commented on that, and caught himself just in tine. He could not |et her know that he
was able to watch her, or she m ght be of fended. Wrse, she m ght be angry, angry enough to demand
to be released fromthis position

I need her skills. There is no escaping the fact.

"Very well, if you are ready-" He cleared his throat, feeling a trifle self-conscious. Wll, |
cannot possibly bore her worse than those ancient professors she had to listen to. "According to
the System of Magick which we all use, as cal cul ated by Pythagoras, all Mgickal Power is enbodied
in the creatures of the Four Elenents. If a human-or any other earthly creature, | suppose, but at
the nonent we are only concerned with humans-w shes to work Mgi ck, he must do so through the
internediary of creatures of the El enent which he commands."

She nodded as she made notes. "Just as an aside, are there any other creatures that work Magi ck?"
she asked.

"For certain, | amonly aware that the whal es and dol phi ns have a few Mgi ck-workers anong their
kind," he said. "They work Water Magi ck, of course. There are runors of other creatures, Man- Apes
in both the Hi nmal ayas and the forests of the Northwest, for instance, but nothing I can confirm

If they do exist, these creatures are extrenely secretive and are rarely even glinpsed. It is

beli eved that they would do anything to avoid contact with hunmans."

"l suppose," she said, touching the end of the pencil to her lips as she thought, "That if they
were working Magick, it would be to hide their presence from our own species, so you never would
find out for certain, would you?"

He coughed. "A point, | grant you. Wll, to get back to the subject, as described by Herr

Al exander Met zeger, whose handwiting you so despise-"

She flushed very prettily.

"-every human has all four Elements conmingled in his Mgickal Nature. Mst of them possess
exactly equal anounts of all four, and thus, command no Magick for thenselves. It is only when
there is an inbal ance that one can work Magick, for it is only when there is an inbal ance that a
human comes near enough to the Nature of the El emental that he can communicate with and command

t hem "

She scribbled fiercely in her little book, and he paused to allow her to catch up. "Wuld that be
sonething like a blind man havi ng acute hearing?" she hazarded.

"Good!" he appl auded. "Yes, that is an excellent analogy. It may be that because the Magician has
that lack in one Elenent, he beconmes nore perceptive in another, as the blind nan does. There is a
danger attendant in having an inbalance, which is that you are vulnerable in the area in which you
are the nost deficient, and nost often, that is the Elenent that is the opposite of your own."
"How far can the inbal ance go?" she asked. "How how far can the sensitivity to one El ement be

t aken?"

"To the point where only a Master would be able to find the traces of any elenents other than the
one that the Magician-or woul d-be Mgician-in question comrands,” he told her. "That is why no one
can command nore than one Elenent. By sinply having that surplus of one, you of necessity drop the
rest below even that of a 'nornmal’ man." He frowned, and thought of an anal ogy, since she seened
to favor analogies. "Think of a square table, with marbles rolling about on the surface. Tilt it
towards any one corner, and only that coner will fill with marbles. That is the way Mgi ckal
Nature operates, and it is just as well."

"Why?" she asked

He had been expecting that question. "Because the Elenentals are jeal ous creatures. They woul d
never tolerate sharing a Magician with creatures of any other Elenent. Even if a person sonehow
managed to get a surplus in two Elenents rather than one, he would be much better advised to
sinply concentrate on the one he preferred. The Elenentals of his two El enments woul d be constantly
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bi ckering with each other, wasting time and energy, and interfering with his plans."

"They sound |i ke naughty children,” she comented, with a smle she did not know he could see.

He snorted. "They are |ike naughty children,” he told her. Actually, he had thought of another
simle, but it was not a polite one. "Well, that, in essence, is what Herr Metzeger has witten in
the section of his book you wi shed to set aside for the nonent."

She made a face. "He took forty pages to say that?" she responded incredul ously.

"Wth nmore el aboration, which you can read if you choose. He goes on at some | ength about the
characteristics of each Element, how you can tell if a child has that inbalance in his Magi cka
Nature that will make him suitable for an Apprentice, and how the characteristics of the Mgicka
Nature carry over into the personality." Caneron paused for a nonent to |let a wave of |ight-
headedness pass. "You mght find all that useful. If you pay close enough attention, you will be
abl e to deci pher a person's Mgickal Nature w thout ever using anything but your wit and your five
senses to do so."

"I's that what you do?" she asked boldly.

He barked a short laugh. "No," he told her truthfully. "I don't have to. | ama Firenmaster, and
have ny Sal amanders do it for ne. They can tell with a sinple | ook what a person's Magi ckal Nature
is."

She had that contenpl ative | ook again. She's thinking of sonething. This could be interesting. |
wonder if she is going to ask nme what her Magickal Nature is, and if she could be a Mgician. But
the question she asked was not the one he expected. "Could a Master of one El enent teach an
Apprentice of another?”

"Well, that is an interesting question.”™ He thought it over for a nmonment. "In theory, | don't know
why not-in fact, according to some of the old books you will be reading, the great Masters of the
past did so. The discipline is the same, only the spells and Ordeals differ. The one drawback
woul d be that if the Apprentice got hinmself into trouble the Master would not be able to conmmand
the Elementals of the Apprentice to return to their places."

"You stressed the word, conmand. Could he do sonething else to save his Apprentice fromhis own
folly?"

Dear God, she was quick! "He might, if his command of his own El ementals was strong enough, be
able to persuade his Apprentice's Elenentals to | eave the Apprentice alone.” He shook his head,
forgetting she could not see him "I would not care to try such a tactic with any El emental but
the Syl phs, however. They are the nobst forgiving and tolerant, and the least likely to anger
Ghomes are slow to anger, but when enraged, they are inplacable, and Undines | could not handl e at
all, obviously.™

"Cbviously." She picked the book back up. "Thank you, Jason. You have saved ny eyes a terrible
strain. On to the rest of Herr Metzeger's pearls of wi sdom however atrociously witten they are."
He settled back again as she resuned her reading, but his mind was still on the |ast question she
had rai sed.

Her Nature was Air; the Sal amander woul d not have bothered to nmention that unless she was powerf ul
enough in Air to command the Magi ck. Shoul d he nmake the experinent she suggested, and try training
her hinself? It would certainly obviate the problemthat nost Masters and Apprentices had, that as
soon as the Apprentice becane a Master, one or the other had to seek a new hone. A Master of Fire
and one of Air could even dwell side-by-side in the sane building with no ill effects...

Could I? Should I? Wio would it hurt? | don't think she's stupid enough to do anything that would
get her in real trouble; the only question would be if she could pass her Ordeals, and that would
be out of my hands if she was an Apprentice in Fire rather than Ar

It was a question that continued to coil in the back of his mind through the rest of the evening,
and even followed himinto his dreans that very night.

CHAPTER
El GHT

Fromthe nonment that she had accepted Magick as a reality, Rose had |eapt out of bed every norning
with anticipation that was not in the | east hampered by her know edge that Jason Cameron was a
dangerous and possi bly unbal anced man, and that this situation mght turn hazardous at any noment.
That didn't nmatter-perhaps it even put a frisson of exhilaration into the arrangenent, for there
was nothing quite like skirting the edge of danger to put a certain zest in living. But this
nor ni ng Rose awoke with her sense of excitenent and adventure di nmed, and for a good reason

Today, so Jason had inforned her |ast night, Paul du Mond would return to the nansion. Caneron had
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reiterated his request that she not reveal her new won know edge of Magick, and she had been quick
to repeat her agreenment. Paul represented danger too, but not of the sort she preferred to court.
She was suspicious of his notives and his norals, and he was altogether too sly for her Iiking.

I know too nuch about nen like du Mond, and yet | don't know enough to protect nyself. | would
prefer not to |learn anything nore the hard way. She sighed. No, it isn't precisely danger that he
represents, it's corruption, it's veniality. | can't imagine himdoing anything magnificent, only

petty-or anything really horrifying, only tawdry.

She pul |l ed aside the bedcurtains, which was the signal for the ever-attentive Sal anander to
levitate her glasses into her outstretched hand. GCh, what an inprovenment that was over her former
funbl i ng!

I wish there was a way to keep this Sal anmander with ne when all this is over

As her fiery servant noved to the wi ndows and the wi ndowcurtains pulled apart to let in the
daylight, the thin, gray light fromoutside was an anple reflection of her own danpened spirits,
for she knew, as surely as she did not want to encounter du Mond, she assuredly would. It had

al ways happened that way; the people she nbst wanted to avoid were always the first to greet her
and the hardest to get rid of. Wth only the two of themin the house, it would be difficult to
avoid him for he could always find her by listening for her footsteps.

Ah well. At least if the weather has gone all grey and grim | shall have the excuse to retire to
my own roons. She swung her feet over the edge of the bed, slipped into a dressing-gown and sought
the bathroom It's too bad that | was never the properly fragile type so | could plead sone
infirmty and get rid of himthat way-

-on the other hand, Paul du Mond doesn't know that.

She stepped out of her night-things and into the hot bath-which was, as usual, at the absolutely
perfect tenperature, just short of painful and hot enough to forcibly relax every nuscle in her
body and open every pore in her skin. Yet another advantage of having a Sal anander as a

servant. ...

He saw nme going out for a wal k, but he cannot have any notion of how far I went. | could have gone
for a genteel little stroll, rather than a healthy hike. That's the solution; |I can be polite to
himfor a few minutes, then devel op a headache and have to go off sonewhere quiet! If |I'minside
I can either cone back here or be in desperate need of fresh air. If I'"'moutside, | can nmanage a

simlar excuse! Just having a "polite" way to rid herself of du Mond's unwel come conpany made her
feel a fraction better. Her thoughts began to nmove a little nore freely.
I wonder if | could discourage himin some other way? | didn't say very nuch the |ast few tines

spoke with him | could continue that; | could pretend I'm shy. But he might take that as a
chal | enge; some nmen would. Can | also pretend to be rather stupid, | wonder? She thought that
over, as the steamfromher bath rose about her face and curled the |oose hair into little
ringlets.

Stupidity mnmight disgust him but then again, it nmight encourage him Men generally didn't seemto
m nd stupidity in a woman, and besi des, how could she be stupid and claimto have all the
expertise in | anguages she did? Not stupid, but silly. I knew plenty of girls at the University
who were ammzing |inguists, and hadn't the | east sense. That m ght be a better ploy. She'd noticed
that men with silly fiancees or wives didn't spend nuch tinme in their conpany. If he won't |eave
me alone, | could babble endlessly. | never saw a man who coul d tol erate babbling for nore than a
few minutes at best.

That should be a last resort, however. She didn't think she'd be able to keep up the pretense of
being silly for very |ong.

She took a deep breath, and further relaxed. Now that she had a plan, she felt nuch better able to
face the day and whatever it held. If only it didn't hold du Mond! She wasn't exactly afraid of
hi m but whenever she saw him she was sonehow acutely intimdated. He might not be all that
prepossessi ng physically, but he was bigger and stronger than she was, and she had the feeling he
was not averse to using that strength agai nst a wonan.

I wonder if it would be possible to convince Jason to send du Mond into the city nore frequently-
or perhaps to keep himthere instead of here, and only summon himback if he truly needs the man.
It was a nice idea, but she didn't entertain it for very long. Probably not. He is Caneron's
secretary, and I'mnot going to attenpt to take on that task as well as ny own.

In fact, she probably couldn't. Du Mond obviously had very exact orders from Jason Caneron, and a
routi ne he acconplished wi thout thinking. She would not be able to follow that routine as snoothly
and invisibly. Caneron clearly expected and rewarded conpetence, and was just as clearly inpatient
of inconpetence. If she tried to replace du Mond, she was dooned to failure, and she did not want
to |l ose the respect she had so far gained.

Her own job had now spilled over into the daylight hours, for as of today, she would be busy
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readi ng the books Caneron suggested for her own educati on when she wasn't reading aloud to him
She had suggested that to himyesterday, pointing out that she was fully qualified to do research,
and if he was not utilizing that skill as well as her translation abilities, he was not making the
best use of her.

I"mdoing quite enough as it is. It will be nuch easier to keep du Mond from finding out I know
the truth about Jason that it would be to try to becone, not only translator, student, and
researcher, but private secretary as well. There are not enough hours in the day and night

toget her to acconplish all four

The grey light rem nded her of w nter skies back in Chicago, although she knew that once she
actual ly | ooked out the wi ndow, the scene would bear no resenblance to winter as she had al ways
known it. It was now nearly Thanksgi ving, not that she expected that particular holiday to be
celebrated in this household. The nearness of the holiday was just a nmeasure of how | ong she had
been here.

Only a week to Thanksgiving! It hardly seens possible.... Since each day was the same, with
nothing to mark one day as different fromanother, they all tended to blur together

It is so hard to keep track of what day of the week it is, much | ess what day of the nonth. They
were not even near enough to the snmall ham et of Pacifica to hear the church bells marki ng Sunday
nor ni ngs, as she had heard every Sunday of her life in Chicago. And of course there was no
question of actually attending church on Sunday, so she |ost even that "event" to mark the

begi nni ng of a week.

She reflected on that as she dressed-warmy. It was too chilly for silk; the radiators in her
roons were operating and the Sal amander kept a fire tended in each fireplace. Qdd. | suppose if |
were a properly brought up person | would feel very badly about skipping Sunday service, but |
don't particularly mss not attending church. Was | bored? | nust have been; the Reverend wasn't

an entertaining speaker, and the nusic wasn't ever what | would call outstanding. | don't remenber
Fat her ever being very fervent about religion either. W always attended University Chapel because
faculty was expected to, | suppose.

Once she had passed chil dhood, Rose could not renenber ever turning to religion for confort or for
ai d-quite probably because she had becone too practical to expect either. There had never been any
evidence that the religious | eaders she knew were prepared to offer anything but |ip-service to
the concept of "feeding the hungry and conforting the oppressed." As for the Deity Hinself, she
could not inmagine that God was so idle he had tine to listen to each and every voice rising
plaintively and pleadingly fromthe Earth, anyway. | don't think I'd want to, if | was God. Half
of the people are begging like spoiled children for another sweet, and the rest are wailing about
the unfairness of life. Perhaps a snmall fraction are ponmpously pretending to thank H m when they
are really gloating over their own good fortune. If | were God, | think I'd send themall a nice
pl ague or barbarian invaders just to shut themup and teach them what real suffering neans

Yest erday nmust have been Sunday, the |ast Sunday before Thanksgiving. Novenber. So strange!

She finished buttoning her shoes and went out to the sitting-roomwhere her breakfast was waiting

for her as usual. If the Sal amander had been there, she woul d have thanked it, but it had gone off
to wherever the little creatures did go when they weren't needed. She sipped her coffee and
buttered a roll, while she reckoned up the passage of tinme in her nind. | left Chicago in late

Cct ober and | nust have been on trains for a good week or nore before | arrived here; in fact,
didn't one of the conductors nention something about Hall oween? Then | was just doing the
translations for Jason for about a week or so before | read the Dee book. Paul has been gone for a
bit nore than a week and a half. Yes, it is nearly Thanksgiving; | haven't reckoned wongly. She
shook her head. | would not have thought tine could get away fromne so easily.

So strange, how nuch her life had changed in the course of a few weeks! Magick, Sal amanders-good
heavens, a few weeks ago | was trying to think of sone way to keep a roof over ny head and food in
ny nouth, and now | ook at ne! Silk and wool - plush gowns, the finest of food, a palatial set of
living-quarters, and work | not only am good at, but which |I enjoy above all else! And the
opportunity to conplete ny degree! Al this, and I am being paid handsonely for ny tinme! She shook
her head. | shoul d be thanking Providence, not fretting because | amtrying to avoid the conpany
of a single unpleasant nan!

Yes, that was true-but Jason Caneron nust have some reason to mistrust the man hinself, or he
woul d not have asked her to keep her new know edge of Magick a secret. So perhaps it was not

i nappropriate to fret about possible nmeetings with him Wth that in mnd, the question before her
now, as she finished her breakfast, was whether to go down into the house and grounds and chance
meeting du Mond, or to stay up here in her roons and avoid hi maltogether

| probably ought to try to avoid him But Sunset is probably |ooking forward to seeing ne. She had
begun visiting the stallion daily; he was as gentle with her as a pet dog, and her contenpt for du
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Mond and his dislike of the horse only intensified with each visit. Poor Sunset seened very

| onely, despite the conpanionship in the next paddock of the two carriage-horses and an aged pony.
She had gathered from Jason's conversations that he had spent at |east an hour or two every day
riding his stallion before his accident, and she had a vague idea that for a horse, running in the
paddock was not a substitute for being ridden. At sone point she nust have been told that a riding
horse needed human conpani onship to be happy; certainly Sunset's behavior with her bore that out.
However, she was not going to be the one to ride him though she had no objection to going and
petting himand talking to him He m ght be gentle with her, but she doubted he woul d be forgiving
of a rank begi nner on his back. She'd taken some thought to learning to ride on the old pony unti
she realized what a prine dunce she would | ook, a grown wonman trying to bestride a pony neant for
a child, with both feet dragging on the ground and her skirts hiked hal fway up to her waist. It
woul d definitely not be dignified, and she did not want Paul du Mond to have the advantage over
her if he caught her in such an undignified state. Besides, she would have to learn to ride
astride; she doubted that Sunset was used to a side-saddl e.

The Sal amander appeared to take her tray away. "Is it going to rain today?" she asked it.

"Not until just before dark," it told her with authority, and neatly levitated the tray towards

t he door.

That decided her. First of all, she was not going to |let Paul du Mond intimdate her into keeping

to her rooms. And secondly, that poor horse needed conpany. She took an apple fromthe basket of
fruit she now kept in her room and slipped it into her pocket, then pulled on the warm wal ki ng-
coat she had asked for when she found the |ovely cloak Jason had supplied with her wardrobe to be
dramatic, but entirely inpractical for strolls through the woods.

There was no nistaking the fact that Sunset was | ooking for her; she caught sight of himbefore he
spotted her, for the stallion was hangi ng about the house-end of the paddock, occasionally draping
his head over the top of the fence to stare longingly at the house. And when he saw her, his ears
went straight up, his tail flagged, and he actually whickered a wel come, paw ng the ground and
tossing his head a little as she neared.

She found herself smling as she wal ked up to the fence. He put his nose into her hand

i medi ately, and whuffed into it, without any hint of wanting to use his teeth on her. Stupid man.
Poor Sunset probably just wants to bite himbecause he senses du Mond is not to be trusted. She
scratched his browridges, then noved her hand to scratch under his chin as he sighed in pleasure
and tried to rest the weight of his head in her hands.

"You only love ne for ny apples,” she told him "It's pure cupboard-love, and don't think | don't
know it."

He whi ckered, as if agreeing with her, and she chuckled. "It's all right," she told him "You're
so beautiful that it doesn't natter. That's what happens when you're beautiful, you know, you can
do anything and people will forgive you because they don't want to believe that anything so pretty
coul d be bad." She sighed. "But of course, when you're as plain as | am they're perfectly willing
to think you'd do quite vicious things out of pure nean-spiritedness. And every pretty girl is
quite certain you are ragingly jealous of her, and envious of her good | ooks." She reached into
her skirt pocket for the apple. "That was why they hung wonmen as witches, you know', she told him
"They were probably all plain and hadn't a chance in the world of getting a husband so they could
be proper |adies, so of course they must have turned to the Devil for consolation.”

She fed himhis apple, but he didn't seem di sposed to | eave when he'd finished it, so she lingered
with him scratching himand sayi ng baby-nonsense into his ears.

"You' re spoiling the brute," said du Mond, startling her so that she junped. That startled Sunset
as well; the stallion jerked his head up, his eyes rolling wildly as he danced in place. Then he
caught sight of du Mond, set his ears back and bared his teeth for a nonment, then shot off across
t he paddock to the opposite side. There he trotted in a small circle, watching du Mond as if he
expected the man to junp over the fence and beat him

"You frightened him" she said, taking care to put a little whine into it, and when she turned to
face the man, she nmanaged a little pout as well.

"Not |. That beast isn't afraid of anything or anyone." Du Mnd stared sourly after the trotting
stallion. "He just doesn't like ne, and it's nutual. Animals should be nade to earn their keep-
people certainly are. | think he's a waste of noney; if Jason isn't going to ride him he should

at least be sent off to stand at stud sonewhere. Wth his lines, Jason could conmand enough fees
to at | east pay back what he's costing to keep."

She blinked, and tried to think of an appropriately silly answer. "I suppose so," she said
vaguely, "But he's very pretty. | |like seeing himhere; he makes ne think of all kinds of things
that are wild and free. It wouldn't be the sane if he was gone. Is having himhere any sillier

t han having those birds in the conservatory?"
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Du Mond sinply shrugged. "The birds eat the insects that get into the greenhouses, not that it
matters. What you or | like does not matter, dear lady. It is what Jason Caneron likes that is

i nportant, and he does not want his precious horse out of his sight."

Suddenly he was all charm turning it on as if he were lighting one of the new electrical |anps.
"But | did not come down here to tal k about Sunset; | cane to find out how you were faring. Is
Jason treating you decently? Don't be afraid to tell ne if he isn't; heis inclined to run rough-
shod over his enployees unless | renmind himthat this is not a nedieval castle and he is not a
feudal overlord."

She was startled to hear an echo of her own words to Caneron com ng out of du Mond's nouth. It was
positively uncanny; she'd have suspected he had been spying upon them had she not known he was in
the city at the time. But she managed a weak | augh, and waved her hand. "GCh, how could I not Iike
this job? It is much better than having to teach two children! | have everything | want, and al
the tine | wish in which to read!"

Quick. Nowis the time to say sonething that will make himdisregard you. "There's a lovely | ot of
books in the first case in the library," she continued hurriedly. "I didn't get much chance to
read that kind of book when | lived at hone, |-Father nmade nme spend so nuch of ny tine studying."
Du Mond gave her a peculiar |ook. "You were going to the University to please your father?" he
asked carefully.

She nodded, making things up glibly as she went along. "It was what he wanted-1 always did what
Fat her wanted. He said if | was going to be a spinster I mght as well be a scholar so he would
have soneone to talk to."

She wat ched du Mond's eyes flicker as thoughts passed behind them and tried very hard to read his
expressions. He was making no attenpt to guard hinself with her, which argued that he al ready was
underestimating her.

He's | ooking at ny face-evaluating how plain | am and thinking that |I'mvery obedient, very
pliant, and don't have rmuch in the way of a will of ny own, | expect.

Per haps that was a better ploy than playing stupid.

"Fat her always had ny best interests in mnd, and | was very glad to be able to help him" she
continued softly, knowing that this, at least, was the truth. "For sonme reason | have al ways been
good with | anguages, so | was able to serve himin the same capacity that | amserving M.
Caneron. "

Du Mond smirked. "lIndeed. Well, don't let himbully or frighten you, ny dear. You're too pretty a
girl to have to languish in a room ruining your eyes to read to himfor days at a tine."

She al nost | aughed, and held it back only with a great effort. He really is spreading the flattery

on a bit too thickly! | suppose I'll have to play up to it, though
She fluttered her eyel ashes and dropped her gaze nodestly. "It's really not at all bad," she
murmured. "1 could be cooped up in a stuffy old office or library sonewhere, working fromdawn to

dusk. At least here | get to go outside every day for a little."

He noved forward as if he was going to try to touch her; she managed to nove away from hi mw t hout
she hoped-making it obvious that she was avoiding his touch

"What if | found another option for you?" he asked, and frowned, his concern so patently feigned
that she wondered how he ever thought he fool ed anybody. "I don't want to alarmyou, but Caneron's
not entirely sane, you know. "

"The-acci dent?" she faltered.

He shrugged, scarcely winkling his suit. "It mght have been. He has al ways been ruthl ess, but
since the accident he's becone quite callous about anyone and anything other than hinself. | think
he's dangerous, frankly. | don't worry about nyself, but I'mnot sure a wonan is safe around him"

She nade her eyes go wi de and put her hand up to her nmouth, hiding the grinmace of distaste.
"Surely you don't think he would-that I-"

"I think he would not trouble hinself to keep you safe, although | doubt that he hinself is any
danger to you," du Mond told her, with false sincerity. "He never cones out of his own apartnents,
after all. But | have several friends in the city, and I mght be able to obtain an alternate
position for you if you wished to find other enploynent. The circunstances woul d not be as

pl easant as these, perhaps, but at |east your enployer would be sane."

She dropped her eyes again and shook her head. "I cannot imagine |leaving this position," she said.
"I gave nmy word."

"At least keep it in nmnd if you feel Caneron is grow ng unpredictable," he urged.

She nodded, and put her hand to her tenple, making a face. "This is all so-unpleasant. | believe
one of ny headaches is coming on, M. du Mond-"

"Paul -" he said, warmy, once again attenpting to touch her

"-this is all very upsetting, and if | do not go and lie down, ny head will be splitting shortly,"
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she continued, turning, as if oblivious to his outstretched hand. "You really nust forgive ne."
And with one hand pressed to her tenple, she gathered up her skirts in the other, and hurried back
into the house before he could offer to escort or assist her

She felt altogether unclean, as if she had brushed up against sonething sliny. The nerve of that
man! Ugh! | would rather have the conpany of a hundred frogs than his!

She was just glad that Cameron could not possibly have overheard this conversation. He m ght not
have put the best interpretation on her responses.

I think I will spend the rest of the day right here, she decided, opening the door to her room
and closing it firmy behind her. | have had nore than enough fresh air for one day. O rather-
given that | had to deal with du Mond, perhaps the air was not so fresh after all.

Caneron stared deeply into the mirror, his jaws clenched so tightly he expected to hear sone of
his teeth snap at any nmonent. Just what is he up to? he snarled savagely and silently. \Who does he
think he is, lording it as if he is the master here! That interloper-I'Il tear his heart fromhis
body-I1"Il rip his treacherous little head from his shoul ders-

Hi s thoughts dissolved into pure and i ncoherent rage; the scent of nmusk and blood filled his
nostrils, and bile rose, acrid and sour, in the back of his throat. He began to pant and his
vi si on darkened, narrowed to the mrror before him He wanted bl ood, blood and the death of this
woul d- be Master who dared to undernmine himwithin his ow territory-

The splintering of wood shocked hi mout of his madness.

He | ooked down at the desk, stunned, to see that he had rent the wood in four |ong parallel gouges
on either side of the blotter, where his claws had dug furrows into the maple in his rage

That brought himto his senses. Icy calmflooded over him replacing the hot anger

Du Mond is just being hinself-1 know his pattern, | saw it often enough with the pretty

mai dservants. He's no fool, he can see how attractive Rose is for hinself. H's "friends" don't
exist; he just wants to ingratiate hinself with her and get her to trust him get her to | eave ny
protection and put herself into his hands-

That made du Mond a bounder and a cad-whi ch Caneron al ready knew but nothing nore sinister than

t hat .

What was sinister was Caneron's own instant reaction, inmediate rage in response to a perception
that a rival was trying-trying-

Trying to what?

Trying to take over ny "property,” trying to challenge nmy authority on my own ground. | reacted,
not as a man and a Firemaster, but as an animal, an animal being challenged for his territory and
his fenal es.

To be precise, | reacted as a wolf. A shudder convul sed him as he realized just how cl ose he had
come to going over the edge. Is the wolf taking over the man?

Shaken, he dropped back into his chair and stared at the eight furrows in the top of his desk. For
many | ong m nutes he was unable to nove or even think, sunk in a paralysis of shock

Then he shook his head-Li ke a dog shaki ng hinsel f dry-

No! That way |ay nmadness! Wake up! he told hinself angrily. There is no point in |ooking for nore

signs of sonething you might well be able to control with alittle exertion of will! He sneered at
hi nsel f. You do renenber using your will, don't you? You were ready enough to boast to Rose about
it!

No, the important thing now was to exert his self-control and that so-vaunted WIIl. He nust

i mredi ately bring things back to normal. He must imediately begin to anal yze nmatters as he woul d
have in the past. Think, nman! Wat el se about that conversation was inportant?

He felt anger begin to rise again as he recollected du Mond's inpertinence, but he throttled it
down successful ly.

What was i nportant?

Then he had it. Rose's reaction. She didn't act as if she believed him She didn't act as if she
was com ng under the spell of his rather dubious charm In fact, unless | miss nmy guess, she fled
hi m as soon as she coul d.

Suddenly he felt nuch, rmuch better; felt tension sinply draining out of him Rose Hawki ns was too
clever for du Mond; she saw through his blandi shnents, and she did not trust him That neant he
need not | ook for treachery on her part. Wether or not she believed du Mond's claimthat his
Mast er was nmad-whi ch, unfortunately, | cannot honestly ignore-at |east she had the sense to see
why du Mond was attenpting to charm her.

He spent several minutes in a deep-breathing exercise, calmng hinself, regaining conplete contro
of hinself, and only when he was certain of his own inner state did he call up Rose's inage in the
mrror.
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She was reading; to his pleasure and gratification, she was reading one of the Apprentice-texts he
had recommended. So, her suggestion that she at |east engage in the theoretical side of an
Apprenticeship so that she could help with research had not been a ruse. She really did intend to
follow through on the idea, at |east for now

W will see what happens when she encounters sone of the nore difficult books. Then again ... they
couldn't be any nore abstruse than sone of the medieval texts she had al ready mastered.

She had arranged herself in a pose which would have driven a teacher of deportnment to distraction;
sitting sideways on the uphol stered, high-backed di van, her back against one arm wth both feet
braced agai nst the opposite arm cushi on, knees bent, and skirts nodestly tucked around her | egs.
No properly-bred young | ady woul d ever have taken a seat on a divan like that! And no properly-
bred young | ady woul d ever slouch the way she was now. She frowned a little as she read, rubbed
her eyes now and again, and adjusted her eyeglasses fromtine to tinme as if her eyes were
bothering her. Wiile this was a printed book, the print was very fine; he hoped she was not having
too much trouble with it.

Per haps | shoul d suggest she visit an occulist in San Francisco at nmy expense? | doubt that she
had the wherewithal to have gl asses properly fitted these past several years-not with the state
her wardrobe was in. That was probably one nore econony she was forced to bear with.

Then he snorted at his own naivete. OF course she hasn't seen an occulist; everything else in her
war dr obe canme out of the Sears, Roebuck catal og, so her eyegl asses probably did, too. He clearly
renenbered his anmazenment at the pages devoted to eyegl asses and spectacles, conplete with a so-
called "test” to determnmine which of the eighteen avail able strengths one should order. She tested
hersel f, no doubt, with that sane exact care she uses for everything else. The only problemis

the test itself is hardly exact, and what they offer even |l ess so.

He cl osed his eyes for a nonent, and nade sone nental cal cul ations. Useless to send her there

bef ore Thanksgiving; no one will be able to fit her in, even with me as her patron. Besides, if
she's going into the city, I want her to have sone time to enjoy herself a little. If | have her
read sone of the nore inportant works this week and next, | can send her in for three days in the
second week of Decenber-and that will give nme three days in which to put some of that to the test.
Hrm Thursday t hrough Sunday, | believe. There should be sonmething playing at the Opera House, and
I'"lI'l arrange for sonething on whichever weekend night the Opera isn't. |Is she frivol ous enough for
an operetta at the Colunbia Theater? Perhaps a recital, instead..

He started to sumon his secretary, then realized his agent in the city could take care of

everyt hing. Sonehow, he did not want du Mond to know precisely what his arrangenents were going to

be for her... | could use a Sal anander to wite the letter for nme. No, wait, | have a better

noti on.

So he reached instead for the tel egraphy nachi ne, and began tapping out his orders to his agent at
the rail head. Have the apartnment opened for her ... notify the servants ... appointnent with an
occulist ... tickets ... She didn't know her way around the city; he added another order. Snyder

to have a carriage or cab and experienced driver for her. While she mght well enjoy the cable
cars, he had better warn her to either take Snyder or the maid with her on any excursions, and
confine herself to the paid conveyance after dark.

He felt altogether |ike an indul gent uncle arranging a holiday treat by the time he was finished
And he couldn't wait to until after dinner to tell her; he had to see her reaction now

He reached for the speaking-tube, and cleared his throat, renenbering to act as if he did not know
she was there. "Ah ... Rose? Do you happen to be there?"

She jerked her head up at the first sound of his voice, and with a | ook of guilt, swung her feet
to the floor, put the book down, and noved to the speaking-tube in her room "Jason? Yes,
actually, the weather is not as pleasant as | would like, and | stayed here. Can | help you?"
"Actual ly," he responded, his jaw dropping open in the [upine equivalent of a grin, although she
could not see it, "I thought | might help you. You're going to be working very hard for the next
few days, and | had pronised you periodic rewards for hard work. Wat would you say to an
excursion into the city in about a fortnight?"

Her face |lit up with pleasure and an enotion he did not recognize. "Ch, that would be absolutely
spl endi d!'" she exclainmed. "There are sonme things | did not |ike to ask anyone else to get-"

She bl ushes so very prettily.

"I't occurred to me that you were working very diligently and deserved one of those treats
mentioned to you." The tel egraph was tapping a reply to his nessage, and he translated it
effortlessly. "The Opera will have a Friday night performance of La G aconda, the Col unbia Theater
is presenting Babes in Toyland, on Saturday, or if you are so inclined, you can go see that ham
young Barrynore, overact his way through Shakespeare. | am aware that you wear eyegl asses-"

She sel f-consci ously pushed her eyeglasses firmy up onto the bridge of her nose.
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"-and | thought that with all the reading | am asking you to do, it would be beneficial to both of
us if I had you go to my occulist to be certain your |enses are strong enough."

She opened her nouth as if to protest, then shut it again. Good girl. You know you need them
don't |l ook the proverbial gift horse in the nouth.

"No harmdone if they are fine, but you have been faltering a bit and | would like to be certain
that your eyes are not being strained," he continued. "I certainly need themto be in top order

At any rate, you may use ny flat in town, |I'marranging for a conveyance, and you can use the rest
of your tinme to shop."

"Thank you, Jason," she said warmy. "That will be considerably nore than | expected." Her cheeks
were flushed with pleasure, and her eyes behind those thick | enses sparkled brightly.

Now he felt even nore |ike an indul gent uncle arranging a holiday treat. "Wuld you prefer

Barrynore or Babes?" he asked. "I1'Ill have ny agent get tickets."
Her mischievous snile lit up her face. "I suppose | should say Barrynore, but | have to confess
that I-oh, this is dreadful!-1 adore Victor Herbert. H's musical plays are |like candy: terribly

sweet, probably bad for you, but such fun!"

"And what better Christmas treat than Babes in Toyl and?" He | aughed, and tapped out his | ast
order. "Sonetinmes a surfeit of sugar is just what one needs. | nust admt that ny opinion of John
Barrynore is not shared by the general public, but-well, Shakespeare is not his forté. He is far
too di ssipated for Cberon, too bonbastic for Haml et, too shallow for Macbeth, too callow for

O hello, too young for Lear and too old for Roneo."

"Prince Hal ?" she suggested delicately.

He snorted. "Only the drunken Hal, bosomfriend of Falstaff. WAit until he's appearing in

sonmet hing nore suited to his style, then | can reconmend seeing him" He shut the box on the

tel egraphy machine. "Well, that was all | needed to interrupt you for, if you are ready to resune
readi ng at the usual tinme. Unless you had sonet hi ng?"

There. If she wishes to "betray" du Mond to me, there's an opportunity.

She hesitated, biting her lip. "I encountered M. du Mnd today," she said slowy. "I said nothing
about Magi ck, and he did not ask. However, he seened quite friendly." Her tone said nore than
that, and he was pl eased that he had not read her wongly.
"I should have warned you that he is something of a rake,"
becorme overly famliar?"

"Not precisely, no." She grimaced. "But | did guess-that if he had any encouragenment, he mght."
"He has his orders to treat you with respect,” Cameron assured her, "but | would not believe
anything he pronmised if | were you, nor anything he told you about hinself. He once clainmed to one
of my maids that he was the rightful heir to the throne of Russia, and that if she would cone away
with himhe woul d nake her a czarina."”

She burst into laughter at that, as he had hoped she would. "No! Not truly! Did she believe hinP"
He chuckl ed. "She smacked his face and told himto take his fairy tales to children, who would
find thementertaining. | do my best not to enploy people with nore hair than wit."

She was still laughing. "Good for her! Wl then, if he is so easily put off, | shan't worry about
him Thank you again, Jason. My diligence will be all the greater for the prom sed treat,

proni se you!"

"I counted on that," he said teasingly, and grinned again at her blush and wy snile.

She resuned her place and position on the couch, taking up in her book where she had left off. He
wat ched her for a few nonments nore, then blanked the nirror

He did not sumon the Sal amander, but it appeared anyway. "l assume you overheard?" he asked it.
It spun lazily, once, then cane to rest on its obsidian plate. "Do you want du Mond to have free
access to her?" it asked.

"He won't try anything physical-not here, at any rate," he replied. "Not while she is under ny
protection. And, quite frankly, if he intends to say anything nore to her, | want to know about
it, and I want to see if she says anything about it." He thought for a nonment. "She didn't
precisely report his conversation, after all.”

"One does not tell one's enployer that another in his enploy called himnmad," the Sal amander

poi nted out. "Not only would that be rude, but it might reflect badly on her and her anmbitions. It
could be assunmed that she was angling for his position, which is a permanent one, whereas hers is
only tenporary-and after all, it would be her word against his."

"True." That was an aspect that had not occurred to him and he was gl ad the Sal anander had
pointed it out. "Making clains |ike that could actually get her dismssed if |I believed him

i nstead of her."

"And she is no fool; she would like to continue in this position as |ong as possible." The
creature sounded snug. "She sonetines talks to herself in the bath."

he replied solemmly. "I hope he did not
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Whi ch was, of course, the one place where he would not spy upon her! Nor did he intend to start
now, however relevant the information night be.

"You nmay continue to eavesdrop, and tell nme if you hear anything interesting,” he told the

Sal amander. "I would just as soon not hear girlish secrets, however."

The Sal amander grinned. "As you wish." It acted as if it had sonething it was not going to tel

hi m now, and however nuch his curiosity nagged at him he was not going to counter his previous
order!

"You might as well cone with ne since you're here," he told it instead. "I'mgoing to select nore
books. Wt are going to intensify the search tonight."

Because | dare not take the chance that the beast is overcom ng the man, he thought, grimy, as he
|l ed the way to the bookcases. Nor can | take the chance that | can control what is happening.
Perhaps this is the result of pain, perhaps the result of the narcotics | amforced to use-or
perhaps it is not. | have no options.

By the time her holiday comes around, | fear that Rose will be in desperate need of it. But with
luck-1 may by then have found ny key.

CHAPTER
NI NE

Rose waited on the platformfor the train to arrive, bundled warmy in her new fur cape, but too
tired to really feel the excitenent that she knew was within her. The | ast two weeks had been
brutal; Canmeron was nmaking her earn her holiday. She read the Apprentice books feverishly unti
after dinner, sonetinmes even reading themwhile she ate, then went on to read and translate his
books until very nearly dawn and they were both having a hard tinme stayi ng awake. She hadn't had
time to encounter du Mond nuch; once every few days he would intercept her as she returned from
visiting Sunset, but she could always plead duty to get away fromhim Taking a short walk to
visit Sunset was nearly the only exercise she was getting at the nonent.

She woul dn't even have been doing that, but for two factors. The stallion hinself was so
pathetically pleased to see her that she couldn't bear to disappoint himof his daily visit (or
appl e; she wasn't sure which he was | ooking forward to)-and Caneron had asked her to nake sure he
wasn't being negl ected, once he knew that she and Sunset were getting along. The concern in his
voi ce had been unm st akabl e, and she had promi sed i nmedi ately. She'd even gotten so far as to have
one of the Sal anmanders show her how to use a brush and conb, and did some of his grooning herself.
It had been very strange, and just a bit frightening the first tine, to stand in the paddock w th
such a big, strong beast, without even a single fence rail to protect her if he should take it
into his head to dislike her. But although it had been frightening, it had al so been exhil arating,
and the nore she handled him the nore confident he became with her, and vice versa.

Now he's just like a big dog; | believe he might even let ne ride himin the paddock if | only
knew how to ride.

She hoped he wouldn't be too disappointed that she did not come to visit himfor three days.

She stifled a yawn behind her hand; this was actually norning, and she had gotten no nore than
four hours of sleep. Jason had been very clear about her instructions, though, and he had
expl ai ned the reason for them "There is only a given anbunt of time when the main track is

clear," he had told her. "If we want to have the proper margin of safety between trains, there is
only one tine today that we can insert ny private carriage on the track. You nust be at the
platformby ten, or you will be waiting until late at night to get into the city. You would be

exhausted, and the area down by the station can be a bit rough after dark."

She rubbed her eyes with a gloved finger, and stifled another yawn, then sniled at the hand as she
lowered it. Kidskin gloves! She hadn't had a pair of kidskin gloves in ages; she'd had to nmake do
with knit wool en gl oves that had been darned and redarned so nmany tines there wasn't rmuch |eft of
the original material on the fingers.

She had a trunk, not a valise, and a brand-new trunk at that. A Sal amander had transported it down
here for her, and a human porter would presumably be taking care of it once she reached the city.
Soneone naned "Snyder" would be waiting for her at the station. It had all been arranged
effortlessly, so far as she could tell

Wealth can certainly work mracles of efficiency. Wll, she would enjoy all of this while she had
access to it; there was certainly no reason why she should not. There was no telling when Caneron
woul d find his answer-or decide that it was not to be found-and disniss her. She only wi shed that
she knew exactly what he was | ooking for.
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A plume of white snmoke above the trees and the distinct chuffing of an engine in the distance
alerted her to the arrival of that odd abbrevi ated engi ne and carriage that Jason used for his own
excursions. In a fewmnmnutes it appeared through the gap in the trees, and groaned to a stop with
a creaking and squealing of nmetal. They were backing it into place-she knew there was a pl ace
where it could turn around farther down the line, but apparently they didn't want to take the tine
to do that today.

As it pulled into place alongside the platform one of the men operating it junped down out of the
cabin to help her; the other peered around the side of the cab and waved. To her pleasure, it was
the sane two nmen as the last time, and they evidently renenbered her

The one who had been so friendly before aided her into the carriage with a bow and a flourish
"dad to see you again, ma'am" he told her, grinning as happily as if he had arranged the whol e
thing. "I reckon you're getting along all right here."

She | aughed. "Quite all right," she told him as he lifted her trunk as if it weighed next to

not hing and stowed it in the rear of the carriage. "But | amready for a little holiday."

"We'll have you in the city in no time, maam" he told her as he turned and headed back towards
the engine. "Track's clear as a bell, and the weather's grand."” He junped up into his own place
besi de the engi neer before she had a chance to reply, and she took that as a signal that she
shoul d get inside the carriage and take a seat.

She had wondered if fatigue and contrast had made her nenory paint a much rosier picture of the
carriage than reality, but she realized as she surveyed the interior that she shoul d have known

better than to doubt its luxury. It was Jason Caneron's, after all, and he never seened to skinp
on anything. The stove in the front part of the carriage was burning well, heating the whole
interior until it was just as cozy as her own sitting room The carpet and furniture were as cl ean

and as free of soot as a proper dowager's parlor, and if anything, the |l evels of sophistication
and luxury were nore evident by daylight.

The vehicle began to nove with a little lurch. She sat down quickly on the divan, and | oosened the
collar of her cape. Beyond the wi ndows, as the train picked up speed, an endless wall of tall,
green trees flowed by.

I wish the | andscape was a little nore varied here. She stifled another yawn. | suppose it

woul dn't do any harmto lie down. There isn't nmuch to see, and | don't think | can keep ny eyes
open if | try to read. She changed her position, Iying down to rest her head for just alittle-
And t he next thing she knew, sonething had awakened her from a deep, sound sleep, and the train
was sl ow ng.

It mght have been the increase in noise that had awakened her, for when she sat up and peered out
a wi ndow, she saw that they had reached the station, and it was quite a busy place, fully as busy
as the one in Chicago.

No nore than half an hour later, she was seated in an open carriage across fromthe very proper
gentl eman who had introduced hinself as "Snyder." The nysterious M. Snhyder proved to be the

butl er and val et at Canmeron's townhouse. He had brought with himthis small carriage that had been
hired for her convenience.

The fresh air managed to wake her up, and the rest in the carriage had certainly hel ped bring her
back to her normal state of alertness. Snyder was no Paul du Mond; he was very proper in his
manners, but gave her an inpression of intelligence and shrewdness. She noted that he was giving
her a very close, if relatively unobtrusive, exanmination as they rolled along, and she returned
the favor.

He was a tall, thin nman, balding, with the demeanor she woul d have associated with a "superior”
servant fromthe East Coast, although his accent had the faint drawl she knew was characteristic
of the Southeast. She wondered where Caneron had found him for here was certainly a superior
servant of the old school. And had he al ways been in charge of the townhouse, or had Snyder once
been the ruler of the Cameron nmansion as well?

"Master Caneron normally makes use of cabs when he is in the city, ma' am" Snyder said, breaking
the silence. "But | thought that would be rather inconvenient for a |ady wishing to shop."

She thought of a nunber of replies, but settled for the sinplest. "That was extrenely thoughtfu
of you, M. Snyder," she told him hoping that she sounded appropriately sincere. "Thank you very
nmuch. "

He eyed her a bit longer, then asked, hesitantly, "Forgive nme. This is hardly polite, but-might |
ask, M ss Hawkins, just what your position is in Master Caneron's household? It has not been
clarified to ne."

It's not polite, and he nust be in agony over it! Poor man. | don't quite fit into the hierarchy,
the way | would if | were the tutor | was originally told | would be. She raised one eyebrow to
show hi mthat she was conversant enough with proper manners to know the question was inpertinent,
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then answered himwith the same directness he had used. "I am M. Caneron's research assistant,

M. Snyder; | have both a Bachel or and Master's degree and | amvery cl ose to achi eving ny
Doctorate. | amactually closer to a coll eague than a nenber of the househol d, although he is
technically ny enployer as well as yours. | cane here from Chicago at his request, interrupting ny
own studi es, because he was in need of ny specific skills. He has sonme various papers and books he
needs translated, and | aman expert in ancient |anguages."

That was cl ose enough to the truth to pass nuster wi thout naking her feel guilty.

Snyder rel axed; as she had suspected, his unease had been caused by the fact that he did not know
where to place her in the household hierarchy. Now he did.

I'' m somewhere above a servant, just below a guest, and not a nenber of the dem nonde, which

expect was what he was afraid of. She smiled at him and was gl ad she had chosen to wear one of
her nmore severe and business-like wal ki ng-suits. She | ooked |ike a serious scholar, and she knew
it.

"Chi cago! That's a cold part of the country, this time of year, ma'am"” Snyder said. "G acious,
they must be knee-deep in snow by now | hope you aren't missing the col der weather."

She shivered, and snmled. "Not at all, | assure you. |If your university here accepts fenale
students, | may well remain here when nmy work for M. Caneron is conplete. | had not been aware
that this part of the nation was so |ovely."

Snyder beaned, an odd expression on that [ong, nelancholy face. "It's a great deal like North
Carolina, where | come from ma'am" he told her, as if inparting a precious secret.

Well, that explains his accent.

He coughed. "Now, | hope you'll forgive ne again. |'ve been asked to advise you that it wouldn't

be wise to go out at night-except straight to the theater and back-w thout taking ne as an escort.
Parts of the city are pretty rough after dark, and you don't know where they are."

So are parts of Chicago-but | didn't go out at night nmuch, and never w thout Father. She nodded an
absent assent; the hills of San Francisco rose all about them now, covered with buildings-for
sonmeone used to a flat cityscape, the effect was both strange and delightful. She couldn't get
enough of | ooking. The houses, rising in two, three, or four stories, all seened to be painted in
shades of sand, peach, pink, or pale blue. They were |like sonmething out of an illustrated
children's book, vaguely hinting at the Arabian N ghts.

"I's it safe to visit China-town?" she asked, trying to see everything at once, failing, and not
caring.

"Only by broad daylight, and not w thout an escort,” he warned her. "I know what parts there are
safe, and what are not. Perhaps you could make up a list of what you are interested in, ma' am and
I can arrange excursions for you."

She sighed with a little regret; she had wanted to go expl oring unencunbered, but-

But | also don't want to find nyself stowed away in the hold of a ship bound for the Oient,
either. Tales of white slavery might be lurid and sensational, but there nust be some truth in
them or they would not persist.

"That's probably the best,"” she admitted, and Snyder relaxed a bit nore. Cbviously he had been
antici pating resistance on her part.

I can understand that, and | really hope that sonme day | will know the city well enough to wal k
about al one-but that tinme is not now.

She | ooked her fill, as the carriage-horses |abored up and down the hills; poor things, this was
not a very heavy conveyance, and they were still toiling in the traces.
Snyder renoved a small, |eather-bound book from his breast-pocket and consulted it. "Your occulist

appointnent is in the norning, tonorrow," he told her. "Around nine. |Is there anything you'd care
to see this afternoon before you dine? There's just tine enough before the shops close."

"A bookshop?" she asked hopefully. "A really good bookshop? And a stationer's?"

I can sel ect ancient books froma catal og easily enough, but how can | sel ect contenporary books

Wi t hout browsi ng?

He nodded, as if that was precisely what he had expected. Perhaps it was, once he knew she was a

scholar. "We'll just l|eave your trunk at the townhouse for Mss Sylvia, the maid, to unpack, and
go straight there. It's Master Caneron's favorite store, Mss Hawkins, and the stationery-supply
is right next door. We can certainly arrive there before they close.” inplicit, though not overtly

stated, was that for someone connected with Jason Caneron, both stores would gladly remain open

| ong past their ordinary closing-tines.

She bit her lip, wondering if she ought to change her mind. If the shop was Canmeron's favorite,
the sel ection woul d be extensive-and expensi ve.

"You are to put your purchases on Master Caneron's account, of course, at both establishnents,"”
Snyder continued, as if it was a matter of course. "He left orders to give you access to his shop
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accounts, just as M. du Mnd does."

Anot her reason why Snyder was uneasy about my position in the househol d, no doubt.

"He's never seen ne in a bookstore,” she said wyly. "He may live to regret his generosity."
Snyder | ooked at her for a nonent with open astonishnment, then actually unbent enough to |augh

t hough he would not tell her why.

They stopped at the townhouse just |ong enough to | eave the trunk with a burly fell ow who appeared
to do all the heavy work about the place, and then proceeded straight on. And the nonent that Rose
wal ked t hrough the door of the bookstore, she was in heaven.

The interior of the shop was all of polished wood and brass, a reddi sh wood she coul d not

i Mmedi ately identify. The bookshel ves, which ran fromfloor to ceiling, were placed as closely
together as possible and still pernit passage of custoners. It was at |east as |large as Brentano's
in Chicago, and just as well-stocked. There actually were a few "frivol ous" witers whose work she
adm red-Lord Dunsany, for one, though she thought she night die of enmbarrassnent if Caneron
actual |y caught her reading one of his fantasies of the Realnms of Faery and if she ever got a
chance to read for pleasure instead of research, she wanted to have a few things on hand. For the
rest, there were sone reference works she thought mght come in handy that were not on Caneron's
shel ves. Then again, there was no real reason why they should be, for ordinarily one did not

associ ate the works with Magi ck; not hard-headed things |ike engineering texts fromthe fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, nor herbals, nor some of the theol ogi cal works she wanted.

But there were hints in there, clues to alternate translations, that she thought m ght be very,
very useful. Cameron approached his texts as a pure Magician, but she thought the approach m ght
be aided by attenpting to replicate the world the witer was brought up in, and see possible

meani ngs through his eyes. There were shades to the neani ngs of words and phrases then that m ght
not occur to a nmodern man-and as for slang, it could be as much of a code as anything devised for
t he purpose.

She kept finding nore books she wanted every time she | ooked at a new case. She sinply gave up the
struggl e against tenptation after a while; she consoled herself with the prom se that many of her
sel ections would be remaining in the Caneron |ibrary when she left. She collected quite a tidy
pil e of volunes before she was finished; it took two boys to carry themto the carriage, but
Snyder didn't raise a browover it at all. Evidently Caneron's expeditions to this place yielded
simlar harvests.

Per haps that was why he | aughed. She thought about the library, and realized that this nust | ook
like a perfectly normal shopping expedition to Snyder

Next door at the stationer's, she purchased several blank, |eather-bound books of the sort used
for sketching and journals. Those woul d becone her reference books, where she woul d organi ze her
own gl eanings. Wth them she gathered up reans of fool scap and boxes of pencils; Caneron had
not hi ng but pens available, and with all the notes she would be taking, she was not going to risk
oversetting inkwells. Nor was she going to waste good paper on scribblings.

Then, strictly because she saw them and lusted after them she acquired a supply of soft, col ored
pencils and watercolors for sketching. They were beautiful - "From Japan," the clerk said. The
colors were fabulous, rich and saturated, and she craved themthe nmonent she saw t hem

And since color seenmed to play a promnent role in Magick, perhaps they m ght be as useful as
anyt hi ng el se she had bought today.

Then, since she had bought the art supplies, she acquired watercol or paper and Bristol board as

well. She felt positively giddy as she |l ed the shop-clerk out to the waiting carriage with the
br own- paper - w apped parcels, and settled herself back into her seat, surrounded by wonderful
heavy packages. | haven't spent this rmuch noney all at once in-in ny life! It was intoxicating as

strong drink. The idea, to be able to walk into a shop and order anything one pleased! Even at the
best of tines, she had never been able to do that!

"Shall | have these taken to the railway carriage, or do you need any of this now, ma'an?" Snyder
asked, interrupting her reverie.
"Ch-" She rummaged about for two of the novels and one of the reference-works. "This is all | need

for now, the rest can go. There's certainly no need to clutter up the house with themwhen I won't
need themuntil |'mback with M. Caneron."

"I'l'l see to it." Snyder settled back into his seat with the air of a man who has done a good
day's work; she clasped her hands over the books in her lap, and did the sane.

Al ready the sun was descending into the sea, surrounded by thin, scarlet-tinged clouds, and the
air was grow ng col der-and danper. She was glad of the fur cape; the danpness of the air nade the
chill more penetrating.

Snyder handed her out, and stayed to instruct the driver. She went up the steps of the townhouse
unescorted, but the door opened before she could reach for the big, brass handle.
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For a monment she expected to see a Sal anander there, but it was only a perfectly human naid, who
must have been watching for them "Please follow ne, miss?" the woman said-she was a little nore
mat ure than Rose had expected, actually about m ddl e-age. Rose conplied, going up the steps to the
second floor, and a little ways down the hall, where the maid opened a door al nost inmrediately at
the top of the stairs for her. Behind it lay a very luxurious little bedroom decorated in chaste
bl ues and whites. The furnishings were neither nmasculine nor feminine, but struck a neat
androgynous bal ance; it was obviously a guest-room neatly cal culated to nake someone of either
sex confortable. There was a bright fire going in the firepl ace-

But the illunmination came fromelectrical lights on the wall! Rose stared at themas if they were
Sal amanders. She had not expected that-very few private homes were lit electrically. In fact,

neither the bookshop nor the stationer's had been illum nated electrically, although they did have
gaslight. Ch, | wi sh Canmeron had these back at the mansion-no flickering, nothing but bright, even

light! It would be so much easier to read by these!

But beside each of them and on the bedside table and the dresser, was a reninder that electricity
was not conpletely reliable; candles in sconces, and several snmall boxes of safety-matches.

Al t hough the roomwas snmall, it was as confortable as her suite back in Caneron's mansion. It held
a divan placed perfectly for reading, a dressing-table and small chair, a bureau, a wardrobe, the
bed and a bedside table. Al were covered or upholstered in blue slub-satin that she suspected was
raw sil k; a deeper blue carpet covered the floor, and the walls were papered in blue and white
stripes. A door in the far wall led to a bathroom she peeked inside and saw it was shared with an
i dentical bedroomon the other side. The maid had already put her things away in the dresser and
war dr obe, and was hangi ng up her cape in the |latter when she returned from exploring the bathroom
"Dinner is at eight, mss, but if you' d |ike sonething now, | can bring sone tea and sonethi ng
light-?" the maid said, her tone rising in inquiry.

"If it's not too much troubl e-" Rose replied, torn between hunger and not wanting to be a bother.

"Ch, it's not. I'll bring a tray right up." The nmaid sniled at her. "There's always a nice pot of
tea going. Do you prefer your tea served in the English style?"
"English, definitely, please. And if it would be less trouble, | would really rather have neals in

my room" She'd gotten into the habit of taking creamand sugar in her tea because of all the
British scholars visiting her father, and had never dropped it. Sonehow it always seened a nuch
nore substantial drink that way.

Though | wonder why Caneron's servants al ways have tea going, when at the mansion he has al ways
sent me coffee at neal s?

When the mai d brought the prom sed tray up, she got part of her answer; it was a proper English
lady's tea-tea, and tiny watercress and cream cheese sandw ches, and the tea was "pukkah Khyber,"
(whi ch, roughly translated, meant "the real, genuine, Khyber tea"), as black as sin wthout the
cream and absolutely inpossible to drink without sugar. Only the British ever drank tea like that,
fully as powerful as the strongest coffee. Evidently Canmeron's cook was fromthe Enpire. Hence,
the "Pot of tea."

The sandwi ches weren't much, but they were enough to stave off hunger until the prom sed di nner
hour. As she expected, it was less trouble for the servants to nake up a tray and bring it to her
that nmeant they didn't have to set up the dining roomfor a single person. And when di nner
arrived, she knew that the cook was not only British, he-or she-was fromliIndia, for the main
course was a powerful curried beef dish. And she suspected that it was sonething of a test, to see
how she woul d react.

It was just as well that she and her father had entertained so many British; she had acquired a
taste for curry.

"Curried beef!" she exclained with pleasure. "And saffron rice! Ch, this is narvelous, | haven't
had a good curry in so long!"
The maid actually beanmed. "Ch, well, we're alone here so nmuch lately that nmy Charlie tends to nake

what we like, and we've all gotten a taste for his curries. Master Cameron, he likes 'emfine, he
even brags on Charlie to his guests. M. du Mnd, though, he's got a tender stonmach. He says."
Fromthe tone of her voice and the expression she wore, Rose gathered that Paul du Mond was not

bel oved in this house.

"Charlie-that would be the cook?" Since the nmaid was |ingering, Rose took the tinme for a bite. The
curry bit back, precisely as it should, and the beef was so tender it practically nelted on the
fork. She did not have to feign an enthusiastic reaction. "Ch! Ch, this is perfect! This is pukkah
curry! Please tell himl haven't had as good a neal since-since Professor Karanjit made curry for
Papa with his own hands."

Now t he mai d bl ushed, and Rose knew then that she was definitely married to this "Charlie." She
confirmed it with her next words. "Charlie's ny husband; he's the cook, and he does the heavy
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lifting and all," she said, answering Rose's first question. "He's the one that brought in your
trunk. He was in the Arny in India, he was the orderly and cook for an English officer there, but
there wasn't much to go hone to when his duty was over, so he decided to try his luck as a cook
here. It was conme here to the States or Australia, and he didn't |like the notion of sheepherding."”

"Well, I"mglad he's here," Rose responded warmy. "Please tell himnot to go to any great trouble
about ny neals; 1'll have whatever you're having, because it's bound to be narvel ous."
"Thank you, nmiss, I'Il tell him That will make things easier on us." The maid positively tw nkled

as she gathered up the tea-tray and prepared to | eave. Her pleasure in Rose's conplinents took ten
years from her appearance. "M . du Mond, he's always so particul ar about special neals; it's not a
| ot of trouble when there's Master Caneron and his guests here, but when it's only one-" She
shrugged. "If you like, you can |eave your tray outside your door when you're done, and I'Ill be
along to collect it when | close up for the night. Wuld you be having coffee or tea with

br eakf ast ?"

Pukkah Khyber was not something she really wished to face first thing in the norning, although it
certainly woul d wake her up! "Coffee, please,"” she said with an apologetic smle. "I'm Arerican
enough to require ny daily dose."

"Well, and so am|, though Charlie can't see how we abide it." She sniled as if the two of them
were in a conspiracy together. "And if you want coffee, that neans | can get ny cup, for he'l

have to nmake a pot. |I'lIl be up around seven with your breakfast, mss. Wuld you like a bath
tonight or in the norning?"

"Tonight, but I'mfully capable of drawing a bath, honestly!" she |laughed. "Don't go to such
troubl e over ne!"

"If you're sure-then I'll |eave you al one, unless you need sonething." She nodded at the expected
satin cord ending in a tassel that hung down beside the bed. "If you need sonething, just ring."
Wth that, she left with the tray, |eaving Rose to enjoy an excellent-and very, very British-neal.
It even ended with a bow of trifle snmothered in whipped crean

Wth nmeals like these, it's a wonder the English can govern their Enpire; | should think they

woul dn't have the energy to do anything but digest!

She put the tray outside the door when she was done with a sigh of satiation. It's a good thing
I'"mnot staying here long. | would be willing to bet that Charlie puts on a full High Tea,
complete with cream cakes and Bath buns. | would need ny corset pulled tight just to get into ny
dresses after a few of those!

There was nore than enough tinme for a bath and sone reading before she slept, although after the
"early" start she'd had, she expected that she would sleep |ike the dead. She was torn between her
Dunsany novel and the book on Magi ck that she had brought with her. Pleasure or duty? Botheration
This is supposed to be a holiday for nel!

But her sense of duty was too strong to abandon altogether; she conprom sed, readi ng the book on
Magi ck while the bath filled, then taking The King of Elfland s Daughter with her into the

bat hroomto read.

But her imersion in the Story was not as conplete as she would have liked, for her new know edge
that Magick was a real and living force in the world kept intruding on what should have been a
tale to escape into. If Magick was real, could elves be pure fantasy? Did Dunsany know that Magi ck
was real ?

What he had witten certainly sounded as if he did.

So, with regret, she put aside the novel for her Magickal tone to read herself to sleep with. As
an aid to slunber, it wasn't too far off fromold Wallis Budge; she soon found hersel f noddi ng,
and put the book on the bedside table, then turned off the unfamliar electrical |ight.

I f she dreaned, she didn't remenber the dreans. Surrounded by the city, with all the night-tinme
sounds she was used to back in Chicago, she slept nore deeply than she had in Cameron's mansion
The next thing she knew, the maid was drawing the curtains and it was norning.

After a hearty breakfast-again, typically British, conplete with thick oatmeal and cold toast, and
she thanked Providence quietly that there were no ki ppers-she dressed and sat down to make out a
list for Snyder of the places she needed to go. They included one that she thought m ght raise an
eyebrow a Chinese herbalist. That was the main reason why she wanted to go to Chi na-town.

Anong her father's nmany-visitors had been a gentleman who was both an Oxford graduate and a

tradi tional herbalist, and she had the feeling that if her father had actually followed his
friend s advice and taken the medicines he had | eft, Professor Hawkins might still be alive. If I
am going to do as rmuch for Jason as | need to, | amgoing to have to have nore stamna, and it
isn't going to cone from pukkah Khyber tea and coffee. And there was another problem she sinmply
could not afford to be incapacitated two or three days out of the nonth with pain, yet she al so
could not afford to be giddy with doses of |audanum That sanme gentleman had |l eft renedies for her
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that she had faithfully used, but they were al nmost gone. A "real" doctor would ascribe her problem
to "typical female hysteria" and dose her with opiates; she preferred to see if one Chinese could
duplicate the recipe concocted by anot her

As for the rest-1've had ny bookshop. | still need a regular pharmacy. And a general dry-goods
store, and a departnent store. Perhaps | should ask Snyder to suggest sone sights, if there's
time. What else did she need? | wonder if | ought to get Jason a Christmas present? But what could
she get hin? What could she possibly afford that he did not already have twel ve of ?

Perhaps | could find something in China-town.

For the nonent, she had enough on her list to occupy the rest of the day. Tonight-ah, tonight
there woul d be opera! She would sit in a private box, a luxury she had never, ever indulged in! It
woul d be gl orious, and as she gazed at the dress she had |laid out, she had to | augh as she
recalled the last tine she had i magi ned herself attending the opera in San Franci sco.

One coul d have nade that the cul minating scene of an opera itself-the poor, enbittered, |onely
heroi ne, expiring to the glorious nelodies of Puccini! The girl that had made those pl ans of
despair was so far renpved from Rose as she was now that Rose didn't even recogni ze her

Strange, how nuch difference a little hope nakes.

She gazed on the dress with unabashed pleasure and a little greed. What wonan woul dn't revel in
the prospect of wearing a silk-velvet gown of deep red, trinmed in sparkling jet beadwork three

i nches deep, with silk el bow|ength opera-gloves and satin shoes dyed to match? Her gown for
tonmorrow ni ght was sinpler, suiting the venue: sky-blue silk wi th handmade | ace.

Wth her list in hand, she ventured down the stairs to find Snyder waiting for her patiently in
the front entry-way. "Wth your perm ssion, Mss Hawkins, | have arranged for the driver to
deliver you to the occulist and return here with you. On your return, we can have | uncheon

awai ting you, and afterwards | shall guide you to your various destinations." He held out his hand
for her list, which she gave to him quite inpressed with his efficiency.

"We can acconplish all of these within a few bl ocks of each other," he told her. "I believe you
will wish to spend the entire day in China-town, so we will save that for the norrow | have
arranged for your new spectacles to be delivered here tonmorrow, should you require them"
Goodness, he has everything organi zed! No wonder Jason keeps hi m here!

She coul d not possibly be in better hands. Wth that assurance, she stepped out the front door and
into the sun.

She didn't need the maid to wake her the next norning; she bounced out of bed on the strength of
her own new y-found energy and enthusi asm The opera had been gl orious, everything she could have
hoped for. Toni ght would be pure confection. And between then and now, she woul d be exploring
myst eri ous Chi na-town.

She dressed quickly, and bolted her breakfast and yet, by the tinme she skipped downstairs, Snyder
was al ready waiting for her.

He licked his lips as if he wanted to say sonething. She waited, giving hima chance to speak
"Master Caneron hinmself patronizes a Chinese apothecary, Mss Hawkins," he said at last. "He is
said to be a very good one. Whuld you have any objection to visiting him rather than seeking out
your own?"

"Not at all," she replied, puzzled by the question

Al t hough she waited a little further, he did not elaborate, sinply opening the door for her

It did not take long for the driver to reach their goal, and even at this early hour the city was
awake and functioning. By the time they reached China-town it was obvious that the inhabitants of
this district were accustoned to rising before dawmn, for they were already hard at work at any
nunmber of tasks.

Wal king in China-town was |ike wal king in another world entirely. Mst of the Chinese here wore
their traditional dress, though sone affected European-style suits and dresses; she even caught
sight of a few unfortunate dansels tottering along on tiny, bound feet. Strange aromas filled the
air-incense, odd cooking-snells, odors she could not define. And everywhere, the twittering
syl l ables of a nyriad of Chinese dialects fell upon her ears.

Snyder led her to a tiny, dark shop with a storefront wi ndow di spl ayi ng bones, dried fish, the
preserved body-parts of any nunber of aninmals, and bunches of dried herbs. The gentl enman behi nd
the counter |ooked precisely |like an ancient Mandarin noble except that his fingernails were of
normal |ength. He wore a round, blue brocade hat surnmounted by a button, and a matching quilted,
hi gh-coll ared jacket; his thin, scholarly face was graced with a |ong, white noustache.

But when he spoke, he sounded exactly |ike Doctor Lee-his words were forned in a crisp, precise,
Oxford accent.

"M. Snyder!" he exclained. "How good it is to see you! Has Master Canmeron an order for ne?"
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He extended his hand across his counter-top, and Snyder shook it gravely. "Master Cameron does not
have an order, but this young lady who is assisting himin his research does, if you would be so
kind as to give her the benefit of your expertise.” Snyder then turned and indi cated Rose. "Master
Pao, M ss Hawkins."

She extended her hand, and Master Pao took it with a smile that was neither servile nor
ingratiating. His grip was firmand quite strong, and she had the feeling that if she had not been
wearing gl oves, she would have found his hand to be warm the skin of his palmdry. It was, as her
father woul d have said, a "proper handshake."

"1 would be happy to assist a coll eague of Master Caneron
| be of service?"

She expl ai ned her needs circunspectly, taking out what was |left of her "special tea" and handing
it over the counter to him At once, his eyes brightened with interest. He exam ned the herba

m xture, stirring it with a fingertip, sniffing it, crushing some between his fingers and sniffing
again, and finally tasting it.

"This will be no problemto replicate,” he said, finally, looking up at her with his bright, black
eyes, "Although it is not a recipe | have prescribed. Now, you said you al so needed sonething for
tinmes of long and difficult research?"

the apothecary said politely. "How can

She nodded, and cl asped her hands together on the countertop. "I believe that there will be a
great deal of work ahead of us in the next few nmonths, and | fear | will be working | ong hours and
sleeping little. If you can manage sonething, a tea perhaps, that will give ne the ability to work

these hours without falling asleep over my books, that is what | need. Sonething stronger than
cof fee, but not something that will keep ne awake when | finally get a chance to go to sleep.”
Mast er Pao pursed his |lips and fingered his snowy noustache. "This could take a little time," he
said, "and in addition-I should Iike to concoct an alternate recipe to the one you wi shed ne to
duplicate." He | ooked up at Snyder, and somrethi ng unspoken passed between t hem

"M ss Hawkins, if you will be so kind as to wait until | return before venturing further, | have
an errand | nust pursue,” Snyder said unexpectedly. "If you will both excuse nme?"

And before she could reply, he turned and | eft the shop.

"I beg your pardon, M ss Hawkins," the apothecary said apologetically, "But M. Snyder know s that
if I amto fill your needs properly, | nust ask you a few questions, sonme of which may be a trifle
personal . That, no doubt, is why he left, to save you a blush at having a stranger party to your
private matters."

She relaxed a little, for this was precisely the sort of questions that her father's friend had
wi shed to ask her, and she was oddly certain that Snyder woul d never have |left her alone with
soneone who m ght offend her, inadvertently or otherw se. "You are a doctor, of course," she
replied, nmeaning to give himthe accol ade whether or not he "qualified" by Wstern standards. "I
am sure you woul d ask nme nothing w thout having a good reason for it."

"Ah-and not only am| a physician in the ways of ny own people, | amalso a physician trained in
your western nedicine,” he said, with another of his warmsmniles. "I have ny diploma from Harvard
Medi cal School, in point of fact, and | honor both the Hi ppocratic Cath and the vows of ny own
peopl e regarding the sacred duties of the physician. Now you will find a stool there behind the
door. If you will take a seat, we can begin."

She found the stool, a high, backless affair, precisely where he pointed, and set it before the
counter. The questions he asked were not all that "personal," and she felt no enbarrassment in
answering them al t hough she thought of herself as being unusually candid for a femal e, and poor
Snyder probably woul d have been enbarrassed to be present. Finally Master Pao seened satisfied,
and began nmaki ng up packets of herbs, his hands flying anong the various drawers and jars behind
the counter. He never seened to nmeasure anything, and yet she was certain he was portioning each
herb wi th absol ute exactness. She watched him rapt with fascination

"Do | take it that you are assisting Master Caneron with his Magickal researches, M ss Hawki ns?"
he asked, as casually as if he were asking if she preferred the color blue over the color green
She started, then stared at him quite taken aback, and not certain howto reply. Master Pao

| ooked up at her and caught her in that dunbfounded expression, and | aughed softly.

"I amthe Earthnaster here in the Land of the Golden Gate, M ss Hawkins," he said, very quietly.
"W have been col | eagues, Jason and |, since the day he arrived. W exchanged servi ces;

rei nforced his townhouse and nansi on agai nst the earthquake, and he nade ny shop fire-resistant.
The inmprint of Magick is upon you, though you yourself cannot yet see it."

"But -1 have done nothing but read in his books!" she exclained involuntarily. "How could I-"
"You have read the instructions of Apprenticeship, and thus have taken the first true steps
towar ds Apprenticeship," he chided gently, as if she had m ssed sonething terribly obvious.

"Whet her you progress further along the path or not, any Master who knows of your association with
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Jason will see that invisible mark. Some, an exceptionally sensitive Master of Air for instance,
woul d even see it w thout that know edge."

She bit her lip, not at all certain that she wanted such a "mark" upon her. This was not sonething
she had bargai ned for when she began this! Wuld she al ways be so "marked,"” or would it gradually
fade once she disassociated herself from Magick and its practitioners? Whuld this cause her even
nmore difficulties?

No use conpl ai ning now, | suppose. | volunteered for this. Jason only wanted ne to read and

transl ate specific passages in specific books, and | suspect that if | had stuck to that, there
woul d be no such "nmark" upon ne.

"I only nention this, because you should know certain things," the old man continued, with an
expression of gentle concern. "Master Jason has coll ected sone powerful enemies, as all who
traffic in Magi ck eventually must." He chuckl ed, then, his concern softening. "Even so inoffensive
a creature as nyself can collect enemies, | fear. But if these enemi es becone aware of your

associ ation with Jason, they will seek to use you against him"

"How?" she asked, suspiciously. Now what is he at? Does he think to offer hinself as ny "
protector"-for a cost? Tales of evil Chinese "white slavers" flashed through her mnd for a
noment .

"Not hi ng coercive, at least, not in all likelihood," the old man said soothingly. "No w se
Magi ci an exposes his powers too rmuch before the multitudes; when people, especially handsonme young
worren, are suddenly m ssing, the police begin to | ook suspiciously about." He shrugged. "And at
any rate, cooperation is nmuch nore easily obtained with charm tact, persuasion and ..." He
paused, and rai sed one eyebrow. " and gifts? You should know that this may befall you, and you
shoul d be wary of nen with glib tongues and bl andi shnents. Be even warier of those who offer you
much for what seens to be very trifling information. |If Jason has taken you even a little into his
confidence, what you know al ready coul d conceivably harmhim"

She flushed, and shook her head a little. "I doubt that anyone is likely to think of ne as
anything other than insignificant," she replied crisply. "What | amdoing is nere translation; if

I have been reading certain texts, it is only to assist ny own ability to translate. M. Caneron
could certainly hire another translator at any time, and with very little effort on his part." She
strove to control her blushes. "Quite frankly, although | have seen just enough to nake ne a
believer in the power of Mgick, | very much doubt that M. Canmeron has 'taken me into his
confidence' at all."

Mast er Pao gave her an oblique glance, but said nothing. H s hands, however, continued to fly
anong the drawers and boxes of his herbs, until at |ast he had nade up a fourth packet, this one
wrapped carefully in red paper

"Here, in the blue, is the replication of your previous recipe," he said, pushing the packet
across to her. "Wen you look to run short, you need only have an order sent to nme, and | wll
send anot her supply." He pushed the second packet, wrapped in green, across the counter to stand
beside the first. "Here is the recipe that | would recomrend for those sane conplaints. Try it,
and see if you find it superior."” The third packet, in white, joined the other two. "And here are
the herbs you asked for an increase in stanmina. Nowthese will not act precisely as you requested.
They will not keep you awake when you need sl unber."

"What will they do, then?" she asked, both a trifle disappointed and a trifle annoyed.

H s face took on the expression of a stern teacher. "They will do nmuch better than forcing you to
stay wakeful. Such medicines are dangerous, and easily abused, and | do not prescribe them unless
there is no other choice. This recipe nust be drunk faithfully at every neal and at bedtine, and
it wll enable you to have a full night's sleep in only four hours' time." He chuckl ed again at
her reaction, a bitten-off exclamation of pleasure.

"I could wish I'd had such a wonder |ong ago!" she exclainmed. "I have never been able to function
on less than eight hours of sleep! This is wonderful!" She reached for the packet; he held his
hand on it, keeping her fromsnatching it up imrediately.

"There is, as in all such things, a price to be paid,"” he warned her. "Your sleep will be-
conpressed, as it were. This will nean certain changes in your dreans, which nmay be unpl easant
changes if you are not used to recalling your dreams. Your dreans w || becone very vivid, and very
i ntense, inpossible to forget. They may be very disturbing, and possibly-possibly you will see
things that will cause you unease. And al though you will only require four hours of slunber, you
must have that time; you will fall asleep over your books if you attenmpt to stay wakeful for nore
than thirty-six hours. The final price, however, is one, | think, no woman woul d quarrel over." He
actually winked at her. "You will find that you use energy as if you were exercising heavily. You
will be very hungry, and you shoul d assuage that hunger without fear of gaining weight. As the
natives of the North say, 'Sleep is food, and food is sleep.' And you should do w thout this
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prescription when you are taking the herbs in the blue or green packet. They do not mix well

t oget her. "

She nodded sol enmmly, and picked up all three packets. "I understand-but what, exactly, do you mean
when you say that nmy dreans will be disturbing?”

He stroked his | ong noustache and beard for a nmonent, as if he was taking great care in choosing
his words. "Several of these herbs are known anong the people of India for what is called 'opening
the third eye.' They enable one to see the Unseen, the past, or what is yet to be. If you have any
such abilities slunbering within you, they may well awake at the touch of these nedicines, and you
may not like the result. It is a hard thing to see the future; nmany find such knowl edge a burden
too great to bear.”

For a nonent, a chill lay across her shoulders, as if a cold shadow fell there. Then she | aughed,
if atrifle uneasily. "I doubt that | will have any such difficulties, Master Pao," she replied,
with enphasis intended to convince herself as much as him "I fear that | amas prosaic as a | oaf

of bread, and as psychically aware as a paving-stone."

Once again, he bestowed an oblique glance upon her. "You give yourself too little credit," he
sai d. Then he shook his head, and passed over the |ast, red-wapped packet. "This, however, is not
for you. It is for Jason-if you can get himto take it. He is that nobst dangerous of patients, the
ones who prefer to diagnose and dose their own ailnents. He needs these nedicines-1 know what he
is doing to hinmself, in part, at least, and he is as a wlf who is so intent on the hunt that he

will run until he collapses.”

She accepted the third packet dubiously. "I have no idea how | could ever get himto take
medi ci ne. | cannot possibly prom se anything.”

"I know that. | also know that you are nore likely to try than that wetched creature du Mond,"
Master Pao said, with a touch of irritation in his voice as he nentioned the secretary's nane. "If
you have the opportunity, | beg you to use it. |I fear that he is doing hinmself mischief, and

hope that these nedicines will counteract that m schief."

She nodded, and put the packet beside the other three in her handbag. As she slipped fromthe
stool, a thought occurred to her; how was it that Master Pao was so conversant with Wstern

Magi ck? "I was not aware that the Orient had the sane system of Magick as the West. | never heard
of Chi nese Sal ananders, Undi nes, Syl phs and Ghomes," she offered, and waited for his reply.

"W do not," was his ready answer. "O at l|least, our disciplines are quite different, although the
ends are the sane. W have sonething so |ike the Masters of the Elenments that | sinply use the
title of Master of Earth for the sake of convenience. My true title is sonething-quite different.”
The arch way he said that nade her pause and turn to look himfull in the face. He wanted her to
ask, and so she obliged him "Onh?" she said. "And what is that title?"

He smiled, and for the first tine, she sensed the power that this man held, coiled tightly and
invisibly, inside him Irresistibly, she thought of the Wrld Snake, the great Worm who encircled
the worl d, and whose restless stirrings caused the earth to shake.

"Way," he replied softly, "it is Master of Dragons, of course."

Wth Snyder at her el bow, she browsed the shops of China-town to her heart's content. Here she
spent her own noney, and since she had been spared nany expenses she had assuned she woul d have-
such as the books she had want ed-she bought things she would ot herwi se have only | ooked at,

adm red, and passed with reluctance.

Enchanted with the beautiful colors, she bought a Chinese robe of silk and another of quilted
cotton, both beautifully enbroidered. The silk robe was of a rose-pink, enbroidered with peonies,
and the cotton of pale blue, enbroidered with butterflies. One couldn't wear themon the street of
course-and that was a pity-but they would be very confortable for lounging in. If she was to spend
hours reading to Caneron, she was going to be confortabl e!

She was so enchanted by scenes of trees, pagodas, and cranes made of delicately carved cork

sandwi ched between two sheets of framed gl ass and set on a stand that she had to have one for her
desk. The tiny scenes were |like sonmething out of an Oriental fairy tale...

At anot her shop, her sense of snell was intoxicated. Two fans of sandal wood, one of the natura
brown and one of bl ack, joined her purchases, along with a vial of sandal wood perfune, and al so
sone sandal wood i ncense, for she had never snelled anything so wonderful before, the whole of her
experience with incense being linmted to the rather harsh scents burned at church services. She
could have spent a small fortune in that shop, for the various perfumes there entranced her

A fabric shop beckoned, but she resisted the tenptations of the |uscious silks contained therein.
She did not have the skill to transformtheminto skirts and gowns, and she did not have the
wherewi thal for the services of a dressmaker.

She did indulge in luncheon in a tiny cafe, at Snyder's suggestion, eating willingly whatever was
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pl aced before her and enjoying the strange but savory tastes and textures. This place seened to
specialize in a hundred kinds of steaned dunplings with so nany different fillings that she quite
| ost track, though there were one or two that were so good she quickly |earned to recogni ze the
shapes when the banboo baskets cane around, borne by a young Chi nese waiter

She actually found a Christnas gift for Caneron, although she was not certain that she had the
temerity to present it to him It was shockingly expensive, and yet she could not pass it by when
she saw it especially once she learned that, as the Dragon was the Oriental Spirit of Earth, the
Phoeni x was the equivalent Spirit of Fire.

It was a carved statue of fiery carnelian, translucent, about the size of her hand, of a Phoenix
in flight. The carving was as delicate as |lace, and she sacrificed a hair-clasp of white jade
carved in the shape of a butterfly in order to purchase it. She was quite certain that he had

not hing of the sort; it was anong nany other carvings, simlar, but nowhere near as finely nade.
She bought it knowing that if she did not, she would regret it later, and return only to find it
gone.

There were so nany things to see, to admire! In what nust have been the equivalent of a grocer's
store, she purchased candi ed gi nger so fresh that the scent perneated the bag, while she covertly
wat ched wonen wi th bound feet buying things she couldn't even begin to identify. One store was
filled only with images of the Buddha, nade of every substance inaginable, with every |evel of
skill, ranging in size froma charmto be worn to a huge statue fit to grace a small tenple. There
were nore apothecaries, nore curio-shops, stores that specialized in porcelain, carvings of ivory
and sem - preci ous gens, strange cookpots and inplenments, clothing. But she had spent the |ast of
the noney she had with her on that extravagant little Phoeni x, and she was willing to | ook, sigh a
bit at the things that caught her eye, and nove on.

Snyder conducted her back to the townhouse in a carriage redolent with ginger, incense, and
strange spices, leaving her to enjoy her dinner in solitude.

After dinner, she dressed again for the theater. And in a blue-and-white confection of a gown, as
sugary and sweet as the Victor Herbert songs, she went off to enjoy Babes in Toyland, feeling as
happy and carefree as a child.

Tonorrow woul d bring the end of her holiday, but for tonight, she would play the role of the |ady
of leisure to the hilt.

CHAPTER
TEN

Caneron's claws dug into the wooden arns of his chair. Paul du Mond had no notion just how cl ose
he was to infuriating his enployer. Once again he had conme to Jason Caneron's study to nake yet
anot her inportunate demand for further Magi ckal education.

No. That is not true. He does not want education, he wants the power wi thout having to |learn
control, discipline, or nethod. He wants to be given power, as a child is given a toy.

Caneron held his tenper in check and attenpted to feign an air of conplete nonchal ance. "I know
that this is a disappointnent to you, but frankly, du Mond, until you master those specific
techni ques there is nothing nore I can teach you." He hoped what expression was possible to his

face was bland and calm "I've told you that before.”
But Paul du Mond frowned, and persisted in another vein. "Are you quite certain you won't be
needi ng ny help in your own work?" he asked. "Perhaps if | assist you, | will be able to overcone

my own difficulties. And after all, that is the first duty of an Apprentice, to assist his
Master."

And the Apprentice hopes to steal the easy path to power by observing the Master. Little does he
know that there is no easy path to power, Magickal or otherw se

"I't may be the first duty of an Apprentice, but I'mnot doing any work of my own now," Cameron
lied glibly. "How could I, looking like this? Al | amdoing is research, and you yourself are
perfectly well aware that what you require is practice, not research. Now, your best optionis to
get that practice, and you can do so on your own." He carefully |loosed his grip on the arns of the
chair. "Wen you are not practicing, you do have needful duties. Wiy don't you just concentrate on
catching up with your secretarial work for this afternoon? Perhaps you could go into Pacifica for

dinner later; | know you tire of the fare here. You could have the Sal amanders hitch up the |ight
carriage for you."

Du Mond's frown deepened. "I would be the first one to admt that | have a great deal of
correspondence to reply to, Jason. But if | |leave the estate to eat, what will you do?"
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"Bolt down a bl oody chop, as usual," Canmeron replied testily. "You forget that this form has needs
that are not acceptable to polite society, needs that even you find distasteful. |I shall be
perfectly all right. |I managed to survive your absence for an entire week, didn't |?"

Rel uctantly, Paul du Mond nodded and finally |eft the study, |ooking backwards over his shoul der
as if expecting Caneron to change his mnd and call hi m back.

And for what? Canmeron thought with irritation. He's useful only as a secretary now. Rose is of
nore use as an assistant in Magi ck, and she has never set foot in my Wrk Room Sonehow du Mond
must have guessed that his Master was still attenpting the reversal of his condition w thout the
assi stance of his Apprentice-perhaps he had even guessed that Caneron was going to make anot her
attenpt this afternoon. The stars were right, the spell itself called for daylight-perhaps to
counter the lunar effect associated with |ycanthropy-and Rose woul d not be back until nightfall

If he could just get du Mond out of the way, he would not need to fear interference from any
quarter!

But du Mond woul d not go away until it was too late to start the ritual, and the auspicious tine
trickled away, inexorably, until there was no hope of nmaking the attenpt. Caneron's tenper
simrered and boiled, until he flung hinself out of his chair and began to pace the roomlike a
caged beast.

He finally turned to his nmirror, as he had so many tines in the past three days, and called up the
i mge of Rose Hawkins, hoping that it would calmhim He had watched over her jealously during a
her excursion to the city: had taken vicarious pleasure in her pleasure. He had | aughed, truly and
freely, for the first time in many | ong days, at her childlike joy in the bookstore. He had
reveled in the sights of China-town even as she wal ked t hrough the crowded, colorful streets,
seeing everything with a new interest as she discovered the places and people for herself.

He had been an invisible presence in the private box at the opera, and although the performance
had not been an outstanding one, he had taken nore enjoynment in it than if the singers had been
gathered fromthe finest Houses in Europe. She had been so thrilled sinply to be there that the
musi ¢ had an added savor for him And as for the production of Victor Herbert, well, he had never
once thought he would find such a childish, sugary nusical even renotely entertaining-but she did,
and her pl easure was infectious.

The only time he had not been able to watch her had been when she visited Master Pao. The old

repr obate had magi cks ensuring his privacy that his sinpler spell could not pass. He wondered,

t hough, why she had gone to a Chi nese apot hecary; sonme femal e conplaint, perhaps? In this, she was
better off going to the Chinese rather than resort to patent-nedicines. At |east Snyder had the
sense to take her to Pao rather than letting her find her own man. Too nany of these herb-sellers
were inclined to |ace their potions with powerful doses of opium and such a treatnment woul d
render Rose usel ess for her duties.

The mirror showed her as he had expected; she was reading as the railway-carriage swayed with the
rhythminposed by the rails. She was lost in whatever it was she had chosen, inmersed, conpletely
oblivious to her surroundings. It was too dark to tell just where she was, but he did not think
that she woul d be back soon

Suddenly he was seized with the restless inpulse to try his spell anyway, and hang the
consequences. After all, it was only a variation on one he had tried many tines before. Though the
optinmal tinme had passed, perhaps the optimal tinme did not matter. He had tried it before in bright
daylight with no success; perhaps time of day was not a factor

But the stars were a factor, and they were still in their proper configuration. He lurched to his

feet abruptly, his mnd nade up. Very well then, he would nake the attenpt, and have it done with

by the tinme Rose returned hone. It was, at the bottom a very sinple spell, so what could possibly
go wong?

Rose |l eft her | uggage behind her on the platform secure in the know edge that all of it would be
wafted up to her quarters the nmonent she issued orders to that effect to the "enpty"” air. It was
well after ten at night when the train pulled up al ongside the platform bel ow the house; they had
been forced to wait on a siding while a "special"” went by, an order not even Caneron could or
woul d counternmand. Regular rail traffic nmust not be interfered with; that was the cardinal rule
every rail-man |ived by, and Caneron was too nuch a rail-nman ever to violate it

She took the el evator up to the house; she knew howto run it for herself now Her heels clicked
confidently across the floor and up the stairs; when she opened the door to her roons, her

| uggage, books, boxes and all, was waiting for her beside the sofa.

But sonething else was waiting there, too.

A Sal anander hovered in midair, throwing off sparks in its agitation. She thought she recognized
it by the particular conbination of its colors; this was not "her" Sal anander, which was a pale
bright yellow, but was the gold and orange one that seened to be particularly intelligent and
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out spoken, the one that spent npost of its time serving Canmeron personally.

"Rose Hawkins!" it said urgently. "You rmust come with nel! The Master is ill, and needs your help!"
Her first reaction was not one of alarm but of incredulity. Caneron? Sick? But-how would an

i nhuman creature |like a Sal amander know if a human is ill? If Caneron happened to be drunk

per haps the Sal anander might mstake it for illness ... if that was the case, he would hardly

wel come her intrusion! Perhaps she ought to check first; despite the agitated dancing of the

Sal amander, she went to the speaki ng-tube and called Caneron's nane several tinmes. This is surely
a mstake. He was perfectly fine when | left him The Sal amander nust be m staken. How coul d he
have fallen ill in less than three days?

She was answered by silence-then, as she shouted nore urgently, by a hollow groan in the distance,
a sound she had to strain to hear that made the hair stand up on her arns and sent a shiver down
her spine. It did not sound like a man who was drunk. It sounded |ike an aninmal, a dying ani nmal
She whirled, without a second thought, and picked up her skirts in both hands so that she could
run. Dear God, what could have happened? He was in perfect health! Could he have hurt hinself? No,
the Sal amander said he was "Ill," not "hurt. " Wat illness cones on so quickly? Wth her skirts
hi ked up above her knee, she burst through the door, ran down the hall, and took the steps of the
staircase down two at a tine. Could this have sonething to do with his accident? Were in God's
Name is du Mond? Whay isn't he here and why didn't he know about this illness?

The inevitable, guilty thought flashed through her mind as she clattered down the stairs. Has he
been ill all this time? Has he been lying there since | left, alone, in pain? She reached the

| andi ng outside the door to Canmeron's suite only to find the Sal anander there before her, hovering
before the open door, a door that had not once been open in all the time she had |ived here.
"Hurry!" it said, and flitted inside, lighting the way for her with the illunm nation of its own
body. Still clutching her skirts, with her heart racing and a trickle of perspiration trickling
down the back of her neck, she followed it. There was hardly any light in here that was not

al ready supplied by the Sal amander

He can't have been |lying here unattended for three days, she told herself, as she ran through the
apartnent in the Sal amander's wake, paying no attention to anything except her footing. Du Mond
was here all that time. The Sal amanders woul d not have allowed himto lie there uncared-for. This
must be sonething that just happened. But what? The heels of her wal ki ng-boots made a nuffl ed
staccato beat agai nst the carpeted floor

And now her heart began to race with a different flavor of apprehensi on. Now she woul d see Jason
Caneron, not just speak to himw th a nechanical instrunment; she would finally see the results of
Jason's accident, see what dreadful disfiguration had turned himinto a recluse. Surely it must be
hi deous to have nade himclose hinself up on a single floor of his palatial nmansion! She paid no
attention to the roons she passed as she ran down a hallway very simlar to the one a story above.
The Sal amander knew where Caneron was; at |east she did not need to search for him rummage

t hrough rooms that nust be very personal to him

She steeled herself for the dreadful revelation as the Sal amander darted into a doorway. She
followed it, and stopped, seeing it hovering above the shadowed bul k of a powerfully-built man. He
was |ying huddl ed, face-down on the floor, as if he had coll apsed there; the hood of the robe he
wor e enshrouded his head. The robe was simlar to those worn by nonks, except that it was nade of
crimson velvet rather than coarse, honespun wool .

There was sonet hi ng peculiar about this room echoing and | arger than she had t hought possible, so
barren of furniture that all sound reverberated hollowy, and with no sign of the carpets that
softened the footstep everywhere else in this house. The floor itself was of slate or a simlar
stone, and inscribed with chal k-nmarks now blurred and hal f-erased. Behind the man bul ked an obj ect
that could only be described by the word "altar," and to either side were two inmrense

candl esti cks, each holding a white candle as thick as her wist. These, however, were not lit; the
only illunmination cane fromthe body of the Sal amander.

Jason lay at the center of the web of chal ked lines. She recogni zed the hal f-obscured di agram at
once-by type if not the diagramitself. This was a Magickal circle, and Jason nust have been
attenpting sonme procedure or other when, or before, he coll apsed.

As she drew nearer, her skirts now held up to keep them from brushi ng agai nst those chal ked | i nes
and perhaps causi ng sone damage or rel easing sonething better |eft bound, she revised her opinion.
Fromthe | ook of things, he had finished whatever he had been doing, and had been engaged in
erasing the di agram when he was overconme and col | apsed.

One thing, at least, was certain. Whatever el se was going on, he was not drunk. Only a foo
engaged i n Magi ckal work when drugged or drunk, and of all things, Jason Caneron was not a fool

He whi npered hoarsely, and stirred, though not enough to dislodge the hood, and she was reni nded
that some deformity |urked beneath that concealing fabric. She bent down and reached for his
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shoul der, touching it tentatively.

"Jason?" she said.

The body shook convul sively beneath the crinson velvet, and she pulled her hand away qui ckly,
unabl e to stop herself. Suddenly she was terrified at what she night see, and the hand that had
touched his shoul der tingled oddly.

Caneron heaved hinself up onto his el bows.

"Cet out!" Canmeron snarled harshly, wthout |ooking up or revealing his face. "You foolish woman,
what do you think you are doing? Get out of here! Leave ne! Go back to your books where you

bel ong!"

Every word was punctuated with a gasp, and the nere effort of speaking cost himdearly. He sagged
back down onto the cold stone of the floor with a groan

She was briefly tenpted to do as he had ordered, but the agitated presence of the Sal amander told
her that no matter how rmuch Caneron cursed her, he could not be left to hinself. And presunably
the Sal amander could not help himitself. "No," she said sinply, steeling herself for the

i nevitable. "Not while you need ny help."

She seized both his shoulders in her hands, but before she could help himup, he withed away from

her, striking her hands away in the sane nonent. "Infernal woman!" he snarled. "Damm neddling Nosy
Parker! | should have known! You won't |eave until you have seen ny face!"
Though still half collapsed on the floor, he reached up and jerked the hood of his cloak away from

his head, twisting his head to stare up at her in defiance.

She | eapt back with an involuntary gasp, the knuckles of one hand cramred into her mouth, the

ot her hand at her breast-for what snarled up at her was not the disfigured visage of a man, but
the mask of an enraged beast!

She coul d not even put a name to what beast it was; she had never seen anything to match it in al
her Iife. The head was covered with coarse, gray fur; the snarling, toothy nuzzle was certainly
that of an animal's, but horribly, the eyes were all too human. Upstandi ng, pointed ears crowned
the skull. The Iips withed, as if speaking was an incredible effort.

"Now are you satisfied?" the harsh voice rasped, a note of exhaustion and great pain underlining
every word. "Now will you go and |leave nme to fend for nyself in peace?"

At the very nonent when she wanted nost to turn and flee, it was the voice that steadied her, even
when she saw that the hands were not hands at all, but clawed paws. Watever else this creature
was, there was no denying that it was Jason Cameron, and the man had not changed because she had
finally seen his real face.

I must remenber what | know about him | nust be like TamLin's |over, Fair Janet, and hold to
what | know is within the nonster, no matter how fearful it |ooks.

"OfF course not," she replied, nmanagi ng to keep her voice from quavering and her hand from shaki ng.
"Your Sal amander woul d not have summned nme if you did not need help. Were the devil is du Mnd,
anyway?" She couldn't help herself; her voice reflected her outrage that the man wasn't here doi ng
his duty. "Why wasn't he where he bel ongs, hel ping you? | thought he was your Apprentice as well
as your secretary!" She reached once again for his arm and this tine he suffered her to take it.
As she helped himto his feet again, he pulled the hood back over his head, hiding his face from
her so that she no longer had to look at it.

"I sent himaway," Caneron replied, slowy, pausing to catch his breath. "He must have guessed

was going to try a Magi ckal Wrk, and kept trying to press his services on ne. I-fear | no |onger
trust him Precisely because he kept trying to persuade ne, | was convinced it would be a bad idea
to allow himto participate.” He grunted with pain and effort as Rose hel ped himto a kneeling
position, and waved at her to stop for a nonent as he bent over, panting.

Wien he was ready again, she helped himto his feet, and with a vague nmenory of seeing sketches of
firemen doing so, draped his armover her shoulders so that he could | ean on her. He was far
heavi er than she had thought, and she staggered beneath his weight.

But the Sal amander flitted in front of them |eading the way, and together they nanaged to stunble
into the hallway and on to the next room This proved to be a bedroom but Rose could go no
farther than the chair nearest the door. Caneron's weight was too much for her, conditioned by

| ong wal ks though she was. Weaving |ike a pair of drunks, they stunbled to that chair, a huge,

| eat her-covered w ngback. He dropped into it heavily, unable even to | ower hinself down slowy.
She col | apsed on the footstool, only now aware that she was perspiring with the effort of carrying
hi m pushing danmp strands of hair out of her face. Her hair was conmi ng undone, draggling down in
untidy strands, and her suit-jacket had conme unbuttoned.

She had a notion that the Sal amander woul d know what was required now, and she turned to it as she
fastened her jacket properly again. "Get himwhat he needs," she ordered it. It vani shed,
precisely as she had hoped it would, and after a nonent to catch her breath, she rose to her feet
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again. Although feeling nore than a little giddy, she set about |ighting candles and arranging a
table at Caneron's el bow while she waited for the Sal amander to return.

It floated into the room supervising a levitating tray; sonewhat to her surprise, the tray
contained a large glass of mlk as well as a piece of raw or near-raw neat and a coll ection of
pills. She eyed the latter with m sgiving, recalling what Master Pao had told her

"Put that tray down on the table, then get ne a kettle of hot water, a pair of tea-cups, a
strainer, and the brown paper parcel in ny valise," she ordered it, and picked up the glass of
mlk.

MIk! Well, | suppose it is strengthening. But it is hardly what | would have assuned a nonster
woul d dri nk.

She took it to Caneron who |ay as one dead, oblivious to his surroundings; he sagged back in his
chair with his head lolling against the side-wings. H's hood had fallen back again, and she was
once again favored with a view of his head and face. His eyes were closed, and he panted

shallowy, his tongue lolling out a trifle. "Jason," she said, steadily, | have something for you
to drink."
The eye nearest her opened part-way. "Are you still here?" he rasped, rudely, without a word of

thanks that she had gotten himthis far

"I am and | have no intention of |eaving just yet. Can you drink this on your own, or will you
need hel p?" She held out the glass of milk.

Hs lips withed, as if in distaste, but he brought a paw up to take it fromher. H s style of
drinki ng was not el egant, but he managed wi thout spilling it all over hinself; his nmouth and Iips
were nore flexible than an animal's, which nmust have accounted for his relatively clear speech.
When he handed the enpty gl ass back to her, though, his paw and arm were shaki ng. She set the

gl ass down and began to cut up the nmeat for him w thout asking if she shoul d.

Perhaps his normal node is to tear it apart, but | don't think I could sit here and watch that.

He glared at her, but said nothing as she put the plate and fork down on his knees. He picked up
the fork, awkwardly, in a paw hand that shook like a birch-leaf in the wind, and stabbed at a
bite. He conveyed it to his nmouth w thout mshap, and swallowed it whole, wolfing it down w thout
chewi ng.

Wl fing his food ... of course! If you somehow m xed up a nan and a wolf, it might | ook the way he
does! Now she knew-though she had never seen a live wolf, only stuffed specinens in nuseuns and at
the University-why those distorted features had seenmed fanmiliar to her. They were not wholly

| upi ne, but they were certainly not canine. There was a feral ferocity there that no dog woul d
ever displ ay.

The Sal amander reappeared with her kettle and the package of herbal nedicines from Master Pao's
shop. She extracted the white-wapped packet fromthe rest, nmeasured the proper anmount into the
cup and poured the hot water over it.

Canmeron eyed her with msgiving. "And just what is that?" he asked sullenly.

She gave himthe cool | ook of mingled superiority and pity that had quelled inpertinent
undergraduates many times in the past. "Medicine from Master Pao,"” she told himcrisply. "He wants

you to | eave of f whatever you're dosing yourself with and take this instead. | aminclined to see
to it that you do, now that | have taken note of those quack nostruns you think necessary. Half of
them are probably poi sonous, and the others useless, and | intend to see that you at |least try

Mast er Pao's nedicine."

He paused in the very act of conveying another bite to his nouth, and gazed at her with

astoni shment, his jaws still open. "And just how do you propose to do that? Pour it forcibly down
nmy throat?"

She sniffed, and regarded the steeping tea with a thoughtful eye. "I dosed a puppy for worns when
| was a child," she told himmatter-of-factly, feeling rather |ike a governess with an unruly
child to tend. I don't think |I would have any particular difficulty with you. You can hardly hold
up your fork; the puppy was considerably nore active."

He continued to gape at her, the paw holding the fork slowy dropping. "By CGeorge," he managed,
finally. "I believe you woul d!"

"Whet her you believe it or not is immterial, for the tea is done and ready to drink." She poured
it into the strainer held over the second cup, and waited while it dribbled into its new
container. "There." She shook the last few drops into the teacup, and picked it up, handing it to
him "Do you take it yourself, or do | tilt your head up, pour it down your throat, and allow you
to make the choice of drinking or drowning? |I probably wouldn't have to rub your nose to make you
swal | ow', she added thoughtfully, "But | mght forget you aren't the puppy and do it by reflex."
"I mght as well see what miserable potion that wetch Pao has decided | nust have," he replied
ungraci ously. He | ooked as if he would have preferred to snatch the cup from her hand for effect,
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but it was all he could do to stretch out his paw and take it with a face full of distaste, he
sniffed it, then gul ped it down.

"Pfaugh!" he choked, tongue lolling out exactly as that |ong-ago puppy's had. "And this is what |
nmust have instead of ny pain-killers?"

"If there is opiumin them as Master Pao asserted, | would consider it a better choice," she said
steadily. "You ought to consider the notion that your so-called pain-killers nmight have been
responsi bl e for the condition you are in at the nonment. Renmenber what all your books have said
about working Magi ck under the influence of strong drink or drugs. However, it is up to you, of
course, if you choose to be a fool and disregard all of the instructions to Apprentices that you
have had nme read so assiduously."

He gave her a look as sour as a pickled | enon, but said nothing, only went back to stabbing his

pi eces of neat and gul ping them down as viciously as if they were personally responsible for his
plight.

O as if they were conming out of my flesh. She restrained a shiver, |ooking at those long, white
teeth. How nmuch of himwas Jason Caneron, and how nuch the beast? Wuld he turn on her if she
provoked himtoo nuch?

But if | lather himwth pity and synpathy, he will not pull hinself together; if | treat himwth
fear he will disdain nme. | nust treat himas what he is-an equal who has nmade a great fool of

hi nsel f, and deserves sone sharp words.

He finished his neat, set the fork dowmn wearily, and managed to get plate and fork back up on the
tray. Hs condition inproved nmonent by nonment, and she felt cheered by that nmuch at |east.

"Since you already know that I aminpertinent, I amgoing to be unconscionably rude as well," she
said at last. "How on earth did you conme to this pass? Wat happened to turn you into-?" She could
not find the words to describe him but he answered her anyway.

"Hubris," he said bitterly. "I was already sufficient Master of every aspect of Fire Magick that
there were no nore challenges for ne, and | began to experinent with other forns of Magi ck. One
found in a nedieval grinobire, an incantation to enable a man to put on the aspect of a wolf at

will and put it off again at will."

"The | oup-garou,"” she breathed, nodding. "I renenber it fromthe old | egends."

| also recall the ferocity of the werewolf, and his insatiable hatred for humankind while in that
form How could he possibly want to take that aspect upon hinsel f?

"Not exactly. The werewol f of |egend has no control over his shape-change, nor does he retain a
human mind in the formof the wolf. This would allow nme to make such a shift safely and with ny
human m nd and reasoning intact-or so | thought.” He closed his eyes and | eaned back in the chair,
bitterness obvious even in so alien a face as his. "Sonething went wong. | was frozen in this
hybrid form That is why you are here, to help ne find the mssing part of the fornula-1 nust find
away to reverse this condition."

"Well, at least now | know what | am | ooking for." She clasped her hands together on her knee and
pondered, thinking in the back of her mind that this wolf-man hybrid was not so horrible, really.
If he had been disfigured, there woul d have been the ugliness of the wound, and that awful feeling
| always get when | | ook at soneone who's been hurt, that feeling that makes ny throat tighten and
makes me want to run away. This is just different. | expect | could actually get used to it in
time. "Forgive nme for asking, but-how nuch of you is wolf?" She blushed as she realized just how
that sounded, and anended it. "Has this altered your personality or your enotions, for instance?
Are you likely to have to how at the noon or go run with a pack?"

Hi s |aughter was very like a bark. "Hardly! And | pledge you, | amsufficiently housebroken!" But
there was an uneasi ness behind his words, as if he, too, was wondering how nuch he was subject to
| upi ne instinct rather than human reason

The unease hung between them Kkilling any conversation, and she decided to change the subject. "I
can certainly understand now why you have been so reclusive, but surely we need not go on as we
have," she told him surprising herself a little as she spoke things she had only just thought of.
"Now t hat | have seen you, there can be no reason why you nust send books up to me and have ne
shout them at you through the speaking-tube. |I believe it would be the nobst logical for ne to cone
up here to read what you want-that way, if something in another vol une occurred to you, we could
pursue it imrediately, rather than waiting until the next day for you to find it and send it down
to ne."

He licked his lips, thoughtfully, his red tongue passing across the sharp, white teeth. "You are
not conpletely revolted by-this-?" he gestured at his face, with his hand that was hal f paw.

She managed to look himin the eyes, steadily. "It is not pleasant, but neither is it unpleasant.
Your appearance is rather startling, and | could inmagine that to sonme of your forner

acquai ntances, particularly those unaware of your work in the arcane, it would cone as a shock
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But | cannot say that | amrevolted by it." And she discovered, even as she spoke the words, that
they were true. "It has a certain striking quality, actually. Certainly ordinary people are npst
pl eased when their bel oved dogs | ook near to human-there is sonme of that in this hybrid formyou
wear . "

He nade a noise very like a snort. "You are a strange femal e, Rose Hawki ns," Caneron said, rather
rudely. "A nost unwomanly woman by polite standards.”

But she had been called that before, and the words had ceased to hurt. "Then polite standards are
too narrow," she replied briskly. "Although |I do not call nyself a suffragette, I amconpletely in
synpathy with nost of their conplaints. | cannot speak for the | ower classes, but in our class of
soci ety, Jason Caneron, young ladies are forced to |ive atop pedestals, and let nme tell you, they
are hideously restrictive places to reside! | choose to |live down upon the ground where | can
actual ly acconplish sonething, and if that nakes me an 'unwomanly wonan,' well, so be it." She
crossed her arms over her chest and gazed at himwith challenge in her eyes. "Certainly ny
"unwonmanl y' nature has stood you in good stead! A fainting, mssish, hysterical |ady would hardly
have done you any good in your current predicanment!”

He only waved a weary paw at her and settled back into his chair, half-closing his eyes. "Enough
I am not about to debate the cause of wonen's rights with you. But to take the subject of our
readi ng, are you so certain you want to pursue our researches here, in ny suite? | can nake you
forget that all this happened, if you choose to pernmit ne to do so, and we can return to our
fornmer arrangenent."

And have hi m nessing about, planting whatever ideas he thinks fit in my mnd? No thank you

"1 would not have made the offer if | did not intend for you to accept it," she replied. "What is
nore-is there any reason why | cannot take du Mnd's place and performthe functions of your
Apprentice? It does seemto ne that you require sone kind of help when you attenpt Mgi cka
Wor ki ng. "

"You?" he replied, turning at last to face her, with his eyes w de, aghast. "Help as an
Apprentice? Have you any idea how dangerous that might be? Are you out of your m nd?"

"l don't believe so," she said, with alittle, forced laugh. "But if you won't have ne, perhaps
you ought to ask for soneone el se to help you? Sone great Magician, for instance. Like-" she
searched her mind for a name, hoping to think of soneone who had appeared in the newspapers as an
expert in the occult, and offered it up to him "-like Aleister Crow ey, perhaps?"

This time his bark of |aughter was contenptuous. "Crowl ey? As soon trust myself to a circus cl own!
The sel f-named ' Wckedest Man in the world" offer help to anyone? | would extract blood froma
stone before | got help fromAleister Cow ey, ny dear Rose, and any aid he gave woul d be so
encunbered that nmy condition woul d be worsened rather than bettered by putting nyself in his
hands." He | aughed again. "There are only two kinds of nen who follow him those who use others,
and those doonmed to | ose everything including self-respect. He caters to the rapacious and the
pat heti c-and he uses both to his own ends, bringing satisfaction to none but hinmself." Wth great
effort, he shook his head. "No, there is no one we can call upon for help at this juncture. Even
my old Master would only say that since my own pride got ne into this predicanent, | nust find ny
own way out of it."

Perhaps that is true, but- She grimaced. "That sounds rather harsh-"

"That is the way of Mgick; only the skilled and fit survive, or deserve to." He nmnaged a one-
shoul dered shrug. "You have read that for yourself, in nore than one of the works | have sent to

you. "
She si ghed, and repeated her offer. "Very well, then. You no |onger trust du Mond and you cannot
turn to any other of your own level of ability. I tell you again, truly; | will help you to the

best of ny own abilities as your assistant if you will have ne."

He turned a bl ankly astoni shed gaze upon her. "You see this, you know that Magick brought this
upon ne, and still you persist?"

"I would make the sane effort for anyone else | admired,"” she replied, with conplete truth. "And
al though I do not care for sone of your norals or your behavior, you have a first-class mnd, and
that | admire. | think it a shane that you have paid so dearly for so mnor a sin as pride."

She held out her hand by way of sealing the bargain. He | ooked at it dubiously for a nonent.

"I do not understand you," he said at last. "But if you are going to throw yourself into the

breach this way, | would be an idiot to refuse to accept. You are old enough to be aware of the
consequences and to live with themif need be." He hardly sounded gracious, but she didn't care.
He also did not offer her his hand, but she did not press himfor it. In his position, | would be

shy of offering a |ady ny paw, too.
"Fine. We're agreed." She | ooked himover carefully, finding it easier nowthan it had been a few
m nut es ago. Perhaps she was getting used to the way he | ooked. "Wl |, |ogic suggests that you
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shoul d be in bed, but | have no notion of how to get you there. Frankly, | do not believe | have
the strength to carry you further."

Put himto bed! No proper |ady would have spoken so boldly. She was truly changing. If | continue
to think of himas a naughty little boy, | believe | can say these things w thout blushing.

"The Sal amanders will help me," he said, with indifference. "Just at the nonent, your assistance
really isn't needed."

She gl anced at the Sal amander for confirmation, and it nodded, as if it understood what she

want ed.

"Very well then," she replied, standing up and brushing off her skirt. "I will |eave you to make
your recovery. Master Pao directs you to drink his tea whenever you are in pain or fatigued, but
no nore than six cups a day."

Hs lips withed in distaste. "I amnot likely to endure that devil's brew nore than twi ce a day!
Be off with you, if you're so concerned that | get sone rest."

She suppressed the urge to say sonmething quelling, and sinply nodded. She gathered up her package
with the remaining packets of herbs in it, and turned, wal king out the door of the bedroominto
the hall.

He did not thank her, but she didn't expect himto.

Caneron wat ched Rose | eave, seething with a nmixture of positive and negative enotions. He supposed
he should be grateful to her, but he didn't feel grateful, and he wasn't about to feign an enotion
he didn't feel. He was angry, though not at her, and frustrated, though not with her. He was
nortified that it should have been she who rescued him He was relieved that the nasquerade was at
| ast over, and utterly astoni shed that she had reacted as well as she had.

Hi s predom nate enotion just at the nonent, however, was disappoi nted exhaustion. Al that work,
and to have failed again! Perhaps Rose-and Master Pao-were right. Perhaps he should give over
taki ng those pain-killers.

He |istened as her footsteps receded, then heard the door at the end of the hall open and cl ose
again. "Don't bother to lock it," he told the Sal amander wearily. "Now that |'ve given that damed
interfering woman permssion to 'help' ne, if she finds the door |ocked agai nst her, she'l
probably batter it down."

The Sal amander did not reply, but he sensed that it disapproved of his attitude. Well, let it!

The tea that Pao had so cleverly gotten to himseened to be hel ping, at |east. The aches in his
mal formed joints had subsided, and his energy was trickling back sooner than he woul d have
expected. He sat up, experinentally, and found that his head was no | onger swiming with every
novenent .

At least | can get back into my own bed by nyself. The one thing that the Sal ananders could not do
despite his assurances to Rose-was to touch living flesh without burning it. Only in the Conjured
formcalled a "Firemare" could they actually, physically, touch and be touched. And they could not
levitate nore than-say-the weight of a fully-laden suitcase.

But | would crawl to ny bed rather than have her assist nme there!

It had grated on him deeply, to find hinself in the position of being unable to help hinself. And
then to have her appear and retrieve himfromthe results of his own folly-a subordinate, an

enpl oyee, a worman-oh, it was ignomi nious! He gnashed his teeth as he extracted hinself fromthe
enbrace of his chair, stopping often to pant with exertion

To have du Mond discover ne in such a case woul d be bad enough-but her! Wy, two nonths ago she
did not even believe in the power of Magick, and now she gives ne | ectures about how to conduct
nmysel f! The cheek! |, who rescued her from abject poverty, fromthat hovel of a boarding-house,
fromruin! And she sits on ny footstool, in ny private chanbers, in nmy honme and dares to tell ne
that she will dose ne like a sick puppy if | do not voluntarily take sone vile potion that quack
Pao has nade up!

Still, his conscience whispered, she was right, and so was Pao. The opiates were affecting his
judgment; he would not have attenpted tonight's exercise if they had not been affecting his
reason. And Pao's potion, vile as it was, had certainly revived him...

But that was not the point!

He clung to the back of the chair for a noment, then got a hand on the wall behind it. Using the

wal | as a prop, he worked his way over to the bed, still stopping at frequent intervals to rest.
The bed had never |ooked so inviting; the covers were turned down, and all he needed to do was to
fall into it once he finally reached it. He untied the belt holding his velvet Working robe to his

body, withed out of it, and dropped the Iong robe hal fway along the wall for the Sal ananders to
pick up later. He could have trousers and shirt off in a trice, and today he had been in too nuch
of a hurry to bother w th anything el se.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt (91 of 143) [2/2/2004 1:18:03 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt

Wor ki ng that dammed tail through the Tight places in the seats of ny clothing takes twice as |ong
as everything el se. Thank heavens this is no cline for |ong underwear!

It was with a groan of relief that he reached the bed, and lunged for it, landing half in it and
hal f out of it.

No natter; that was cl ose enough

He rolled himself onto the mattress, and with a grow of frustration, clawed the clothing fromhis
body, ripping seans and popping buttons as he did so. It was not the first time he had done such a
thing, and it would probably not be the | ast. The Sal amanders could see it was nmended, or he could
buy new. He certainly didn't lack for the neans to do so. Though everything el se was falling down
about his ears, his finances were prospering, especially with the Panama-Pacific Internationa
Exposition in the of fing.

Naked now, he scrabbled the covers up over hinself, and lay with his eyes closed. Hi s head spun
but fortunately not in a way that nade himsick to his stomach

"Why don't you nake nme another dose of Pao's damed nedi ci ne?" he said, knowi ng he woul d be obeyed
by the Sal amander still waiting for orders. "You watched her do it, didn't you?"

"I did," the Sal amander replied. He heard the dry ticking of bits of herb falling into the cup

t hen wat er pouring.

"l suppose you went and got her, didn't you?" he asked the Sal anander.

"It is ny duty to serve you," it replied calmy. "That was the best way to serve you at the tinme."
Trust the thing to tell himthat!

"You have trusted her with everything else,” the creature continued, and once again, he heard
water trickling. "Way not this? She is worthy of trust. And she was not revolted by your

appear ance. "

"Ch, she was revolted; she is just good at putting the proper face on things. She'd have to be;
she grew up going to acadenic parties. If there was ever a hotbed of machination and deception, it
is a sherry-reception given by a Noted Professor. | had rather swimw th crocodiles; at |east mny
reputati on woul d survive." He opened his eyes as he felt the warnth of the Sal amander near him
and saw the cup floating within grasping distance. He was pleased that his hand did not shake
quite so nuch this tine as he reached for it.

The medi ci ne was just as appalling the second time, which probably neant that the Sal amander had
gotten it right.

For the first tine since | was changed, | had a woman in ny roomand | couldn't even touch her

H s body's needs hadn't changed, and they rem nded himurgently that Rose Hawki ns was a nost
attractive, if annoying, wonman. What wonman could | ook on me as | amand not be revolted? | could
not pay a courtesan enough to serve ne. Even the lowest, vilest woman in the nmeanest crib in the
Bar bary Coast would refuse to serve ne. Good God, kissing ne would be |ike kissing an Alsatian
And as for |ovenaking- He winced away fromthe thought. No healthy, sane wonman would find him
anyt hi ng ot her than repugnant.

Al t hough he did | ook nmostly human from about the nipples to the knees.

Except for the tail, of course ... but no one would ever | ook farther than his face and his hands.
The fur of his head and neck thinned and vani shed al together once it reached the mddle of his
chest, although his skin was paler now than it had been before. The fur did not resume until about
the mddle of the thigh, until it was a wolf's pelt again fromthe knee downward. He coul d not
wear shoes anynore; his feet were nore pawlike than his hands; he wore soft noccasins and

sli ppers when he wore anything on his feet. The one place his torso was not bare was a ridge of
hair that ran down his spine to the tail which had sprouted just above his buttocks.

A charming sight, that. Sure to inspire passion in any red-bl ooded worman. Sure to inspire her to

t hi nk of her pet spaniel, of course.

And of course, Rose had treated himexactly as any nornmal worman woul d, provided that wonman had the
ability to take what he had becone in with a neasure of conposure. She had treated himlike a
puppy.

At |l east she didn't scratch ny ears and tell nme to be a good boy. He put the enpty cup down, and
curled up on his side. Not surprisingly, the "curled" position was nore confortable and felt nore
natural than lying on his back

That dammed tail again.

The Sal amander was nercifully quiet. "Put out the lights," he ordered, and the light visible

t hrough his closed eyelids vani shed.

That led to another thought-the behavior of the Sal anander, in fetching Rose, presumably the
nmonent she had reached her roons. What had gotten into the creature? It wasn't supposed to act on
its own initiative!

At | east, he had never come across any references to Elenentals that did. But then again, his
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relationship with his Elenentals was not coercive in nature; perhaps they had never acted on their
own initiative with other Masters because those coercions prevented such actions.

But why had the Sal anmander brought Rose? Wiy not du Mond?

They don't like du Mond, not any of them but that isn't the answer. One of their prinmary
functions is to guard ne fromdanger. Could they see A Mond as a danger now? That was al ways
possi bl e; this particular Sal anander had been warning himaway fromdu Mond for sone time now.

But again: why bring Rose here? Wiy not do the sinple things they could do? They could have |eft
hi m where he was, brought blankets and restoratives to help himregain his strength. Wy bring
Rose in at all?

The door bel ow hi m opened and cl osed again, and he heard du Mond's steps coning up the stairs. The
one good thing about this change was the alteration in his hearing ability: it had quadrupl ed. Not
a pin dropped in this house wi thout him know ng.

The man was whistling softly to hinself, evidently, something had put himin a very good hunor.
Well, since | permt it, he can conmand the Sal amanders to hitch up the horses to take himin the
carriage as far as Pacifica; perhaps that is the reason. It makes himfeel |ike a Master

But if the Sal amanders thought du Mond might be a hazard to him he did not want du Mond to know
of his weakness. | can handle himwhen | amfit-but | do not want himto think he has the upper
hand because | am i ncapacit at ed.

The man paused on the |landing, then tried the door to the suite. Finding it unlocked, he ventured

inside, naturally. "Jason?" he called. "Is something wong? The door is unlocked."

"What is that?" Cameron grow ed |oudly, knowing that his voice would carry down the hall. "Paul
go to bed. 1'mgoing over ny books, what can you possibly want now?"

"Not hi ng-wel |, except to tell you that you really ought to have the Inn at Pacifica send sone

hanpers up here. They have a new cook, a nan from New Ol eans, that does wonders with fow." That
was so trivial an excuse to bother Cameron that he at once suspected that du Mond sensed somet hi ng
was wrong and was trying to snoop

"Fine. Start an account down there, and see to it," he replied, trying to sound as irritated as
possible. "And if you won't go to bed, go find sonething useful to do."

"He's sniffing the air, trying to detect incense or burning herbs," the Sal anander said calnmy.
"He nust suspect that you attenpted a Working without him"

Now how had the fool gotten so clever and observant, suddenly? And why coul dn't he have done so
when cl everness woul d have done Caneron sone good?

Well, he won't find anything. The Wbrki ng tonight required bal sam and pine gum He won't detect
anything that a good fire in the fireplace wouldn't put out, His lips twisted in satisfaction.
"I"'mtrying to concentrate, du Mond, and | would prefer you weren't interrupting nme. If you have
anything el se, keep it until tonmorrow," he called, allowing his irritation to showin his voice.
"Al'l right, Jason." Finally the footsteps receded and continued up the stairs.

"He's muttering sonething under his breath about opium and he seens to think it is serious," the
Sal amander reported, evidently getting the information fromone of the others of his kind that was
keepi ng watch over the Apprentice. Interesting. So they were keeping a guard of their own on him
That nmeant they did consider hima hazard.

He nust think |I'mdosing nyself too nuch.... He suffered a nonentary pang of guilt, for that was
exactly what Rose and Master Pao had said. If even du Mond was of that opinion, then he nust have
all owed pride to take himtoo near the edge again.

Ch, dam themall, every one of them He was perfectly capable of assessing his own needs! He
didn't need themto tell himwhat to do

"Now he's talking to hinself." That was a habit du Mond never had broken, despite the fact that it
posed a danger of being overheard by Syl phs or Sal amanders. "It's about Rose. He does not |ike
her. And yet he would like to have her to hinmself. He has plans for her that do not sound as if
she would like them™

Caneron was well aware of what du Mond got up to when he visited the city, and his irritation
turned to anger. "I can well imagine," he nuttered. The man coul d have been the interna
reflection of Caneron's exterior; he was a beast in spirit as Caneron was in body.

That cad. | should have had hi m horsewhi pped out of here when | first found out about his hobby.
thought it didn't matter, after all, many Masters had little peccadill oes when they were
Apprentices that they outgrew once they |earned discipline. But he's not sinply flawed, he's

war ped. He's another like that charlatan, Crowey. He's a malicious, filthy-mni nded, self-indul gent
bl ackguard, and he thinks he has the right to besmrch any wonman he comes across with his fou
paws! And now he thinks he can take advantage of Rose because | amconfined to these four walls!
Once again, his anger rose until his vision was red-tinged, filling himwi th such rage that if du
Mond had been in the same room he would have found the strength to rise fromhis bed and rip his
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throat out. Fortunately at the nmoment he did not have the physical resources to do anything.

He forced himself to sinmply be still until his anger wore itself out. Logic asserted itself. He
dares do not hing under ny roof or on ny grounds, and Rose will not |eave either without ny

wat chful eyes on her She is safe enough fromhim But it is a good reason to be rid of him The
only question is-how to acconplish that without his realizing | have done so and seeki ng revenge?

The easiest way would be to sinply kill the nan. The idea had its nerits. No one cared about Paul
du Mond; no one would nmiss himif he sinply vani shed.

Except for certain parties in the city for whomhe performs his vile services, who will find
sonmeone el se of simlar disposition within a fortnight.

Still, nmurdering himdid carry some risks. Not in his nundane circles, of course; he need only say

he had dism ssed his secretary for enbezzlenent and that the nman had taken ship for the South
Pacific in disgrace. No one woul d make any further inquiries, for nen did frequently take passage
to the Islands to | ose a bad reputation.

No, murdering du Mond would attract attention only in Magickal circles. One did not go about
incinerating one's Apprentices; he would probably be called to account for it before an assenbly
of Firenasters. |If that happened before he nanaged to change hinself back, his altered state woul d
beconme public know edge, and sone of his deadlier rivals would know of his plight.

No. Much as | would like to, | cannot afford to kill him Yet.

That |eft another option-find some place to Put himthat was out of the way. That would require a
great deal of thought, nore than he had put into it until now

But until now, if | had come across a Wirking that required four hands rather than two, | would
have needed himafter all. Now, I no longer do. Now |l can afford to think about getting rid of
hi m

Per haps the Hawkins girl's inpetuous offer was not such a bad thing after all

She certainly can't be any worse as an assistant than du Mnd.

He curled up a bit nore and pondered the problem If he worked hard at it, he could probably
manufacture a situation that would require du Mond's presence in the city for sonme tine. Perhaps
that woul d be best.

I can always incinerate himafter | have ny proper formback. Al |I have to do is reveal the
nature of his recreations and nost of the Masters would second ny action. Sinon Beltaire would
not, of course, but he would not second anything I did, even if it was to offer himthe wealth of
the Indies. Although few, if any, of the Masters would find those recreations in and of thenselves
repr ehensi bl e, since du Mond had up until now confined hinself to wonen of the | owest class and
intelligence, they would find his indulgence in themto be foolish and an indication of a fatally
flawed personality, one that could never nmuster the will to properly command the Sal amanders.
They al ready had a perfect exanple of how such a flawed personality could be detrinmental to every
Magi ci an. Crowl ey had been one such-and | ook what he was doing now The nan was a peranbul ati ng
di saster wherever he went; he couldn't touch something wthout destroying or fouling it. And as
for his blatant publicity-seeking-he was doing nore to discredit the entire world of Magick than
the Spani sh I nquisition.

Hs former Master nust be spinning in his grave.

Still, he did serve a kind of purpose. Eliphas Levi had said as nmuch in Caneron's first Assenbly,
when Crowl ey had been formally cast out and stripped of as much of his power as the Magicians of
his El enent had deened he actually possessed. "He does us all a favor, in his twi sted way," the
old Master had said. "He gathers to himall those fools who believe that the path to power can be
found through drugs and sel fi ndul gence rather than study and self-discipline. Thus, he relieves us
of the task of having to test and discard them And in addition, he causes the common folk of the

world to believe that all Magicians nust be charl atans-which is just as well, for it enables us to
do our work in relative peace and quiet!"

Levi had a point. | do wonder ... perhaps | could persuade du Mond to go to Crow ey? | would then
be rid of himand inflict a treacherous cur on Cromey as well! Now that plan had a real savor to

it!

And with that pleasant thought in nmind, he began to relax, and his physical exhaustion caught up
with himconpletely. He had just enough tine to rem nd the Sal amander to guard himwhile he slept,
before sleep itself overcanme him

CHAPTER
ELEVEN
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When Rose reached the haven of her room she finally collapsed on the sofa, and all owed herself
the luxury of feeling again-and of thinking, instead of nerely accepting what she saw

The result was an enotional collapse as well as a physical one. Shaking in every linb, she buried
her face in her hands and let the reaction and tension play thenselves out. She did not, as she
had hal f expected she woul d, weep hysterically-though she did shiver until her teeth rattl ed.

It was a horrible nonment, and it felt as if it would last forever. She had to keep reninding
hersel f that Jason Caneron was nore to be pitied than feared, and that he probably had no surer
friends in the world than herself and Master Pao. | can cope with this. | can deal with becom ng
his Apprentice. | can cope with his rudeness and his arrogance, and even handl e his anger, if |
nmust. He needed her, however ungraciously he mght act. She could not desert a fell ow man who was
in the state that he found hinself.

As her shivering subsided, she forced herself to recall, as clearly as possible, every aspect of
his face and figure, for there was still fear within her now that she was no |onger caught up in
the urgency and unreality of the energency in his roons. She confronted the nonster directly, if
only in her mnd, contenplating it until it was no stranger than anything el se she had w t nessed
in this strangest of hones. | nust nake hi m commonpl ace to nyself, so that | can concentrate on
the work and not on him

The nore she recalled, the less there was that seened outre. Certainly she was able to think about
wor ki ng besi de himw thout a shudder of fear. Paul du Mond is nore to be feared than he,

suspect. If the Sal amanders do not like him and if Sunset fears him there is surely a reason
When it came right down to it, Caneron | ooked no worse than any of the ani mal - headed gods of

anci ent Egypt, and she had al ways thought themto be oddly attractive!

Yes. | will think of himas a kind of |esser Anubis.

Sonehow t hat nade everything fall into place; she had a "nane" for what he was, and a category,
and the world fell back into some senbl ance of order again. Once that happened, her feeling of

di sorientation vanished, and so did the last of her unease. That was hardly | ogical -But then, as
amwel | aware, the enotions are not very responsive to |ogic.

She took three deep breaths, and ordered the Sal anander who tended her roons to fix her a bath.
She certainly needed one! | was sodden with perspiration before the whole incident was over. My
clothing will have to be cleaned before it is fit to wear again.

She vaguely heard du Mond returning, heard a faint echo of himtalking with Jason through the
speaki ng-tube as she undressed. She was glad she had taken the precaution of |ocking her door. For
sonme reason he seened nore than usually repellent to her. Could it be because Jason no | onger
trusts hinf? | wonder why he was so insistent on hel ping Jason with his Magi ckal Wrking? To do the
man justice, he night sinply have had the welfare of his Master in mnd...

But sonehow, she thought, as she stepped into the steamng bathtub, | don't think so. But what
could his notive be?

"Thank you for fixing nmy bath. Now take the clothing | left on the floor and clean it all

t horoughl y, please," she ordered al oud. She never forgot "please" and "thank you" with the

Sal amanders, and she had the oddest feeling that they appreciated the small courtesy.

But her mnd kept turning back to Paul du Mond, in spite of her determ nation to enjoy her bath in
peace. And a thought occurred to her that nmade her blood run cold in spite of the hot water she
soaked in. He is Jason's secretary, and he has had nore than enough tine to learn to forge Jason's
signature. Hi s reason could be strictly material! He coul d have been hoping for such an outcone as
this one, hoping to catch Jason at a nonent of extreme weakness and-

And what? Murder his enployer, perhaps? Her hands cl osed on the side of the bathtub, and it was
all she could do to keep fromleaping to her feet to run downstairs to warn Jason

It was certainly a possibility. Cameron had been a recluse for |ong enough that no one renarked on
the fact anynore. He conmuni cated with his underlings by neans of the tel egraph set in his office,
or by letters. Anyone could use a telegraph, and as for letters, du Mond already wote the
majority of them Every secretary she had ever met was an adroit forger of his or her enployer's
nanme, and she doubted that du Mond was an exception to that rule.

He need only dispose of Jason, keep up the pretense that Jason is still alive, and enjoy all the
fruits of Jason's wealth for as |Iong as he cares to. She began shivering all over again, and hoped
that Jason had not exposed his weakened state to du Mond. Wuld he snatch the opportunity, or
woul d he wait for a surer tine ? | fear he is the type to grab for any chance. ..

It would be all too easy for the secretary to cover his enployer's absence. Her imagination
carried out the scherme further, until Paul du Mond appeared to her in her mnd s eye as a very
Moriarty of crine. If anyone suspected, he could purchase a ticket to Tahiti, China, or Australia,
hire soneone to inpersonate Caneron for the trip, and then "Canmeron"” woul d either vani sh overseas
or sinmply "Send back orders" now and again. The only person who woul d know t hat Caneron was no
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| onger anong the living would be me-1 amthe only person he could not fool, for |I know Caneron's
Voi ce.

That made her grow even colder. O course, du Mond coul d al ways appear with orders for her

di smssal, but would he? Wiy should he |l et her go? There was no one to mss her if she

di sappeared. If du Mond bal ked at killing a woman, he could sinply overpower her and put her into
the hands of a white slaver..

O he could inprison ne here, at his pleasure. Her throat closed, as fear choked off her breath
for a noment; her chest tightened, and she feared that her heart would pound itself into pieces.
She clutched the sides of the bathtub as to a lifeline, and willed herself to fight the fear
Logic! Think logically! Du Mond does not know that Jason is indisposed. Nothing has happened yet,
and if | confide ny thoughts to Jason, he can be certain to guard hinself-

Guard hinsel f! O course! Suddenly her heart quieted, and her breathing eased. Jason had his

Sal amanders to protect him if only half of what she had read thus far was true, in defense of
their Master they could incinerate a man in the space of a heartbeat! Du Mond was only an
Apprentice, and not a very good one, if Jason was to be believed. It was not likely that he would
be able to defend hinsel f against the attack of a Sal anander

The fear evaporated as quickly as fog at noon. She relaxed back into the hot bath, and sighed as a

cal m exhaustion replaced fear. | will still tell Jason ny concerns, but du Mond will not be able
to overcone himnow that Jason is wary of the man. Du Mond is no threat, not to someone as
powerful as and wary as Jason is. | should concentrate on preparing nyself to be a Master's
Apprentice. | only hope | amas ready for that as |I clained | was.

The mrror showed a face far nore pleasant than Jason Caneron's wol f-visage, and Paul du Mnd
chuckled to his reflection as he prepared for bed. His trip into Pacifica for dinner had been a
fruitful one, for he had no sooner settled down to a very satisfactory nmeal than who should strol
into the tiny inn by the sea but Sinon Beltaire!

As if it had been planned ahead of time, the inn was crowded and there were no free tables

avail abl e. Paul was able to offer the "stranger" a seat at his own w thout | ooking |Iike anything
other than a polite gentlenman. The owner of the restaurant had been relieved and grateful that
Paul was so accommopdating. They had made nock-introductions to each other with perfectly straight
faces, and Beltaire had ordered his own nmeal as soon as the waiter hurried up to tend to the new
arrival

"I believe that Caneron attenpted a Wrking tonight,"” Paul had said casually, when he thought they
woul d not be overheard in the general chatter.

"He will not get far with it." Beltaire had chuckled, stroking his goatee with evident
satisfaction. "I have reason to believe that | hold the only manuscript with the key to his
troubl es, and needless to say, | have no intention of allowing himto have it."

Du Mond chuckl ed to hinself at the nenory of the cruel glint in Beltaire's dark eyes. The
Firemaster intended to make Caneron suffer as long as possible before striking, that nuch was
obvious to even a dullard. Not that du Mond bl anmed him for such intentions. WAatching one's enem es
suffer was one of the fewtotally pure pleasures in the world, and Canmeron had been Beltaire's
eneny for as long as du Mond had known of the existence of the Firenasters.

It had been a good dinner, and it had not been narred by Jason's surliness on his return. He
untied his tie and put it and his collar away, fastidiously hanging the tie on a special rack and
curling the collar just so in the woden coll ar-box.

Beltaire's appearance was no accident; he had indeed arranged their neeting, for the Firemaster
had told himso in as many words. "I have been waiting for you here in the town for sone days now.
I needed to speak with you urgently. | would Iike you to do two things for ne," he had said.
"First, | wish to repeat ny request to plant as nany doubts in that Hawkins girl's nind about
Canmeron as you can over the course of the next two weeks. And second, | would like you to find
sonme way to persuade Caneron to | odge you permanently in San Franci sco or Qakl and before
Christmas. "

Not hi ng woul d have suited Paul better, but he had been both surprised and cautious that Beltaire
shoul d bring the second request to him "Is there a reason?" he asked.

Beltaire had nodded. "I would like to have you available to me for an extended period of tine. |
wi sh to probe your nenories of Cameron, his methods, and everything to do with his Magi ckal Wrk
If | amto defeat him | need intimte know edge that only you possess, and it will take tine to

pl unb your nenories for that nuch know edge."”

"And what do | receive in return?' Du Mond had not been at all shy in demandi ng that answer

i Mmediately. If he was going to be at Beltaire's beck and call, it had damed well better be worth
his time!
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The answer had been very satisfactory, and Paul snmiled whitely at his reflection. Beltaire

prom sed, with vows that no Firenmaster would break, that he would initiate Paul into the paths
that the noted magician Al eister Crowl ey had pioneered; he described the nmethods of Crow ey's
followers in detail, and Paul had been very inpressed. These were paths that Paul found nore to
his liking, and along the sane line as the book Beltaire had given himthe acquisition of Mgicka
Power by means of Sex Magick and the use of drugs to probe directly into the realns of the occult,
rat her than the tedious neans that Cameron insisted upon. There would be no nore nmenorizations or
t hunbi ng t hrough hal f-1egi bl e manuscripts; this was the shortcut to Power that Paul had known
instinctively existed, but that Cameron had denied him There was no reason, in this nodem day and
age, to confine oneself to nmethods used by the ancients for no better reason than "tradition!"
After all, it was "traditional" to light the night with candles rather than electricity,
"traditional" to cross country by horseback rather than the railroad. Wy shoul d nodem neans be
excluded fromthe pursuit of Magi ck? He had never been able to understand why a man |ike Cameron
so nmodemin every other way, was so stubborn when it canme to nodernizi ng Magi ck

Beltaire had even hinted that use of such Magick did not confine one to the Mastery of only one of
the El ements, but allowed the control of all four

"I was able to subdue that Chinanan's Syl phs when he tried to hide the slave | had purchased,"

Beltaire had said. | drove them away | ong enough to give himproper punishnent for his
i mpertinence. Caneron could not have done that."
I will be a greater Master than Cameron ever dreaned of becom ng! he exulted in his nmind. There

will be nolinmt to what I can do!

But while he worked out the neans to that end, he nmust sonehow persuade that skittish Hawkins
female to listen to him

| can't inmagine what possible reason Beltaire has for wanting her to desert Caneron, but he nust
have one. Well, | don't particularly care, either. That's his business, not mne

He woul d do his best; but that was not his primary concern. The nost inportant thing for himwas
to find a reason for Caneron to send himinto the city for an extended stay.

"Find some reason to take an apartnment of your own-and don't worry, | will arrange one that will
be precisely to your liking," Beltaire had also urged him "That way you'll have a place where
Canmeron's Sal amanders cannot overl ook you. | can nmake sure of that, in a way that will not nake
hi m suspi ci ous." He had chuckl ed. "There are many things that Sal anmanders do not care for; | can
arrange for your new dwelling to be in a haunt of Undines and they will not venture near it."
That had been altogether to his liking. If | can have my own apartnent, | will have a place | can
bring a woman wi thout that supercilious Snyder gazi ng down his nose at ne. Paul had not been at
all loath to agree to this arrangenent, especially since he and Beltaire shared many of the sane

interests. He would be able to indulge hinself in his |ong-cherished fantasy of having a girl to
hinsel f, for as long as he wi shed.

A Chinese, | think. They're cheaper for one thing; for another, if she's danaged or dies on ne, |
can dunmp her sonewhere wi thout anyone bothering to investigate. No one is going to bother about
anot her Chinese whore turning up in an alley - they mght fuss a bit about a Mexican or a col ored
girl, and if anyone found a white girl in the sane position, it would force a policenan to | ook
around. He felt a famliar tightening in his groin at the very idea of having his own little slave
to do what he liked with. The only drawback to breaking girls for sonmeone el se was the need to
keep themrel atively undanaged. At | ast he would be free to indul ge every fantasy. For that
matter, if Beltaire was to be believed, he would be able to use a great deal of what he did with
his wonmen as a road to further Magi ckal Power. Beltaire was going to get himsone texts and
fiction by Crowl ey soon, so that he could see for hinself what the potentials were.

Those will nmake better reading than Caneron's old fossils, by a dam sight!

He undressed carefully, as always; got into bed and turned off the Iight, and conposed hinself as
if for sleep, but his mnd was going at full speed. Wat can possibly require my presence in the
city for an indefinite length of time? It will have to be business matters. | nust | ook through
all the recent correspondence and try to find something appropriate, then blow it up out of
proportion.

Pl anti ng doubts into the Hawkins girl's nmind would not be at all difficult. The circunstances
under which she had been brought here were duplicitous; she should be ready to believe that
Canmeron had told her further lies. She was a scholar, and they were notoriously unworldly. And
anyone who prided hinself on being clever, the way she did, was an easy target for deception
Peopl e who consi dered thenselves to be clever, to be nore intelligent than those around them
sinmply would not believe that they could be fooled. Alarge lie will be better than a small one
The best thing | can do is to hint that | have found things in Caneron's correspondence t hat
indicate he is a party to the white slave trade. | can point to the nearness of his townhouse to
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the Barbary Coast as circunstantial evidence-also to his friendships with Chinese of dubious
repute, and the presence of a man with connections to India in his very service. Did Beltaire only
wi sh her to flee, so as to renove the only potential witness to Caneron's destruction, or did he
have sone further goal in mnd? Did he plan to offer hinself as the girl's protector, in the nost
i nnocent sense? If she were frightened enough of Caneron-and if Beltaire presented hinself in the
gui se of sonmeone to be trusted, say a clergyman, he just nmight be able to pull it off. Perhaps it
woul d not do any harmto nention again that Jason is not nmentally stable, hint at an addiction to
opium That would give further connections, for the white slavers were also the men who supplied
opiumto the dope dens. Before he left, the wench would be terrified at the very thought of
encountering Caneron in the flesh!

Now, how to convi nce Jason he should have his own apartnent ...?

What ever | choose to be ny excuse for being in the city, | shall make certain nost of the business
will take place at odd hours and as far fromthe townhouse as possible. It will then be only

Il ogical for me to | odge where the business is, rather than disrupt the household with my conings
and goings. He knew that the help at the townhouse had conplained to Caneron in the past when he
had cone and gone at odd or late hours-they could not all go to bed until the last of the "guests"
were seen to, nor could they | ock the place up until everyone who should be in residence was
safely in his bed. If some aspect of Jason's business required himto be out late at night-

Then, all at once, he knew his answer. | have it! The shipping conmpany in Qakland he just
purchased! It had been part of a larger acquisition, but the relatively small conpany had proved
to be unexpectedly key to much of his rail business up the coast into the great |unbering areas.
There were bound to be problens with such a new purchase, problens that Paul could not only
exaggerate, but even nake worse by commruni cating anmbi guous orders to those in charge. Caneron did
not have an agent in Qakland; Paul could vol unteer. Shipping conpanies kept late (or early) hours,
for consignnments nust be on their way |long before a "nornmal" business day began. And in addition
a daily crossing of the Bay woul d waste an intol erabl e nunber of working hours-if he could find a
ferry that operated at such tinmes!

This woul d be perfect. Beltaire had a hone of his own across the Bay-placing himas far as
possible fromhis rival Firemaster, and yet still renmaining within the area. That hone was
probably where he did nost of his Magickal Wirk, and being in Oakland woul d put Paul near enough
to himto receive frequent personal instruction.

Beltaire has a private motor-launch, and |I suspect he will be reasonabl e about my use of it if |
want to visit the city after dark

Yes. He smiled to hinmself as he put the final nmental touches on his new plans. This was going to
work out wonderfully well.

The | ast place that Rose expected to find du Mond was in the conservatory. She had taken to doing
her reading there, soothed by the sound of the fountains and the twittering birds, but today, when
she rounded a corner, there he was, sitting across fromher favorite bench with a book in his
hands. She doubted that he was reading it, since he didn't seemat all absorbed init. He had
never struck her as the kind of man who would find anything interesting about plants or snal

bi rds-

Except, perhaps, to find a way to do sonethi ng unpl easant with them

She shook the unconfortable thought fromher head. It was too late to turn around and | eave; he
had al ready seen her, as if he had been waiting for her, and was sniling that particularly false,
bright smle at her, the one that nmade her feel as if she should check her hemline for an inmobdest
di splay of ankle. She sighed, and continued to walk in his direction

He stood up, and net her hal fway. "I beg your pardon if | amintruding. | was not aware that you
ever cane here to read, Mss Hawkins," he said, before she could greet him "And since | really
shoul d be getting back to ny work, | shall [eave you to the solitude you would obviously prefer

and not inflict my conpany upon you."

Ch, drat. Did | make nyself that obvious? Annoyed by her twi nge of guilt, further annoyed by the
fact that she had been patently inpolite, she now felt noved to protest, even though she would
rat her have thanked him for being observant. "Ch, don't go on ny account," she replied, doing her
| evel best to cover her irritation. "Please. It is not as if you were practicing a trunpet, or
sonething of the like. Surely two people can read quietly w thout annoying each other."

But he only |l aughed. "No, indeed, the only reason one could wish to come here would be to enjoy
the illusion of sumrer and the quiet, and I will not spoil these things for you with nmy presence
I could wish you felt nore confortable with ny conpany, but you do not, and | amnot the kind of
man to force nyself upon you in any way."

The deuce you aren't! she thought rebelliously, feeling certain she had caught himin an outright
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lie, but he was continuing.

"I don't know what has put you off about me, and | do apologize. It may be that-that | am aware of
many unconfortabl e truths about our enployer, and you are insensibly aware of this," he said
earnestly, as if he actually neant every word of it. "Even hardened skeptics will adnit that a
wonan's instincts are surer than a nmere nale's, and that a woman is far nore sensitive to nuances.
It could be that it is the burden that | carry that nakes you unconfortable in ny presence, and
not ny presence itself."

She knew he was waiting for her to ask about the "unconfortable secrets,” and she was not about to
oblige him Instead, she bowed her head as if hiding a blush. "Mst nmen of power have

unconfortabl e things about them" she nurnured. "It is not ny place to inquire about ny enpl oyer,
and still less to go hunting what nay be nothing nore than gossip."

But he took that slender rebuff as the invitation to confide! "I have recently |earned sone things
that woul d make many people nore than nmerely unconfortable,” he said, in a |low persuasive voice

"It is not gossip, | do assure you, but fact, and in his own handwiting."

Now | know you lie! Now that | have seen himl can understand why he cannot write anything for

hi nse-those poor paws of his could never hold a pen

But du Mond was hardly privy to all that Jason had revealed to her. He probably still thought that
she believed she was translating obscure works for an eccentric invalid. Everything he told her
was based on that assunption, and as a result, she was in a position to catch himin quite a few
lies, if she cared to.

He continued. 'They are-business arrangenents with Chinese and nen with connections to the East

that are not only dubious, but may conceal truly illegal acts.” He contrived to | ook very earnest,
atrifle worried, and conpletely honest and open. "M ss Hawkins, | nust admt that | have no
evi dence of the sort that one would take to an authority, but if | were you, | would think very

seriously about my situation. These are the things that alarmne. Caneron has dealings with

Chi nese nerchants of doubtful reputation. He has in his enploy in his towhouse in the city a man
of hardened m en who still has contacts in India and beyond. Hi s townhouse itself stands
dangerously near that terrible district known as the 'Barbary Coast.' And it is his habit to hire
young worren with few or no living relations; wonen who would not be missed if they suddenly were
to vanish. And in addition | fear he is, in his illness, beconm ng extrenely dependent upon opi um
and simlar drugs. At the least, this inpairs his judgnent, and at the worst, it puts himin the
power of those who supply such things. Renenber what infanpus activities this city is noted for
and pl ease, be wary. Recall ny promse to help you, if need be. | still have many worthy friends
in the city, honest and honorable nmen you could trust w thout a second thought."

It was all she could do to keep fromlaughing out loud. Did he really, truly believe her to be so
very gullible? Did he believe she would so easily forget how he had acted toward her when she
first arrived? To hide her twitching Iips, she | ooked away, as if profoundly enbarrassed. "I
shall," she said. It seenmed to satisfy him and he went on his way after an earnest glance of deep
concern.

She sat down on her favorite bench with her book clasped in both hands, thinking the encounter
through. Should | tell Jason about this conversation? In the |light of day, all of her fears of

| ast ni ght seened foolish, the childish nonsense of a worman terrified by inmaginary burglars under
the bed and the scratching of twi gs upon the w ndow. She had decided not to say anything at all to
Canmeron of the plots and nachi nati ons her inmagination had ascribed to du Mond. Wiy bother? There
was not the slightest scrap of evidence, and she wanted to inpress Cameron with her sense. Such
nonsense woul d only annoy him

But it seened that du Mond had an i magi nati on that was just as active.

She sat so still that one of the little birds | anded on the back of the bench beside her, preened
itself carefully, and then flew off.

She coul d hardly imagine the staff of the townhouse being involved in white slavery-but she al so
recalled that they did not at all care for du Mond, and the antipathy may have been nutual. It was
al ways easy to ascribe a sinister purpose to soneone you did not |ike-well, look at all the plots
she had laid up on du Mond's doorstep | ast night!

She cl osed her eyes for a nonent, trying to nmeasure just how nmany of du Mond's accusations were
true. There was no doubt that Jason did have dealings with | ess-than-savory nmerchants in town,

Chi nese and otherw se. He made no secret of that. He was a businessman, and one who cared very
little about the norals of those he dealt with, although Rose found such an attitude
reprehensi ble. So du Mond was right, in that nuch.

He was al so correct in saying that Caneron was using far too nuch in the way of opiates. She had
seen as nuch for herself, last night, in the nunber of pills he had planned to take before she

i ntervened. Even Master Pao had known that he was in trouble so far as narcotics went-probably
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because he had relatives and informants all over China-town, which would be where Caneron got nost
of his opium and opiumderivatives. And as for Cameron's propensity for hiring young wonen who
woul d not be mi ssed, she had only du Monds word on that...

But | amone such, and it is logical to think that there are others in his enploy who could answer
that description. There are far, far nore nen in San Franci sco than wonen, even at this nodern
date, and those wonen who travel here are often those who seek their fortunes even as the nen seek
theirs, because they have no famly ties to hold them or fanmily resources to fall back on

She opened her eyes again, and licked her lips. It could be that du Mond was trying to frighten
her into seeking his aid in escaping this place, for sinister reasons of his own. Then again, du
Mond coul d sinply wish her out of the house so that he al one had access to Caneron, and Camneron
becane totally dependent on himfor his contact with the outside world.

She did not need to attribute sinister plans to him H's nmotive could be very, very sinple, and
that of any man hoping to preserve his position-drive her away so that circunstances returned to
the way they had been before she arrived. He m ght even have sensed that he was about to be
replaced in the Master's service as an Apprentice, but whether or not he did, he could hardly have
m ssed the fact that he was not the only human in the house anynore!

So he sees nme as an interloper and wants to be rid of ne. A human and common enough notive! And
nothing | need ascribe to sinister nmachinations. Wio knows but what he nmay actually have those
respectable 'friends" he clains he has, who would be willing to help ne find other enpl oynent.
Well, why not? If she were as ignorant of the real situation as du Mond supposed, and if she were
to find a better position than this one, she would never bother going back, now, would she? It was
in du Mond's purely mundane interest to help her find good enpl oynent el sewhere.

No, she was attributing far too much to himand to his intelligence. There was no point in telling
Camer on about this-unless she could find a way to do so that would anuse himand |ighten his
spirits.

Poor man! He could certainly use all the help he could get in that regard, as in so many ot hers.
She rel axed, and settled down to read her book, grateful that du Mond had not seen it closely, for
it was Caneron's own journal -cum Wrkbook of his first year as an Apprentice. She had found it on
her bedside table this norning, brought there, no doubt, by a Sal anander. She did not know if
Caneron hinself had sent it, or if that one extraordinarily intelligent Sal anmander had taken it
upon hinself to bring it to her, but in either case it was proving to be enlightening in nmany
ways.

There was not a great deal that was personal in this journal, and what there was did not tell her
a great deal. She forned a vague notion of an extrenely intelligent child, quite a | one wolf, who
spent no tinme in the conpany of children his own age. Well, he was hardly alone in that respect;
nost highly intelligent children were isolated by their very intelligence.

I was, for instance. She had been shunned by other girls her age for being a "bookworm" which
hardly mattered, since she had never found their ganes of nuch interest. | had nore entertainment
out of re-enacting the beheading of Mary Queen of Scots with ny dolls than of playing at "house."
And when | dressed them | nmade m niature costumes of various historical periods rather than the

| at est fashi ons!

Caneron had actually begun his work as a formal Apprentice at the age of thirteen, and even at
that young age his penmanshi p had been inpeccable. The one thing that this book had that others
she had read had | acked was the reason behind every exercise that young Jason had been assi gned.
Evidently his own Master had been very neticul ous about outlining the rhyme and reason behind the
nmost trivial of Magickal exercises, and Jason had been just as neticul ous about witing them down.
The result of this was a very thorough education in the Magick of Fire, indeed, of Magick in
general, and the equival ent of having a Master at her el bow to explain everything.

Now a great many things she had read in other books began to nmake sense-including the Ordeals. A
of them were designed to ensure that the prospective Master could control his Elenentals under any
and all circunstances, so that even when the Master |ay unconscious or near death, the El enental s
woul d not revolt and break the coercions and restrictions binding them

Here the young Jason had noted sonething very interesting. 'It would be better to make friends of
the Sal amanders than to force them' he had witten in his unchildlike hand. 'This is how ny
Mast er conducts hinmsel f these days although he | earned by the Ad School; | believe his only
friends are Sal amanders, actually.'

She snmiled wyly at that. Like Master, like Apprentice. | do believe that Jason's only friends are
Sal amander s.

What woul d happen if an Elenental did revolt? She turned a page, and found that young Jason had
asked the sane question. 'Dreadful things happen until the El enental's anger is spent. If an

Undi ne turns agai nst her Master, rivers rise, springs appear where they are not wanted, waters
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burst dans unexpectedly. If a Sylph, terrible storns, esp tornadoes. If a Gione, earthquakes,

si nkhol es, and cave-ins, and if a Sal amander, fires everywhere that rage quite out of control, and
soneti mes vol canoes. My Master says that the Great Fire of London was because of angry Sal ananders
breaking free froman unkind Master. This is why he says it is better to nake friends, tho it
takes | onger.

She shivered. Was this the answer to the fabled destruction of Atlantis? Was this why Ponpeii was
buri ed? What of the Johnstown Flood, the eruption of Munt Pelee only three years ago that
destroyed two cities, or that mysterious earthquake that changed the course of the M ssissipp

sonme fifty years ago? Could a Sal amander have caused the Chicago Fire her father had tal ked about
so nuch?

Then she chided herself for seeing a supernatural cause behind every one of the world' s woes. Oh,
surely sone disasters are purely human or natural in origin. | shall be suspecting a renegade

El emental behind everything, if | amnot careful! And what El enental could have caused the Irish
Fam ne, pray-a Potato El enental ?

Still, it was fascinating to think that there were sone otherw se inexplicable disasters that had
causes. Now the ancient G eek habit of propitiating Nature Spirits whenever buil ding or changing
sonet hi ng began to sound like a sound and reasonabl e idea!

She continued to delve into the book, as the afternoon slipped away, |ost to the world around her
and to any thoughts other than those of Magick.

Caneron was as nervous as any boy alone with a female for the first time. He had ordered the

Sal amanders to clear off the couch in his study and place the best lanp in the house on the table
beside it. There was a carafe of fresh water and a glass on the table, and a pile of books awaited
Rose' s perusal. She had appeared pronptly when he called up for her, but she had not dressed as
she usually did when reading-that is, casually. She'd donned a soft cashmere suit in a warm brown
shade, and was as carefully and properly grooned as any primfenal e secretary. Although she did
not seemill-at-ease, she was not |ounging on the couch as was her wont when reading in her room
Of course she is not! She is not in her room thinking she is unobserved. This is her public face,
and she is not likely to show nme her private aspect.

But he could not help thinking that she was so stiff because she was afraid of himthat despite
her brave words, she could not help | ooking at himand thinking of himas a nonster. How coul d she
sinmply accept hin? It was inpossible, of course. It would take soneone with nore experience in
Magi ck than she to accept sonething like himw th equaninmty.

"You're certain that you' re quite confortabl e?" he asked nervously.

"Absolutely," she replied, and rai sed one eyebrow. "Wy do you keep aski ng?"

He was not about to tell her that it was because he had watched her in his mrror and knew t hat
her posture was not one of ease and confort! |If she ever deduced that, he hoped she woul d be

| adyl i ke enough to pretend that she hadn't.

"l suppose it is because | expect you to be unconfortable,’
are in is-not a natural one. It is-"

"No stranger than reading to a disenbodi ed voi ce through a speaki ng-tube, Jason," she replied
firmy. "Now, | take it that we are not going to attenpt anything nore strenuous than readi ng

toni ght? Gtherwi se | assune you woul d have said sonethi ng when you called ne here."

"Probably not for the next fortnight, at least," he told her, rubbing the side of his head, where
a dull and distant headache still resided. Along with the headache, he nursed a sense of self-

ri ght eousness. He had been very good about taking that damed tea of Pao's, and it did seemto him
that he felt nuch nore alert, but he nmissed sone of the effects of his pain-killers already. He
only hoped the headache woul d get better and not worse with tine-or else he was goi ng back to what
he knew worked. "Conditions won't be quite right for at least that long. Did you find ny journal?"
She sniled at that; as always, the expression quite transforned her face, perhaps because she
smled so seldom "Yes, | did, but | hesitated to say anything about it for fear that it had been
your pet Sal amander who had decided that | should have it, and not you." Her snile turned wy. "I
did not want to have you annoyed at your pet when you are nost likely to be irritable.”

Dam. | didn't think that irritation showed. O-nmaybe she's just guessing. | would certainly have
cause to feel irritable after last night. He glanced at his "pet Sal amander," who only spun a
little in the Elenental's version of a quiet chuckle. "He is quite capable of doing just that,
suspect, but no, it was ny idea. Do let ne know when you feel you understand everything in that
book conpletely, and I will get the next volune out of storage.” |I do not think I will respond to
that remark about being irritable. Unfortunately, it is too dammably accurate at the nonment. He
clumsily opened his special book to the next blank page, and sighed. "The one thing ny disaster of
yesterday did was to suggest another train of investigation, so if you are ready, perhaps you

he said, finally. "This situation you
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could begin with the book on the couch beside you. Read the whole thing, if you please.”

Taki ng that as the unsubtle hint it was neant to be, she picked up the volune and began to read

al oud, as usual. And, as usual, he watched and |istened, directing the Sal anander to nake notes
occasionally. She was just a trifle distracted by this at first, but got used to it sooner than he
woul d have expect ed.

So did he, for that matter. She sat in a pool of bright light in the otherw se darkened study. He
sat off to one side, behind his desk with a dinmmer |ight upon it, the Sal amander hovering at his
right, and the huge book of notes propped up before him effectively screening nost of his face
fromher. By degrees, she began to relax, and began to denmpbnstrate the fact; first by resting her
head on her hand as she read, then at |ast by tucking her | egs up beneath her in the pose he

t hought she found nost easy. It was a pity she felt she had to truss herself up in that inferna
suit and corsets, but at |east she hadn't bound herself up too tightly to breathe.

Once she relaxed, so did he. It was nuch easier on both of themfor her to read in his study this
way; he no longer had to strain to hear her clearly through the tube, and she did not have to read
in a volune that strained her voice. She cane to the end of the thin book and | ooked up in
surprise as she realized where she was.

"Ch, excuse ne-" she began, and dropped her feet back to the floor with a bl ush

"Pl ease, take whatever position you feel is less strained," he told her earnestly. "You read
better when you are at ease. And | can certainly bear a few footmarks upon the furniture."

"It is aterrible habit fromny chil dhood, and one ny father never insisted that | break," she
confessed. "It is hardly |adylike."

"l did not engage you for your deportnment and posture, Rose,"” he rem nded her. "I engaged you for
your know edge and your nmind. | would not care if you read |like a contortionist in a circus, with
both of your feet placed on the back of your head!"

She | aughed, as he had hoped she woul d, and picked up the next book without pronpting. She paid no
nmore attention to himor to his terrible face than if he had been his old self-nor did she

evi dence any nore fear of him

| believe that this is going to work out after all, he thought with utter astonishnent. By Ceorge,
she has surprised ne again!

It was just as well that the situation with Rose was going as well as it was, because within a
week, Paul brought hima file on Golden Gate Shipping that was enough to fray his tenper to the

br eaki ng point before he was through with it.

"How did things deteriorate like this?" he exploded, as du Mond waited patiently for himto finish
goi ng through the papers. The secretary just shrugged.

"It seens to have nostly blown up over the |last week or so," the man said. "You' ve sent corrective
instructions, but they seemto have bungled them And quite frankly, it would never have gotten
this way if you had an agent there. If you want my opinion-" he paused, waiting expectantly.

"Go on," Cameron grow ed

"Well, 1 think the trouble is that the nen over there are the kind that absolutely require soneone
wat ching them Sone people are that way; |eave themalone for a noment, and they'll botch
everything, but keep an eye on themand they do fine." He shrugged. "I can't explain it, but you

nmust have seen cases like this before."

Unfortunately, he had, all too often. Wiy it was that men seened to take the absence of the boss
for the signal to | aze about and make ni stakes of carel essness, he had no idea. "So the point is,

I need an agent in Qakland, quickly,"” he growed in irritation. "Unfortunately, | haven't anyone
to spare-"

Except that | have been trying to think of a way to get himout of the house so that Rose and

can Wbrk without having to conceal it fromhim | don't suppose-

"lI-1 suppose | could go," du Mond said reluctantly, in an uncanny echo of his own thoughts. "Quite
frankly, Jason, there is very little secretarial work for ne lately. Your circle of acquaintances
seens to have gotten the idea that they are not going to pry you out of your reclusive retreat-and
as for business matters, you have al ways taken care of npbst of themyourself, and your agent in
San Franci sco can handl e what | have been dealing with. | believe | can straighten out this little
tangle in fairly short order, and keep a new one from appearing with a firmhand on the reins."

Oh, this was al nbst too perfect to be believed! But why would du Mond, who Caneron knew was | azy
by nature, want to take on something that would entail real work?

"Quite frankly, Jason, this quiet house is driving ne crazy," the man went on. "Since your
accident, there has been nothing for an active man to do here, and no conpany unless | go down
into Pacifica for it. And that primlittle stick of a scholar of yours is hardly what | would cal
conmpany. | think that may be why |'ve fallen back on ny Magickal studies. Perhaps if | can get out
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anong people again, I'lIl be less distracted by boredom better able to settle down to nmy Magi ckal
work as well."
Not |ikely-but possible, | will grant that. And it gives nme the excuse | have been searching for

to get rid of the blackguard. Cynically, he would allow that du Mond's notivation for vol unteering
was probably the genui ne one he had stated-he wanted out, back in a position where he had ready
access to the city, the Barbary Coast, and the pleasures he was doing without. The presence of
Rose Hawkins, who nade no effort to conceal the fact that she did not |ike him was probably salt
in the wounds of his "deprivation."

"You'll have to live in Qakland," Canmeron pointed out. "Assum ng you could even get a ferry at the
hours you'll need to travel, you'd waste nore tinme traveling to and fromthe townhouse than is
reasonabl e. My agent should be able to find an apartnment for you."

"I should think I ought to take care of that." He squared his shoulders as if he was taking on a
great burden. "And | should also think, fromthe state of things in these papers, that | had
better start imrediately. If you can have the train brought up for nme, | can be ready to | eave by
tonorrow norning. I'll pack up enough for the next few nonths; | amafraid it will take that |ong
to get everything set in order and convince these dullards that although their enployer may not be
present, he is watching them"

Caneron nodded, and tried not to | ook too eager to be rid of the man. "I hate to do without you,
but you are right in thinking that ny agent can probably deal with nost of the work." It won't
hurt to remind himthat the main reason |'ve kept himon was because he is nmy Apprentice. "I'l]I
tel egraph my agent and have arrangements nmade to store what you bring until you notify himthat
you' ve found accommobdati ons.” He decided to be generous, and not name an upper limt on du Mnd's
spendi ng. Frankly, there weren't that many expensive |odgi ngs in Gakland! "You could take a snall
house rather than an apartnent, if you find one furnished. You might as well hire yourself a
servant and a cook as well-no point in you ruining your health by catching bad neals on the

wat erfront. Maybe a horse so you won't need cabs, if you find a place with stabling nearby. Once
you' ve made all your arrangenents, send the bills to ne."

He didn't even want to nanme an upper limt; getting rid of du Mond was worth just about any price.
In fact-if the man actually nade a success of this, even a noderate success, there was no reason
why he coul dn't acquire another business somewhere and send himoff with a pronotion and a raise
in the formof part-ownership of the firm Mich better than doing away with hi mthe Sal amanders
really didn't like to incinerate people, and he had a notion that Rose would hardly approve,
though she didn't like the man either

Perhaps | could buy a small rail conpany or shipping concern in the Far East or India? O Tahiti
or the South Seas? Sonething far away and in a place guaranteed to indulge all of his worst vices,
and with a climate that will encourage himto his natural |aziness. Then, when the venture fails,
I will have the excuse to cut himoff without a ticket back

And if, against all probabilities, he succeeded, Caneron could reward himwith full ownership,
cutting himloose to work on his own. Wiy not? He could afford to be generous.

"Right, then-as usual, you'll find the cash you'll need for inmedi ate expenses in the safe on the
train," he said briskly. "You mght as well take ny |eather |uggage and steamer-trunks fromthe
| ast ocean trip; | think they're in storage in the stable. |I'll telegraph ny San Franci sco agent
and authorize the rest of your expenses with him he'll see to it that you have all the bona-fides

you need to establish your authority with the OGakland firm Can | expect you to be in the saddle
by the day after tonorrow?"

Du Mond smiled thinly. "I don't see why not. | can take a suite in a hotel until | find a

per manent place but | don't really expect that to take nore than a week. Put your nmind at rest,
Jason. The situation will be taken care of."

"Ch?" he replied. "You sound very sure of yourself."

Du Mond's snile wi dened until he | ooked very like the proverbial cat who stole the cream "I am"
he said softly. "In fact, | think you'll be surprised.”

Caneron could no | onger raise his eyebrows, but he conveyed a certain skepticismin his voice.
"Real | y?"

"Real ly." Paul du Mond chuckl ed and rose to his feet. He stopped at the door for a parting shot.
"I'"ve decided to take this as a personal cause, sonmething to be the stepping-stone to great
success. | promise you," he continued, in a satisfied tone as he opened the door and left, "I
intend to use this as the opportunity to show you just what |'m capable of."

CHAPTER
TWELVE
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Rose pulled a wayward strand of hair behind her ear and took a tighter grip on her piece of soft
chal k. She had never nmuch favored the rather risque costunme for wonmen espoused by Amanda Bl oormer,
but she had asked Jason for permission to order one on the chance that she might need it, and it
was proving invaluable today. It mght be i mobdest and not at all nodish, but she could never have
drawn these chal k diagrans on the slate floor of Jason's workroomif she had been wearing any kind
of skirt. She would have found it difficult to get down on her hands and knees, and the vol um nous
skirts and draggi ng hens woul d have been in danger of erasing nuch of her work.

I do wish | could do this draw ng unsupervised, however. | feel |ike a hoyden. Casting a gl ance
over her shoul der, she noted that Jason was not |ooking at her, but at the |ast piece of the
design she had finished. At least all that he said was, "how very practical." She consol ed herself

with the undoubted fact that she was no nore exposed than if she had been wearing a nodern bat hi ng-
costunme. And certainly Jason had seen far nore female flesh exposed on the stage in this city,
Good heavens, the mnuscul e dresses worn by the corps de ballet at the Opera covered | ess than
this! And those were primconpared to the tiny costunmes espoused by the dancers in nusic-halls.
Besi des, there was nore at stake here than her nodesty.

My knees, for instance. How they ache! Her knees felt bruised and sore, and her back and shoul ders
were stiff and painful. She had been at this task for hours now, and felt a strong kinship with

t hose poor creatures forced to scrub floors for a living.

Jason hinself stood to one side, coatless, and supervised the drawing, the overall diagramin one
hand. She had a copy of the sane diagramw th her and had it |ying open beside her bundl e of

col ored chal ks, but it helped to have soneone outside it to see that she hadn't somehow overl ooked
sonmet hing. They had laid out each portion with rulers, conpasses, a carpenter's chal k-1ines, and
string; she had worked fromthe inside out, circling around the center of the roomlike a planet
inits orbit around the sun. This Wrking Room of Jason's was a curious place; the walls featured
i nset panels of slate of the same kind as the floor, in case he mght need to contrive a Wrk that
required diagrams to be nade on the walls as well as the floor. There were no w ndows, none at

all. The roomitself was not large, not as large as it seemed, since it contained no furniture of
any kind. Between the panels of slate on the walls were ship's lanps, the kind that magnified the
light comng fromthem so that when they were all |lit the roomwas as bright as possible. At the

nmonent, every one of themwas alight, naking it easy to see if there were any ni stakes in the

di agram

Rose was drawi ng the diagram rather than Jason, for three reasons. He had trouble bending; his
joints had been oddly warped by his transformati on, and a half hour of drawing on the floor |eft
himin agony. Drawi ng such diagrans was rightfully the work of the Apprentice, anyway, so that the
Mast er coul d supervise the construction of the whole. She was the Apprentice, and when he had
proposed this Wrk, she had taken it for granted that she woul d be the one doing the draw ng, and

had said as much. And | ast of all, she'd had a suspicion, which a quick test had proved, that the
transformati on had rendered Jason partially color-blind. Subtle colors-the pale colors of the
chal ks, for instance-all |ooked very nuch alike to him It was only when hues were saturated that

he could tell themapart. Taking theminto strong sunlight hel ped, but he had not thought to do
that before she pointed his deficiency out to him She had further confounded himby proving to
himthat although he could, with concentration, tell the chal ks thensel ves apart nost of the tineg,
he literally could not tell a chalked Iine of green fromone of blue in even the strongest
artificial light-and it was not possible to take the finished diagramout into the sun.

"That may have been what went wong the last tinme," she had pointed out. "If you cannot tell blue
fromgreen, or green fromyellow, and you did not renenber to | abel them you would have been
drawi ng synbols in the wong colors for their Quarters. You could have gotten the whol e di agram so
hopel essly m xed that nothing would have sorted it out."

"I don't know if that would have nade a difference or not," he had said hesitantly. "The old
Masters only had white chal k available for the npst part, so that was what they used."

"I suspect that plain white chal k would not make a difference, but it would seemto ne that the
wong col or would,"” she had told himfirmy. "Several of your sources are very firm about the

i nportance of color to the Elenmentals. It is difficult enough for a Firemaster to gain the
attention of Water El enentals | ong enough to convince themto | eave his Wrk alone-only think how
less likely that is if he uses the wong color! The last tinme you attenpted a Wrk, you got

absol utely nothing for your pains, and that might well have been because you of fended all the

El enent al s except your own."

He had nodded, reluctantly. And that was why she was on her hands and knees chal ki ng out the four
Quarters of his diagramin the right colors-pale red for Fire and the South, blue for Air and the
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East, green for Water and the West, and yellow for Earth and the North. If anything went wong
tonight, it would not be because the diagranms had been m smanaged!

And fromnow on, if he decides he nust work alone, | suspect he will take care to use plain white
chal k.

Oh, but her knees and her back hurt! If this was the | ot of the average Apprentice, she had sone
synmpathy with du Mond now for his alleged | aziness. This was not sonething she would care to
endure, night after night.

She was taking particular care with this di agram because there was not a great deal else she could
control in this project. This was to be a Wrk that Jason hinmself had attenpted only twice in the
past, both tines when he was working under the supervision of his owm Master, both tines for
purposes |less urgent than this one. It was comon enough that every Magician of any sort knewit,
or a variation on it, but the particulars were such that few ever attenpted it.

For one thing, it required the presence of a virgin, nale or femal e. Few Magi ci ans remai ned chaste
| ong past the age of mpjority, and the kind of wonen who tended to be attracted to Magici ans-and
that were also willing to be part and parcel of a Wrk-were generally not virginal. According to
Jason, Magicians were of two varieties when it cane to the opposite sex: either extrenely
charismatic and attractive, or ascetic and forbidding of aspect.

And | can imagi ne which of the two Jason was before his accident.

Yet Jason claimed even those who were ascetic tended to attract wonmen, as if the power they held
made t hem nore appealing than they woul d ot herwi se have been. Neverthel ess, the kind of wonan so
attracted was the sort that Rose woul d have styled "an adventuress,"” for whomthe forbidden was as
potent an intoxicant as anything sold in China-town. Such a woman woul d have been willing to take
part in a Wrk, but for this Wirk would likely be utterly unsuitable.

And proper |adies would be horrified at the very notion. Since this Wrk requires that the virgin
be al ert and speaking, rather than drugged or screaming in terror, | can see why it isn't
attenpted very often

They were going to attenpt to summon-or rather, cajole-a Unicorn

Now, as Rose had cone to understand, the nedieval Unicorn she had seen so often in illustrations
and tapestries, was not precisely what they were going to get, if they got anything at all. As she
recal l ed them Unicorns both nedieval and earlier, at least in the versions from Europe and the
ancient world, all had in comobn a single spiraling horn protruding fromtheir foreheads, and did
not ot herw se much resenbl e each other. She had seen Unicorns pictured as both the size and
general | ook of goats, as antel ope-like, as horse-like, and even Unicorns that |ooked, if they
could be said to resenble anything, |like a strange nmingling of cow and hippo. In sone, the horn
was gold, in others, a pearly white, and in sone, of three colors, black at the base, red in the
nmddle, and white at the tip. And all this was without bringing in the Chinese kirin, which | ooked
nore |ike a dragon, so far as she was concerned!

According to Jason, the Unicorn was an Elemental of a Fifth Element, that of the Spirit, and was
the physical (if you could call an El enental "physical") enbodi nent of Know edge, Purity, and
Wsdom It had been known to appear as the nedieval artists had painted it; it had al so been known
to appear as a prepubescent boy or girl in shining robes of white, as a burning bush, as a pure,
white light, as a glowing cup, and as a white bird. It was shy and el usive, and yet curiously
approachable, if one followed the proper procedure.

There were many kinds of Elenentals inhabiting the real mof the Spirit; the Unicorn was just one,
but it was one of the npbst accessible. But unlike the other four Elenents, denizens of the Spirit
real mcoul d not be coerced, they could only be petitioned. If the Unicorn chose to appear, it
woul d divulge only so much information as it cared to. This was probably anot her reason why
Magi ci ans did not rely on the Conjuration of the Unicorn as a nmajor source of know edge. Most
Magi ci ans did not care to conjure sonething they could not control. Conjuring a Unicorn was |ess
like going to a shop and purchasing a book, and nore like inviting a distinguished guest into
one's home and hoping that pearls of wi sdomwould drop fromhis lips.

It is rather amazing that Jason has cone to the point where he is actually willing to petition
anyt hing. He nust be the nost arrogant male | have ever net! The past few weeks had taught her a
great deal about Jason Caneron, not the |east of which was that his pride was his greatest fault
as well as the cause of his downfall. In noments of extreme weakness, even he was willing to adnmit
that, while still exhibiting pride in the fact! Neverthel ess, she continued to find himjust as
intelligent and broad-m nded as she had deduced fromtheir conversations, and a certain anmount of
arrogance on his part was justified by his many acconpli shnents.

If I had done as nuch with ny life as he has, perhaps | would be arrogant too. He has had a great
deal of power, both Mgickal and tenporal, and people defer to himall the tine. Perhaps that is
why | amuse him | do not. | mnust be sonething of a novelty to him | wonder what he would say if
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he knew that | pity hin? It woul d probably | eave hi mspeechl ess.

But the past few weeks had taught her a great deal about herself as well. She woul d never again
allow herself to sink to the spiritual | ow where she had been willing to contenpl ate doi ng away
with herself. For one thing, it was self-indul gent nonsense. For another, dealing with Caneron had
shown her that a great deal could be gained sinply by assum ng that one would not be refused, and
goi ng ahead and pursui ng what one wanted. Audacity often brought rewards; self-abasenent sel dom

di d.

She had been spending plenty of time with Cameron over these weeks. Paul du Mond had gone off to a
position as Jason's agent in Qakland the week before Christmas. There had been no weepi ng on
Rose's part, although the man had been uncomonly pleasant and polite with her. He had persisted

i n dropping those unsubtle hints that Caneron was not to be trusted, using real facts to bolster
the case of sonething she felt in her heart was pure fabrication. That had nade her very
unconfortable, but in the end it had been easier to pretend to agree with him just so that he
woul d | eave her al one. She had pronmised him just before he left, that the next time she was in
the city, she would talk with one of his "friends," a prom se she obviously did not intend to
keep. Wth Paul du Mond gone, there had been no reason to mamintain any kind of pretense about the
cl ose partnership she now had with Caneron; a great deal of energy and tine that had been wasted
in mai ntai ning the charade was now free to devote to research and work. So much tine was taken up
now, that nearly the only time that Rose left the mansion was to nmake her twice-daily visits to
Sunset, lest the poor horse pine away for |ack of human contact.

At | east the stallion now had some conpany. There was an ol d pony-gel di ng Jason had kept for
harnessing to a small carriage-nore like a plushly-appointed, covered cart-that du Mond had
occasionally taken into Pacifica. Rose had persuaded Jason to allow her to bring this unlovely
beast up to share Sunset's paddock rather than remaining in the snaller paddock nearby. Jason had
feared that the fiery stallion might well attack and hurt the old gelding, but his fears had been
entirely unfounded. Sunset was happy to see the poor old nag, and the old gel ding was content to
play squire to Sunset's knight. Now Sunset had sone conpany and actually seened much the tamer for
it.

Rose had anot her notion about what could be done with the stallion-but that would wait until the
New Year. Fortunately, that tine was not far off, for tonight was Christmas Eve.

It had seened rather strange to her that any procedure of Magi ck should take place on the very
evening of the entire cal ender considered holiest, but Jason had assured her that the one tine
this Wrk had any chance of success was Christmas Eve. There had been a reason that the ancient
Church had appointed this as the titular evening of the birth of Christ-it was a day of great
power, marking the turning of the year, as Mdsumer narked its opposite. "Many doors are open on
that night," he had said cryptically.

Fine. So long as the "door" that we want is open as well, | shall not quarrel with the tine.

So here she was-instead of being attired in her one new dress of the year, standing beside her
father singing carols in the University Chapel, she was attired in a scandal ous Bl oomer outfit, on
her hands and knees in a barren, slate-floored room chal king diagranms she had a notion her old

m ni ster woul d have consi dered bl asphenbus on the floor. And yet, this was far nore appropriate to
t he season than singing carols whose words had been debased to the | evel of the nursery, anong the
fat and conpl acent professors and their wives. Was this not the season of Hope and Renewal ? And
were they not searching for those very things, with Jason casting aside his arrogance |ong enough
to actually beg for hel p?

She conmpleted the last of the sigils in the outernost circle of the diagram and sat back on her
heels, critically conparing the chal ked design to the one in her hand. A few paces behi nd her
Canmeron was doing the same thing. She didn't think that he would find anything wong-not unless he
had sonmehow made a ni stake on her copy. It was as perfect a copy as geonetry could make it.

"I can't find a thing out of place," he said, finally, his ears twitching a little. "I don't
wonder that your research papers were always well-received, if you put the sanme effort into them
that you have into this."

She flushed with pleasure, and slowy got to her feet, taking care not to overbal ance. As she
strai ghtened, she actually felt joints pop and nuscles stretch out and uncranp. She wi nced. Ch, ny
knees!

But she showed no sign of disconfort. "Now what?" she asked.

"Now you go and change into your robe, while |I set out the candles and the rest of the
paraphernalia,” he replied, and his nmouth parted in what she now knew was a smle. "Don't be
nervous. This will be very sinple for you."

"I hope so," she replied, giving the roomand its diagramone |ast exam nation, just to be certain
they had not forgotten sone small corner
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The center of the diagram was an i nmovabl e cube or table that | ooked suspiciously like an altar
made of white marble. Jason hadn't commented on the fact, but she had noted that a great many
cerenoni es seenmed based on a religion, though not precisely Christianity, nor any other that she
recogni zed. Caneron noved towards that, wal king carefully along chal k-free paths that had been
designed into the diagram probably for that very purpose. In either hand he held a squat silver
candlestick with a new beeswax candle in it, a creany yellow candle as thick as her wist. Candies
of various colors also played major parts in the Wrk-as in religion. Curious. She noved back a
little further, dusted her hands on the canvas Bl ooners, and turned to | eave the room

When Jason said, "change into your robe,"” he nmeant a great deal nore than that. There was an
entire ritual she had to undertake before she put on the nedieval -style | oose gown of white silk
tied at the waist with a long belt of the sane.

It began with a bath, but not just any kind of bath. She sifted a powder of various herbs over the
wat er, and poured in a tiny carafe of fragrant oil before she took her place in the tub. Wen she
energed, she dried herself off and tied up her hair in a particular nmanner with a cord of white
silk. Then she put on a sinple set of underthings, brand new, and of unadorned white sil k. She was
not to wear a corset or stockings, and she anointed her tenples, the hollow of her throat, and her
wists with sandal wood oil.

Then canme the gown; it |ooked for all the world precisely |like one out of a nedi eval Book of

Hours, and it was nmade of a heavy white silk that she suspected was the literary "sanmite" that the
Lady of the Lake was clothed in. The belt was totally unadorned in any way, and was w apped three
times around her waist before being tied in the front. The long fringed ends trailed down to the
hem of her gown.

Al t oget her, she thought, as she surveyed the result in the mrror, I amglad that | have seen the
whol e of this Wirk, or | should begin to suspect that | was a sacrificial virgin. The effect was
certainly "sacrificial." She expected at any nmonent to find that she was to be fed to a dragon

O -perhaps she would find herself carrying the Grail in a procession. The effect was just as

ecclesiastic as it was sacrificial

She probably shoul d have felt immbdest wi thout the proper underthings, but the truth was that this
gown was far nore confortabl e than anything of a nodern nature, and she could not blanme the wonen
bel onging to the Pre-Raphaelite novement for adopting such outlandish garb as their own. It was
graceful, as well-and she certainly found it easier to breathe and nove wi thout a corset. The one
drawback it had was that it was a trifle chilly; silk, however thick, was not as warm as wool .
However, cotton or |inen would have been chillier still, and that was what Jason had said that
those of | esser neans used for such robes. In fact, the two tines before that he had perforned
this Work, when he had acted as the virgin for his own Master, his robe had been of plain, undyed
cotton; she had found the first of those episodes outlined in his journal

That had given her a great deal of peace of nind, for if he hinself had undertaken her role, not
once, but twice, that was a guarantee that she would cone to no harm Silly of her, perhaps, but
she found it conforting.

Toni ght she stood in the role of the Summoner, and the Summoner's cl othing nust be conpletely
white, and nmade of a virgin fabric of non-animal origin. That nmeant it could not be wool en,

| eather, or made of any other animal hair or fur. The Petitioner-Jason wore whatever his nornmal
Wirking attire was; apparently that did not matter, since the Unicorn would not be coming in
answer to his presence. She had eaten nothing but vegetables for the past three days, and drunk
not hi ng but water. Everything about her nust be free of the taint of shed bl ood, everything nust
be pure and unbesm rched.

Actual ly, | look rather like sonething out of one of Lord Dunsany's fairy tales, she thought, as
she turned before the mirror. The only thing that spoiled the effect was her glasses. One did not
i magi ne the Queen of Elfland with a pair of wire-ri med spectacles perched on the end of her nose.
They cast the only jarring note in the whol e imge.

Well, too bad. If the Elven Princess had eyes as bad as Rose's, she would have worn spectacl es!
She certainly would not have had any choice in the nmatter, if she wanted to keep her |ovely gowns
intact and her white skin unbruised. If Rose had to do w thout her gl asses, she would be falling
over sonething every few mnutes.

By now, Jason nust be finished with his preparations, and waiting for her. She picked up the
skirts of her gown and wal ked carefully out into the hall and down the stairs-barefoot as she was,
her feet chilled quickly, and she discovered all nmanner of drafts and cold spots she had no idea
exi st ed.

Jason was waiting, but not as inpatiently as she had t hought be night be; |ooking around the

Wor ki ng Room she saw that he had been very busy indeed.

The | anps on the wall had been extinguished, and the only light came fromthe special candles
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Jason had lit and placed around the room The barren roomitself had been transformed. The "altar"
was swathed in white silk and weathed in flowers fromthe conservatory, with the two silver

candl esticks standing on either side of a silver bow filled with water, which was al so surrounded
by flowers. There were four silver candl esticks standi ng wai st-high, one at each of the four
cardinal points of the diagram These each upheld another thick, beeswax candle identical to the
ones on the altar. Each of the candlesticks was twined with two garl ands, one of ivy and one of
flowers. Flower-petals carpeted the floor outside the diagram M ngled flower-scents perfuned the
air, which unfortunately was a bit chill.

Jason was barefoot, and wore a hooded robe of thick red velvet-the same robe he had worn the night
she had first seen him The hood was up, keeping his face in shadow, although his eyes glinted at
her fromthe darkness. |If she did not |ook at his hands or his feet, she could believe that there
was only a normal man beneath that velvet. The shoul ders beneath that robe were strong and broad,
and the belt confined the vel vet about a waist that was becomi ngly narrow. | wonder what he used
to l ook like, she thought, idly. He is handsone enough now 1 shouldn't wonder if he wasn't quite
the dapper fellow then

She waited for his approval of her preparations. He surveyed her fromhead to toe, then w thout
war ni ng, reached out and plucked the glasses from her face.

She uttered an inarticulate cry of protest; now he was nothing but a red blur in the candle-light.
"Jason!" she said. "Wat are you doing? I'mblind wi thout ny spectacles!"

"Don't worry, |I'Il keep themsafe in ny pocket," he said, sounding amused. "You've read the Wrk;
you know you can't wear theminto the circle.”

"But | can't see!" she conplained. "Howwill | get to ny place? Howwill | know if anything is
happeni ng?"

"As to the first, I'll guide you," he told her. "Just take ny hand and step where | tell you. And

hold your skirts up. As to the second, believe nme, you will know if the Summoni ng works
correctly."

Rel uctantly, she gathered up her skirts in her left hand and gave himher right. H s paw hand felt
very strange, hairy on the back and dry and hot on the front, and a tiny electric thrill ran up
her spine when she touched it. This was the first tinme she had ever actually touched himhis
flesh, and not the clothing that covered him But she did not wi nce away; instead she concentrated
on putting her feet precisely where he told her, sonehow managing to avoid scuffing the

| abori ousl y-drawn chal k |ines.

"There," he said, dropping her hand, then taking her shoul ders and turning her until she faced the
right direction. She knew it was the right direction by the white blob which was the altar in
front of her. Now she stood in the center of a circle just in front of the altar and to the North
of it. Jason let go of her shoul ders and stepped away; by squinting she could just make out a red
blur, noving along a conplicated path that would eventually take himto an identical circle to the
South of the altar.

Drat. | can't see a thing. | might just as well be blindfolded. The Unicorn, if it cane at all,
woul d materialize above the dish of water on the altar. And | won't be able to see it. She could
see the altar itself as a squarish white shape, with two soft, yellow lights above it that were
the flames of the candl es, supported by two streaks of white that were the candl es thensel ves. The
bow was an indistinct smear of silver against the white.

For the first time since she had seen himface-to-face, there were no Sal ananders about. She
dropped her skirts to pool around her bare feet, and clasped her hands before her. Jason did not
bother to ask her if she was ready, since she obviously was; instead, he began to intone the
sonorous Latin verses he had nenorized. This was to set the conditions for the Unicorn
transformng the Work Roominto a place fit for such a being to appear

Fromthe noment the first word left his nmouth, it was clear that something was going to happen

The first indication was a feeling, a very physical feeling, the kind of electric tension she had
felt before massive thunderstorns. Her skin tingled all over, and the scent of the flowers
intensified. The air warmed, until she m ght have stood in the nmddle of a bloom ng nmeadow i n high
summer, rather than the stone-lined roomin the nmiddle of winter. Then, as she | ooked down for a
nmonent, the lines of the diagrambegan to glow with a soft, bluish-white light, as if she had
drawn themwith foxfire instead of chal k. She could only nake out those nearest her feet - and
then only vaguel y-but the increased light at the level of the floor told her that all the rest of
the Iines were glowing too. There was so much light in the roomnow that the odd effect of a
sunlit neadow was intensified. If she closed her eyes, she would have sworn she heard the |azy
drone of bees.

And yet, with all of this going on about her, there was no sensation within her of fear, or even
apprehensi on. |Instead, a wonderful calmcane over her, and a deep and drowsy peace. There was a
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surety that she was utterly, conpletely safe and protected, and insensibly she relaxed as Jason
continued to chant. | would be happy if this went on forever, she thought in dreany content.
Wthout her glasses she really couldn't see what el se m ght be going on, although she had the

i mpression fromthe noving |ights that appeared over key points in the diagramand fromthe bright
haze appearing over the altar that a great deal of activity was taking place. If she hadn't felt
so peaceful she woul d have been i mensely frustrated and annoyed; this was why she absolutely

hat ed being wi thout her glasses! No matter how she squinted and strained, she could not nmake out a
bl essed thing. Drat. This is hardly fair. My first view of a major Wrk, and all | can see are
moving |lights and shadows. If | didn't know himbetter, 1'd think he planned it this way.

Jason cane to the last quatrain of the verses, and she woke out of her dreaning; now, if at all
woul d be a sign that the Unicorn would accept a tendered Sunmons. She concentrated on the thin
bright m st above the altar and held her breath, hoping for his sake that he was going to get nore
than just sone pretty lights.

As the last few syllables fell fromhis |ips, a deep hush dropped over the room and it seened as
if everything paused a nonent-there was a feeling of i Mmmanence, of sonething wonderful about to
happen. The m st above the altar di mmed-then suddenly flared, brightly, and even wi thout her

gl asses, she made out a bright oval there, as if it was a wi ndow i nto somewhere where everything
was made of 1ight.

Now it was her turn, the tine to issue the Summons, which nore properly night be ternmed an
invitation. She called out her own quatrain, the invitation to the Unicorn to cone to her, begging
the gift of its presence and its inmortal wi sdomto enlighten her

The m st dimed and flared a second tine. Then there was something bright and-as far as she could
tell-solid in the heart of the mst. And that was all she could tell; she could not even nake out
what shape it bore. But her inner peace did not desert her, although she knew, in the back of her
m nd, that when this was all over, she was going to be very irked with Jason Caneron for taking
her eyegl asses away from her, cerenony or not. There should have been sonme way to allow her to
retain them

"It has been a very long tine since | last heard the call of a Sunmoner." The voice fromthe
white, blurry shape above the altar was bell-clear, sweet, silvery, and sexless. It caressed her
like a light breeze, and made her heart dance. "You are fair in nmy sight, and acceptabl e, dear

mai den. | feast upon your purity, and grant you your request."

It was a good thing that she already knew that the Unicorn nmeant these things in a netaphorica
sense, or she mght have been seriously alarmed by that particular set of phrases. That is, she
woul d have been alarned if the peace inposed upon her fromw thout had not been so all-pervasive.
"I thank you for answering nmy Sunmons, and | rejoice in the presence of your beauty and purity, O
Bri ghtest One," she replied, in what she thought m ght be the correct response. "M/ request is
that you answer the question of the Petitioner, the Firemaster who stands in the South, O

Uni corn," she concluded, and she felt, rather than saw, that it had turned its attention away from
her. Its regard was like a brilliant sunbeam so intense that she had actually felt it as if it
was a hand, touching lightly upon her skin.

"And what is your question-as if | need to ask?" it said, and she was surprised at the anount of
irony inits tone. It had never occurred to her that a Unicorn would indulge in such a thing. "You
must wi sh to know how to reverse your current condition. | cannot imagine that you would care to
remain in the state that you are now, Firenaster."

"My question is, as you divined, Olmortal Wsdom that you inpart to me the neans by which | can
reverse my condition to that of my wholly human forner aspect,” Caneron said, his voice a little
breathless, as if whatever it was he saw | eft hi mshaken and hesitant. That surprised her as nuch
as the Unicorn's irony; surely Jason, who had participated in a Summoning twi ce before, had known

what to expect! "If, indeed, those neans exist, | beg you to tell ne where | may find them"

"The nmeans do exist, but | amlimted in what | may tell you. | cannot give you the whol e answer,
but | can tell you that it lies within a manuscript that is within your grasp, though not your
possession,” the Unicorn replied pronptly. "It is no nore than a fewniles distant fromthis spot,
and in the hands of soneone you know. "

"Who?" Jason gasped. "Were? Please, | beg you-"

The Unicorn interrupted him and now the tone of its voice was stern and unyielding. "I cannot

tell you nore, and do not press me-you have brought this state upon yourself, as you are well
aware, out of over-reaching pride and arrogance, and it has been judged that you nust win free of
it wholly by your own efforts, if at all."”

Those clear, bright tones were utterly without pity, and Rose felt very sorry for Jason. Bad
enough to know that was the case, but to hear it fromsuch a being-that was hard, hard indeed.
The |ight above the altar brightened, and Rose's eyes began to water in reaction. And yet, at the
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sanme tine, she could not bring herself to | ook away. The light drew her, even as it becane

i mpossi ble to watch

"1 have fulfilled your request, O maiden," it said, in a voice of deep formality, and she felt its
cal mregard pressing upon her again. "I thank you for the Summons, and for the feast. And nowfare
you wel | ."

There was no sound, nothing to nmark the nmonent that it departed. The light sinply vani shed so
abruptly that the room seened dark in conparison. She rubbed her eyes, which were still watering,
and suddenly realized that she felt physically drained and exhausted, as if she had been working
very hard for nost of the day. And she wanted to see, so badly she shook with the need for clear
sight. She reached out her hands, inpotently groping for her spectacles, even though she knew t hat
Caneron had them

Jason was at her side before she realized it, as if he understood all too well her fear of

si ghtl essness-of course, he had been only a few feet away, and no | onger needed to worry about
erasing the chal k-marks by striding directly across to her. "Here," he said, pressing the
spectacles into her hand, as if he had sensed how i nperative her need for sight was. "Are you
tired?"

"Very," she admitted, funbling the spectacles into place, and seeing the roomleap into focus
again with a surge of relief. | would rather al nost anything than not be able to see...

"I't was the Unicorn, | think-" Hi s voice sounded thoughtful. "I did not experience this myself,
but the Unicorn | Summoned was not as powerful as this one, and it never said a word about a
"feast.' | believe that his 'feasting' was not entirely nmetaphorical, that he 'fed upon your
spiritual energy."

"My what ?" she gasped, She turned to himw th alarm and he nade a soothing notion.

"Don't worry, this has happened to me with other creatures, just not a Unicorn. | pronise you, he
hasn't taken anything irreplaceable; by his nature, he can't. In fact, he didn't take it at all

if you think about your quatrain, you offered it to himas a free gift. But energy has to cone
from somewhere, as the mathematici ans say, and very often the Elenentals find the energy we
produce preferable to their nornmal fare." He chuckled a little. "Perhaps the reason that ny

Uni corn never 'feasted' upon nmy energies was that | was not sufficiently pure for it. You were
obviously nore to its taste."

"I suppose | should feel flattered," she said, hesitantly. "And if it really hasn't harned nme-"
"I't hasn't," he reassured her. "You'll feel better after a short rest and a little food of |ess
epheneral nature.”

She si ghed, and gathered up her skirts. He offered her his hand in a particularly gallant gesture.
"You perfornmed wonderfully, ny dearest Rose; stronger Apprentices than you would have bolted from
the roomat the first signs of the Manifestation. | amvery proud of you." He chuckled a little.
“I'f ny lady would care to return to the study with ne, | believe ny Sal amanders have brought us
just what we need." She sensed, rather than saw, that he smiled, and she was a little surprised
that he should offer her so nuch physical contact. Heretofore he had avoided it, perhaps sensitive
to his own appearance. She took the proffered hand, and once again felt that tiny electric shock
pass between them But this tine, his paw hand no | onger felt so odd hol ding hers. She deci ded not
to be annoyed with him It might have been just as well that she could not see; if she had, she

m ght have been too tongue-tied to nake the proper responses.

Once they were inside the door of the study, he dropped her hand and plucked a warm and heavy
brown plush cape from a hook beside the door. "I thought you mght be cold after all that," he
said, handing it to her, as he hesitated a nonent, then resolutely pulled the hood of his robe
back down onto his shoulders. "And there are two pairs of slippers warm ng beside the fire.

think you will know which pair is yours."

She wrapped the cape around herself, grateful for the warnth, and went over to the fire. It did
not take the mnd of a genius to deduce which pair of sheepskin-lined slippers were hers; she
doubt ed that he coul d squeeze his feet into the smaller of the two, nor would he likely sport a
pair of wool en slippers enbroidered with white roses. She bent to pull them both on her half-
frozen feet, and took her accustoned seat on the sofa, curling her |egs up underneath her, just as
the cl ock above the nantel pi ece chinmed m dni ght.

A nonment |ater, he joined her, seating hinself in a chair across fromher, followed by a
levitating table and floating tray, each acconpani ed by an attendant Sal amander. The latter held

covered dishes and service for two, and she was not at all loath to see them

"A Christmas Eve dinner of the English sort for you, ny lady," he said gravely, "courtesy of the
Pal ace Hotel. Beef Wellington, roast carrots and potatoes, and plum puddi ng, of course. | can
flane the latter, if you would like, but that is a custom| don't particularly care for. 1've

never found it inproved the flavor of a dish, and it often nakes sweets so hot that one runs the
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ri sk of burning ones nouth."”

"I believe I'll decline," she replied cheerfully. "I think we have quite enough flame as it is.
She waved her hand at the Sal amanders, who danced in response to her sally.

He handed her a plate without further comment; his dinner, as usual, was rare (or raw) neat. It no
| onger disturbed her to see himconsune it, since he had taken to cutting it up and eating it in a
civilized manner. She had hot spiced cider to drink-probably a wi ser choice than wine, as tired as
she was. Again, as usual, he had a glass of milk, and a cup of Master Pao's tea.

Meat at last! | thought | was going to perish of longing for it before the three days were over!
She was too hungry to press himfor his reaction to the result of their efforts, but as soon as
she polished off the Iast of the plum puddi ng, and poured herself a second glass of the cider, she
saw that he had finished his own dinner and was regarding her with an expectant air

"Wl 1 ?" she said. "Was it worth the effort?"

He nodded, slowy. "Quite worth the effort,” he replied. "I was astonished at the strength of the
apparition, to be frank. The ones that | Sunmoned appeared for only a nonment or two, uttered a few
cryptic words, and vani shed again. This Unicorn practically engaged us in conversation, and it
very clearly gave us all the information it was permtted to give us."

"Permitted by whon?" she asked. "That was what | wanted to know. "

He shrugged. "When one deals with creatures |ike the Unicorn, one acknow edges the fact that there
are higher powers ruling them Wat those powers are, | have never attenpted to discover. Because
they are burdened, or gifted, with nore know edge than we, they are constrained nore directly by

t hose hi gher powers than nere nortals.”

He stared down into his cup, and she said nothing, renenbering what el se the Unicorn had said.
Finally, he shook his head, and | ooked up again.

"The inportant thing is that we know now that there is a solution to nmy problem and what is nore,
the Unicorn nmade a very significant onmission." He swirled the tea in his cup and drank the rest of
it down, with his usual grinmace. "Yes, it said that the means to reverse ny condition existed in a
manuscript. But it did not say that we would be unable to deduce those sane neans from our own
researches, if we put enough effort into the task."

She bit her lip, and |ooked into his eyes. "You're right," she agreed. "Wat is nore, it did say

that you would find your answer by your own efforts, if at all. But are you not going to pursue

t he manuscri pt ?"

"There is no reason why | cannot do both," he pointed out. "I can send out inquiries, while you
and | continue to research. W can take whatever neans presents itself first."

She nodded, feeling a great deal nore confortable with that solution. "I can't hel p thinking that

in concentrating on this manuscript, we mght be chasing a wild goose," she confessed. "Wen you
think that it mght be in the hands of some antiquarian you know, sonmeone who has no idea of the
significance of what he has-sonmeone who would just |augh at you if you even suggested the
possibility of Magick-"

"That's all too possible,” he agreed. "And now we know the nost inportant part of any such
secret."

"Such as?" she asked, stifling a yawn.

"We know the answer exists. W did not know that for certain before." He seened very cheerful of a
sudden, and his cheer infected her

"That's true." she wondered if this was the right tinme to present himw th her Christmas gift to
him and decided that it couldn't hurt. Better to give it to himnow, while he still felt
cheerful! That way, if he didn't like it, he would at |east feel constrained to pretend that he
did. If she gave it to himwhile he was in a bad nood, he mght hurl it across the roomin a fit
of tenper. He'd hurled other objects in her presence before-his tenper could be as black and
storny as the worst tornado-weather, and she suspected the if he ever gave free rein to it, that
tenper could weak just as rmuch danmage.

She beckoned to one of the Sal amanders while his back was turned for a nonment, putting a few | ogs
on the fire, and whispered her request to it. It vani shed, and cane back in through the door a
monent |later with her wapped package, just in tine for himto see it as he turned back around.
"What's this?" he asked, puzzled, as the Sal amander brought the package directly to him

"I took the liberty of getting you a Christmas gift, Jason," she said, and surprised herself by
bl ushing. "I hope you don't think me presunptuous. It isn't nuch-I don't know if you'll like it-
but | thought of you when | sawit-"

He continued to stand beside the fire, staring at her, the package cradled carefully in both paws.
"But | didn't get anything for you, Rose-" he stammered, as taken aback as if no one had ever
brought hima present before. "How can | possibly accept this?"

"Gfts aren't given with the intent that the giver expects a gift in return, Jason," she repli ed,
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astoni shed that he would think that she expected a gift fromhim "They' re given because the giver
thi nks they night please the recipient-if you like it, I'"lIl be quite rewarded enough by that. You
don't have to get me anything. Everything | own now is sonething you gave ne! | just thought this
m ght grant you a little pleasure. Please," she pronpted. "Qpen it."

He wal ked slowy to his seat, sat down carefully, and began, hesitantly, to open the package. She
had taken special care to wap it so that it would be easy for himto extract the box fromthe
brightly col ored paper and ribbons-no nean feat, so far as that went. She was rather proud of her
wr appi ng j ob.

At length the box sat on the table, in its nest of shredded wapping. He | ooked up at her, as if
he had never seen her before, then slowy opened the box itself.

He stared down into it, then with trenbling paws, reached inside and brought out the carved stone
Phoeni x.

The carnelian fromwhich it had been made caught the firelight beautifully, seeming to glow from
deep within. It could have been poured fromliquid enbers. She was altogether pleased with the
effect-and with the statue itself. She had been afraid that in his study here, surrounded by al
his expensive art objects, it would | ook shabby. In fact, it |ooked very nuch as if it bel onged
here.

He stared at it, and touched its carved surface gently. "This-this is magnificent," he stammered.
"I't's wonderful! Rose, you couldn't have chosen anything likely to please me nore, and | haven't a
singl e noti on how you managed to deduce what | would |like so accurately. \Wat-what can | possibly
say?"

"You might try, 'Thank you, Rose, one of the Sal amanders sai d, inpudently.

He shot a glare at it, but his expression softened as he turned back to her. "Thank you, Rose," he
said softly. "Thank you very nuch."

"You' re wel come, Jason," she replied dermurely, not even trying to hide her snile of pleasure. "You
are very welconme. | can't tell you how happy it nakes ne to have pleased you. Merry Christnas."
"And it is," he said, with a touch of surprise and delight. "It really is! The first tine | have
truly been able to say that in a very long tinme."

"Despite everything?" she asked, sipping her cider

"Because of everything." He | ooked away from her for a nonment, into the fire, and when he spoke,
it was with the sense that he was revealing sonething he had not told to anyone el se, ever. "Since
| becane an adult, ny holidays have been spent either in the conpany of people | cared very little
about, or alone. This is the first tine that is not the case. It is the first time | have ever
been given a gift without strings attached to it. | have hope now, which is sonmething | have done
wi t hout since the accident. There is literally nothing | would change about this nonent, and that
is not something | have ever been able to say."

"*'Remain, for thou art fair?"' she said, quoting Faust with awmy snile and a faint |laugh. "You
shoul d be glad that | am not Mephistophel es, or your soul would be mne."

He opened his nouth, as if to reply to that, then shut it again. She wondered what he had been
about to say, for his face bore a very peculiar expression, one that she could not begin to

deci pher.

"Let me tell you what it was that you missed, being wthout your spectacles," he said, abruptly,
and began to describe the events of the Sunmoning so vividly that she forgot that odd, yearning
expression conpletely.

At |east, she forgot it until she protested, |aughingly, that she was too weary to stay up any

| onger, and he acconpani ed her to her very door, as if he was a gallant swain escorting his |ady
hone. Then, as she turned back to bid hi mgood-night, she surprised that expression on his face
agai n.

And if she had not been as exhausted as she clained, she would very likely have remai ned awake for
hours, trying to decide what, precisely, it had meant. But toni ght she had no choice in the
matter; sleep clainmed her the nonent her head touched the pillow, and in the norning, she could
not remenber what had puzzl ed her so.

CHAPTER
THI RTEEN

February was not Paul du Mond's favorite nonth, not even in San Franci sco, where the wi nter was
m |l d by nost standards. But this February was proving to be a very good nonth indeed; one that
mar ked a whol e new high point in satisfaction.
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As he left the front door of his small, rented dwelling, he waved a negligent hand at the handyman
Beltaire had provided for hima hardened man with double virtues. He did not seemat all surprised
or disturbed by anything that went on around du Mond's rented bungal ow, nor did he make any

obj ections when he was required to di spose of the remains when du Mond entertained Beltaire, or
indulged in alittle private anusenent of his own.

"I'mafraid this one didn't last very long, Smith," he said lazily as he took the reins of his
horse fromthe fellow "Do take care of it, will you?"

The | atest Chi nese slave had been surprisingly fragile-but that nay have been due to the
supplier's foresight. After all, if the slaves proved too sturdy, du Mond woul d not need one as
often. The supplier didn't care what he did with them there were always a dozen nore where the

| ast cane from And du Mond didn't care if his playthings didn't hold up through too nany
sessions; Beltaire was providing the noney to buy them

He had the feeling that he was being used as a way to dispose of girls who had becone difficult-
girls who refused to cooperate wi thout punishnents even nost Chi nese woul d consi der extrene-at
least, if one intended to be able to sell the girl afterwards. Such girls were useless in the
cribs and brothels, since few custonmers anticipated brui ses and bites upon their person when they
paid for an hour of pleasure. Most custoners even preferred that their whores at least pretend to
be pliant and cooperative. There had been some girls that du Mond hinsel f, when he was acting as a
"breaker," had been unable to sufficiently tane without inflicting damage the owners objected to.
He had never asked what happened to those particul ar slaves; he had al ways assunmed that, like the
whores too diseased or drug-raddled to serve anynore, they were di sposed of.

The sl ave-owners had an interesting customfor getting rid of useless nerchandi se; the slave was

| ocked into a closet-like roomcontaining a pallet and a single cup of water. Then they were

|l ocked in, without light or fresh air, for about a week. That usually took care of the matter, and

if it didn't, well, the slave was in no condition to fight those who cane to di spose of the body.
He had assuned sonething of the sort happened to the ones that continued to fight, but now he
realized that there was a market for them as well. Certainly he was not the only buyer for such

sl aves. Those fighters were the kind he got now, since he was paying for them their purveyors did
not care what he did with them so long as the police were not noved to nmake inquiries afterwards.
Smith nmade sure that the police were not inclined to nmake inquiries. Paul was not certain what he
did with the bodies, but evidently they never resurfaced in any condition to be awkward. Snith had
remarked once that the police were amazed by the number of Chinese girls who killed thensel ves by
junping into the Bay with heavy objects tied about their necks, and thought it nust be a form of
suicide peculiar to the Orient.

When the nan was not needed, he either tended Paul's horse, or spent the rest of his tinme in his
room injecting himself with vast ambunts of cocaine. Paul was utterly astonished at the
quantities Smth required to satisfy himhalf the dose Smth used would kill an ordinary man. The
other two servants that Beltaire sent hima maid and a cook-paid no attenti on whatsoever to Smith
or his habits. Aside from being amazed at the man's tol erance for drugs, Paul didn't, either

Smith did his job, and he did it well, and that was all that du Mond cared about.

Beltaire had told himthe history of each of his new servants, and Paul had found it fascinating
that Beltaire had managed to | ocate three such anmazing felons and see to it that they had

enpl oyment that woul d satisfy their cravings and the needs of their enployer wthout drawing the
attention of the law. Smith was a forner jockey and a horse-owner-the horse Paul used now had been
one of his own racehorses. Both had been banned fromthe track for drug use, and Paul suspected
that Smth was still doping the horse as well as hinself. Those were the sins that Smth had been
caught at; according to Beltaire, he had al so made a habit of sabotagi ng other horses and jockeys-
one or two with fatal results, though he had never been charged with the fatalities.

The maid was a pretty case-she had gotten pregnant by a married nan, given birth to and snothered
the baby, and left it on its father's doorstep in that condition-with a note, made public, nam ng
himas the parent. This had had the desired effect of not only destroying the man's reputation and
rui ning his business as a consequence, but of driving his wife into the divorce court. Then, with
his life in tatters, the man nysteriously died. Sone said it was because of the burden of his
sins, and sone even clainmed he m ght have killed hinself-but other wonen sonetinmes cane to visit
the maid, and nen in their lives had a high nortality rate as well....

And as for the cook-Beltaire had cautioned Paul always to specify the kind of neat he wanted, and
never, ever to share what the cook nade for hinself. And du Mond had noted that when Snith

di sposed of one of the used-up slaves, he always paid a visit first to the cook...

Still, they were all perfectly satisfactory servants in every way that involved du Mond, and that
was all that nattered

Du Mond nounted his horse, with its peculiarly glassy eyes, and guided it on its way towards
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Beltaire's hone. The visible portion was nodest by the standards of Caneron's nansion-but that was
only what could be seen by passers-by. The building was nuch, nuch | onger than it was w de; what
appeared to be a small, two-storied building was an enornmous, narrow, two-storied building, with
the greater part of it concealed by trees and the angle of the hills anbng which it was nestl ed.
Beltaire, unlike Caneron, saw no reason to advertise his prosperity. Then again, what transpired
behi nd those doors was not sonething Beltaire would want anyone interested in.

The city of Oakland was hardly inposing on the surface, but inits way it held just as nuch to
intrigue du Mond as San Franci sco. Here was where Chinese sl ave-nerchants brought nerchandi se in
danger of being liberated by overzeal ous Christian mnissionaries. Here was where many inports
difficult to pass by the eyes of the Custons agents in the harbors of San Francisco were brought.
This place suited du Mond; beneath the m ddl e-cl ass respectability sheltered an entire culture
that the | aw abi ding inhabitants of the town never dreamed of. And Sinon Beltaire was the nonarch
of that comunity.

He had been as good as his word about initiating du Mond into a new Magi ckal path; Paul felt he
had nmade enornous progress, and his personal feelings were confirnmed by his new Master. In fact,
he had at this point |earned everything there was to know about every aspect of Sex Magi ck

delving right down into the darkest depths where Sex Magi ck met Bl ood and Death Magi ck. Toni ght he
woul d t ake anot her enornous step forward, he would begin exploring the avenues offered by the

i ngestion of potent drugs, and conbi nations of drugs. Then, under Beltaire's tutel age, he would
conmbi ne the two, forging a potent weapon that would enable himto master not only his own El enent
of Fire, but Air, and perhaps Earth as well. The possibilities were astounding. ..

And he had Caneron to thank for it all

O course, he thought cheerfully, as he guided his horse up Sinon Beltaire's driveway, by the tine
Sinon finishes with him there won't be a great deal left to thank. But | can certainly arrange
for an inpressive flower-arrangenment to be sent to the funeral

Decenber had given way to January; the short days of January had slipped through Rose's fingers
like the beads of a rosary in the hands of a particularly fervent nun. Now they were hal fway

t hrough February, and she had begun to feel as if she and Caneron had al ways been wor ki ng
together. She felt nmore conpletely confortable around himthan she ever had around any of her

fell ow graduate students at the University.

Now t hat she had a worki ng knowl edge of Fire Magi ck through his journals, she joined himin
searching through his personal library for nore clues. Thus far, their attenpts to find the

Uni corn manuscri pt anywhere in San Francisco had been fruitless. There was nothing matching the
little they knew in any of the collections of occult or esoteric witings in any of the
collections, public or private, to which Jason had access. And the Unicorn had said that it was in
the hands of a man that Jason hinself knew. She had even nmade a foray into San Francisco to
consult with Master Pao, and he had not been able to uncover any clues concerning it either. Pao
had been somewhat distracted by trouble of his own, concerned with the "tenper of the Dragons." He
did not go into any great detail, but he had said rather abstractly that the Dragons were restless
|ately, and were growing nore restless by the the nonent. "They nmay dance,"” he had nuttered, as if
to himsel f, "they nmay yet dance."

She had known enough to feel a trenor of concern; if the Dragons were restless-the El enental s that
ruled the Earth-then the Earth itself was restless. She had experienced several small earthquakes
by now, and was in no great hurry to learn what it was like to feel a large one rock the ground
beneat h her!

But she nust have shown her apprehension, for Pao had smled suddenly and told her that she need
not bother herself, for he would speak to the Dragons and lull themw th his persuasion. "The
Dragons cannot be ruled,” he told her, "but they are capabl e of being soothed. And I aman old
hand at soothing the restless.”

He then changed the conversation, and she did not attenpt to resunme that subject, not when she had
so nmany other things to concentrate on. And what could she do, if Master Pao was unable to quiet
his dragons? Not hi ng, of course; and she had never envied the anci ent prophets their foreknow edge
of the future. She would rather not know than be aware of what was com ng and be hel pless to stop
it.

It was from Master Pao that she | earned sonething Jason had not told her; that her own Magi cka
Nature was not that of Fire, but of Air. Now, it occurred to her that as |ong as she was serving
as an Apprentice, she mght as well beconme an Apprentice in truth. So in addition to doing
research for Jason, she was |l earning as nuch as she could of the Magick of that Elenment wi thout
the help of a Master of Air.

It was not all that difficult; the Wrk was very similar, the discipline required identical. The
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only real differences lay in the trappings and the abilities represented by the Elenental s

t hensel ves. The framework of the Magi ck was absolutely identical; in many ways, the situation was
simlar to being an artist in glass; one could nake a set of red goblets, or green, or bl ue-but
they would all be goblets, in sets of four, or eight, or twenty. One could create the |lead frane
for a bird and insert the stained glass panels that made it a scarlet bird or a yellowbut the

wi ndows, in the end, would be identical except for color. Thanks to Jason, she knew what the
framework was, and nore inportantly, why one did things thus-and-so. She knew the details of the
Magi ck of Fire, and as inportantly, she knew the reasons why, had she tried any of these Magicks
al one, they would have worked poorly, if at all.

There is no Water in nmy Nature to negate the Fire Magick, but there is so little of Fire conpared
to Air that | doubt | would get very far

Just as electricity would not flow through wire nmade of |ead, the Magician's Nature had to be
suited to carrying the "current" of the particular El enent with which he was trying to Wrk. The
purer the Nature, the better the Magi ck would fl ow

She knew the theory, she knew some of the practice, and she had been |earning the details of the
El enent of Air. But the tine had cone for her to stop sinple study, and begin her rea
Apprenticeship and that neant that the time had cone for her to confess to Jason her "divided

| oyalties."

She always waited for himto call her by neans of the speaking-tube before going down to his suite
for the day. He was extrenely sensitive about his appearance and the difficulties his changed form
caused him and she would not for the world enbarrass himby bursting in on him before he was
fully and correctly clothed and prepared to neet with her. This tine, though, when she descended
the staircase, she brought with her a basket of those things she would need that were not part of
the Work Roomof a Firenmaster. | might as well hang for a sheep as a lanb; if | amgoing to "tel
all," I"'mgoing to ask for permission to use the Wrk Roomfor ny first conjuration of a Syl ph

She was so used to his appearance by now that seeing her own face in a nirror sometines gave her a
little shock, because she did not have upstanding, pointed ears, nor a nuzzle full of the sharp
teeth of a carnivore, nor fur. He was so conpletely hinself in any form that the outward
appearance was hardly worth noting. But today, she paused after her greeting to search his face
intently, and acknow edged for the first tine that not only did she not find himnonstrous or
repul si ve-she found hi mremarkably handsone, in and of hinself. He might consider his current form
war ped, but there was nothing m sshapen about it to her

"Rose-" he touched her shoul der to awaken her out of the little daze she had fallen into. "Are you
quite all right?"

She shook herself nmentally, and smled at him "Perfectly, Jason. But | have sonething of a
confession to make-"

But before she could say it, he had taken the basket from her hands, and replied with a | augh

"You wish to tell nme that you have been studying Air Magick in your free hours. And, | would
guess, given this little burden of yours, that you wi sh to undertake your first Elenmenta
Conjuration.”

She froze with shock. "How how did you know?"

He shrugged, as if it should have been obvious how he knew. "It was inevitable, ny |ady. Once you
had a taste of Apprenticeship, once your need for Magi ck was awakened, you would never be able to
deny the craving. And since your Nature is that of Air, even though there is no Master avail able
to you, you would find a way to study it."

She stared at him and he | aughed teasingly, holding the basket just out of her reach. "Shall |
continue to amaze you with nmy sagacity? Today, of course, you wi sh to undertake your first attenpt
at raising a Sylph, and you felt that you had to confess your activities but were afraid | would
be of fended that you 'stole' tinme fromny researches for your own."

"But-" she spluttered, indignantly, her whole, carefully-rehearsed speech having gone up in snoke
as he spoke. "But-"

Taking pity on her, he gave her back the basket, and placed one hand atop hers as she took it. "M
dear | ady, you could not help it, and I knew you could not help it. | have been attenpting to
gui de your efforts as best | could w thout betraying that | knew your little secret. And since the
first attenpt at Conjury is best done in the presence of a Master, if not a Master of your own

el enrent, | was planning on overseeing you fromthe beginning."

Her indignation vani shed; how could she be of fended at such generosity? She had no reason to
expect such understanding fromhin "You were?" she said, astonished and relieved beyond neasure
"But your own work-"

"Can wait, ny lady." He offered her his arm and she took it. "To be quite selfish, it is entirely
possi bl e that our conbined work will proceed rmuch faster with the devotees of two Disciplines
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pursuing it. | will be the first to adnmit that ny own Mastery may blind me to possibilities
obvious to those of another. And-"
He hesitated, then shrugged. "Never nind," he ended. "It was not inportant."”

But his expression said otherw se, and she rai sed a skeptical eyebrow at him "You never | ook that
way unless sonething is inportant, Jason," she chided, as they came to the door of the Wrk Room
"Now, out with it! Else I'll ask your Sal amander to ferret it out for ne!"

"You woul d," he grow ed, but not as if he was really displeased. "Well enough. | amperfectly

pl eased that you are not pursuing Fire. It is not possible for two Firenmasters to remain together
in the sane area. That was why | had to | eave my hone and my Master when ny Magi ckal educati on was
conpl ete. However, it is possible for a Firemaster and a Master of either Earth or Air to remain
in close proximty. Even-" Was it her inmmgination, or did his voice growjust a trifle hoarse? "-
even in the same dwelling."

She cast a sharp glance at him but his expressi on was opaque, and she was not certain just what
to make of that statement. But he gave her no chance to think about it.

"l have also sent a letter to that charlatan Pao, and gotten his reply,"” he continued. "The
Oientals have slightly different Disciplines than us of the Wst, as you are aware, and | asked
himif it was possible in his experience for a Master of one Elenent to serve as the teacher for
an Apprentice in another." He pulled a set of folded papers fromhis breast-pocket and waved them
before returning themto the pocket. "According to him not only is it possible, but it is quite
the usual thing in the East. He even sent ne suggestions as to how | mght enploy the Eastern

met hods in your Western education.”

Now she stopped quite dead in her tracks, and turned to stare at him her |lips parted in utter
amazenent. He gave her a droll and triunmphant grin over his shoulder, and tugged on her hand.

"So, Apprentice, as you can see, | amquite prepared to see you through this. You are, as you
probably al ready know, far ahead of npbst Apprentices of your short experience, sinply because you
are used to conducting research and are possessed of form dable self-discipline and
concentration.” His grin widened at her reaction to that astounding statenent. "l expect you to
achieve Mastery within a year, quite frankly. Perhaps sooner. The Syl phs are gentler creatures
than the Sal amanders, and | ess wary; the usual weaknesses of one destined for Air Mastery are a

| ack of concentration and a general flightiness, and you suffer fromneither-if you ever were
burdened with such faults, you overcame them|ong ago. Now, come al ong, and you'll prove what |

al ready know to yoursel f."

Once again he tugged on her hand, and she perforce followed himinto the Wirk Room taking the
irrevocabl e steps down a path that would govern all she did for the rest of her life.

In the end, the conjuration proved just as easy as Caneron had clainmed it would be for her. In
fact-as she noved through the Work, with its studied gestures, poetic incantations, and all the
attendant ritual, she felt a growing sense of joy, of rightness, as if she was doing sonething she
had been born to do. By the tine the nonment arrived for the actual appearance of the Syl ph, her
happi ness was bubbling out of her like an effervescent spring bubbling into |life after being
frozen over during the winter. It was all she could do to keep fromdancing a little as she spoke
the final words

The Wrk as witten in the reference she had used called for a circle of containnent as well as

i nvocation, but Caneron had advi sed against it, making the alterations in her copy of the diagram
hinmself. "If you wish to follow ny exanple, and persuade your El ementals rather than coercing
them you had better begin as | did, and do without the containment circles altogether."

"lIsn't that-well-dangerous?" she had asked, doubtfully. "The book says it is. Wthout the
containnent circle, there is no way to be certain the Sylph will cooperate."

"Of course it is!" he had replied. "Friendship is inherently nore dangerous than slavery. A friend
al ways has the option to tell you that he will not do something, and that nmay happen, especially
at first. My Sal amanders di sobeyed nme once or twice to test ny resolve not to coerce them and
suspect your Sylphs will do the sane, although they may sinply confine thensel ves to inpudence.
But a slave will never offer his help unasked, and that is what you gain from persuasi on rat her

t han coercion."

So, she stood now before the marble altar, trenbling with joy and nervousness, and spoke the | ast
words of her invocation, as Jason watched her from outside the chal ked di agram

For a monent, she thought that nothing had happened-that she had fail ed.

Then, out of nowhere, a lively breeze whirled around her, a breeze full of a sense of |aughter

tuggi ng at her garnents, teasing her hair until it fell out of its carefully pinned-up coiffure.
It stole all of her hairpins and di sarranged her clothing, twirling around her faster and faster
until she |ooked as if she had been running up a hill in a strong March w nd.

Then it gave a final tug on her sleeves, forned into a tiny vortex in which all of her hairpins
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danced, and dropped down onto the altar. Then it wasn't a vortex at all, but a creature that could
have been the original for all of the illustrations in every children's fairy-book ever witten.
She had not been quite certain what to expect, since the Sal anander was so patently unhuman, but
this ethereal, sem -transparent creature was quite hunan in appearance. It had a narrow face with
a pointed chin, high cheekbones and al nond-shaped eyes tilted upwards at the outer corners. It was
androgynous, disturbingly pretty, nore-or-less "clothed" in long, flow ng, pale hair and what
seened to be a series of gauzy, ever-noving scarves, and even had a suggestion of transparent

hunm ngbi rd-wings at the small of its back. The col ors of the Sal anander were intense golds, reds,
and oranges-the colors of this creature were the pal est of blues, violets, and pinks. The
expression on its face suggested that its chief notivation was nischief, and now Rose understood
why Syl phs were notoriously difficult to control

"Well!" it said, quite cheerfully. "It certainly took you | ong enough! W thought you'd never get
up the courage to call us!"
She took a step nearer, and the elfin creature widened its eyes playfully until its eyes were

twice their original size. She stared into them distracted and entranced; she had never seen eyes
like those before, as blue as the skies over the desert, as infinite, and as hypnoti c.

"So, what will you have of nme?" it murnured, in a soft, silken voice, a voice that beguiled and
bewi tched her. "Shall | show you the world? Everywhere the Air goes, we go. | can show you
anyt hi ng, anywhere. Wuld you care to hear mnmusic? The Air carries all music-1 can bring you the
voi ce of Caruso, the piano of Rachmani nov, the violin of-"

Behi nd her, Jason cleared his throat. Only that, but it jarred her back to sanity and out from
under the hypnotic spell of those eyes, that voice. And now she understood the danger the Syl ph
represented, the danger of the Lotus-eater, the opiunsnoker, the one who dreans w thout direction
and purpose. This was the first test-to see if she could withstand the tenptati on of the endl ess
dr eam

"I would really prefer if we nade the Pact first," she murrmured diffidently. "Please, it would
really be better so. And once the Pact is sworn, you may depart if you wish."

That was a departure fromthe standard-if she had cast a containnent circle, she would have said,
"I give you | eave to depart." But Jason's Sal amanders cane and went as they wi shed when he did not
specifically need them and he took no harmfromthemif she was to follow in his footsteps, she
must give the Syl phs the sane freedom

The books had all warned that when presented with the Pact that bound Magi cian and El enental s, the
Syl ph might turn angry and refuse to swear-another reason for the containment circle, which would
prevent it fromdeparting until it had sworn on behalf of all its kind.

But that did not happen, not this tine; this seened to be another exanple in favor of Jason's
policy of cooperation instead of coercion. It |aughed, long and nerrily. "Too clever, too

cautious, too disciplined to be caught!" it crowed. "You will be a good friend, and a good Master
Very well, Rosalind Hawkins, we will swear the Pact with you, for you will not abuse it, but
neither will you be seduced by us!"

It remai ned sol emm-al though its eyes danced with nmerrinent-just |ong enough to repeat the phrases
that bound them Magi ckal ly together. But the nonent the Pact was sworn, it becane a | aughing
breeze again, and whirled around the roomone nore tinme, before vanishing.

And it took all her hairpins with it.

Rose sat down, all in a heap, right where she was, feeling conpletely drained of energy and
enotion. Jason allowed her to remain | ong enough to catch her breath, then crossed the now
superfluous chal ked lines to extend a hand to her

She | ooked up at himwi thout taking his hand. "It nearly had ne," she said, reaction to what she
had so narrowy escaped setting in. "It nearly pulled me in, and | woul d never have cone out
again."

"And dependi ng on whether or not | could persuade the Sylphs to listen to nmy Sal ananders, | would
ei ther have spent several days trying to bring you back, or regretfully sent what was left of you
off to a lunatic asylum" he replied gravely. "Yes. | could not warn you; you had to face that

danger, that tenptation, all yourself. Now you see the danger inherent in treating with the

Syl phs. The Sal ananders invite one to unregul ated passion when they first appear; the Sylphs to

|l osing one's self in dream ng. The Giones tenpt to the extrene of sloth, self-indul gence, and if
you will forgive me-sexual excess; and the Undines to the extrenme of self-deception, particularly
where one's own abilities are concerned. That is the danger with all the El ementals; they can
entice the woul d-be Magician into fatal excess of the worst kind-the kind that always lives within
him because of his unbal anced Nature."

"You didn't tell me-the books didn't tell nme-" She felt sonehow shocked and betrayed.

"They hinted at it-though | will adnit that | did not," he told her. "As | said, your Master is
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not permitted to give you an obvious warning; it is a test, and one you had to face without a rea
war ni ng. You wouldn't understand it until you felt it for yourself. Now you do. And you w Il never
fall prey to it, because you did not in your nonment of greatest vulnerability." He shrugged. "From
this moment on, your Mastery is largely a matter of increasing skill and practice. You have

| earned the trick of juggling; now you will sinply learn to add nore balls until you can juggle as
many as | can."

He of fered her his hand again; this time, she took it, but she was still shaken. "If you hadn't

cl eared your throat-"

"That is why | amthe Master. It was ny duty to rem nd you of yours." Now he smled. "My own
Master made a particularly cutting remark about fools who let their enptions get the better of
themto one of his Salananders when | was in danger of forgetting ny priorities. You required a
much subtler reminder, and that in itself is inpressive. |I cannot speak for every Apprentice, but
| suspect nost of themrequire prodding by their Masters at the nonent of truth.”

"Ch." She said nothing nore, but felt imensely relieved that she had not done as badly as she had
t hought .

Now t hat she was on her feet, and the initial shock had worn off, she was able to think again.
There woul d al ways be one Syl ph about her now, waiting and watching. Wiether or not it cane when
she called and did as she asked would be largely a matter of concentration and wi || power-and her
ability to persuade it. Jason no |longer had to persuade his Sal amanders, in no small part because
they were in the habit of obeying him She had to renmenber that although the Syl ph had | ooked
human, nost of themwere not particularly intelligent. Once they got into the habit of obeying
her, they wouldn't think of doing otherw se.

It might also do things just because it thought she would |i ke them done; and a rare, very
intelligent Sylph would perform actions even because it thought she needed them done. Jason's "pet
Sal amander" was certainly inclined that way. It held intelligent conversations with him and even
contradicted himif he was wong. Perhaps one of her Syl phs woul d devel op that kind of
intelligence.

She had not realized that Jason had | ed her out of the Work Roomuntil she found herself standing
besi de the sofa in the study.

She started to turn to go back to clean up the mess she had | eft behind. "The Wrk Room" she
sai d, vaguely. "The ness-" She couldn't have the Syl ph erase the diagrans and clean up the renains
of the invocation-that was inpossible, by the Pact that bound her to the Syl phs and vice versa.

He put both hands on her shoul ders and pushed her gently down onto the sofa. "The Sal amanders can
take care of the nmess,” he said. 'That is another aspect that is useful about having two

Di sciplines operating in the same household. My Sal amanders are perfectly free to clean up after
Air Wrk, and your Sylphs are permitted to clean up after Wirks of Fire. They will even enjoy
doi ng so. Here-"

He handed her a cup of restorative tea, and she drank it down, thankfully. Her exhaustion was
largely a matter of nerve and enotion-the effects of reaction after having successfully conpleted
what really had been a dangerous task. In a nonent or two, she would feel better

But for right now, | believe | would really prefer to sit here on the couch

Finally, after fifteen or twenty mnutes, her nerves felt steady again, and her hands had stopped
shaking. In all that tine, Jason had not said a word. He sinply sat in his chair and watched her
carefully, as if he was studying her. Perhaps he was; after all, he was a Master, and it was part
of his obligation to be aware of the nental, physical, and enotional state of his Apprentice.

"Did this happen to you?" she demanded.

He evidently understood precisely what she meant. "The reaction? O course. But | am curious about
sonmet hing." He | eaned forward, and focused on her intently. "Wen you becane confortable with your
rol e-when you were thinking about nothing except the work, howdid it feel to you?"

"How did it feel ?" she repeated. It felt wonderful, but how do | describe that? "It felt-I'mnot
certain. | think I must have felt the way an opera singer feels, when everything comes together in
a perfect performance. As if | was born to do this, as if nothing in the world was nore natural or
right for ne. There was a joy, a feeling of conpletion, a feeling of com ng home-" She shook her
head. "Al'l that, and nore. | can't describe it properly."

He sat back, and there was no m staking the satisfaction in his eyes. "You don't have to. This was
sonet hing du Mond never felt, and | should have known then that there was sonething wong wth
him The true Magician, the one who is born to it, comes to his work with pleasure, and not as if
it is work. | suspect this nust be the case with anyone who is doing what he is truly suited to,
whet her he be a Magician or a singer, a poet or a priest, or even a plunber. You had that joy
about you; this is what you were born to do."

So he has felt the sane way! She had thought perhaps that the feeling had been chinerical-or even
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sinmply the effect of her own inmgination

"You won't al ways have so pure an experience,” he warned. "No singer has a perfect performance
every night, after all. But some of that joy will always be there for you, rem nding you of the
nmonents when it does all cone together into a perfect whole." He sighed wistfully. "The only other
time | have ever felt that perfection was when | was riding Sunset. Now, | dare not go near him
for fear that I'lIl frighten him"

She put down her cup and got to her feet, extending her hand to him "That reninds me-1 have
sonmething I would Iike to show you," she told him "That is, if you think we have tine for a brief
stroll outside.”

"Qutside?" He hesitated for a nonent, then shrugged, and stood up. "Well, why not? After all,
there's no one here to see ne, is there?"

"Precisely." She said nothing nore, but sinply |led himdown the stairs to the side door-the one

|l eading to the stables. He followed her as far as the wal k, then stopped when he realized that she
was headi ng towards Sunset's paddock

"We can't go there-" he protested.

She stopped, and turned around to face him She had not put her hair up after the encounter with
the Sylph, and the wind flirted with it. "I have been doing other reading," she said, "but as a
horseman, you can probably confirmwhat | read. Just how good is a horse's eyesight?"

"Not very," he admitted. "They tend to rely as nmuch on scent and sound as on sight. That is one
reason why they are so prone to shying at things they don't expect. They can sense mpbvenent very
well, but they have to stare fixedly at sonething they don't recognize in order to identify it."
"And are you afraid that you would frighten Sunset because of the way you | ook-or because your
scent has changed?"

"The latter," he said, puzzled. "But-"

"But | have had your Sal amander bring ne your shirts for the past nonth and nore, and | have been
| eavi ng them overnight in Sunset's stall to famliarize himw th your new scent!" she said
triunmphantly. "He was a bit alarmed at first, but evidently there was enough of the old 'you' in
the new scent to reassure him Now he is quite used to it. Wn't you please at least try to see if
he'll accept you?" she begged shamel essly, looking up into his troubled eyes. "He nisses you so
nmuch-and | amsinply no real substitute for you. Even the conpany of poor old Brownie is not
enough to make up for your |oss."

He | ooked away for a noment, and she sensed he was struggling with hinself. She continued with
argunents she had rehearsed al nost as many tines as the apol ogeti c speech she had not had a chance
to deliver. "Du Mond told ne that he was a gift fromanother Firemaster, and although |I have not
had a great deal of experience with horses, it seens to ne that he is truly quite out of the
ordinary. Gven that, don't you think you ought to give himthe chance to prove he can tolerate
nmore than any ot her horse you ni ght have owned?"

"Perhaps," he murmured, but he did not sound convinced.

"He needs nore exercise than he gets in that little paddock,"” she persisted, putting one hand on
his arm "And | cannot ride. | would not even dare to take himfor wal ks, like a dog; | don't know
enough about horses to keep hi munder control if he should take fright. He needs to be ridden, or
he will be quite out of condition before Iong. He needs to see nore than the paddock, or | think
he will grow stale with boredom"

"I's he in the paddock now?" Cameron asked, still |ooking away fromher, off in the direction of
the stable.

He doesn't want to see ny pleadi ng expression! she guessed shrewdly. He is afraid he would not be
able to resist it!

"Yes, he is-and you know, if he will not cone to you, | think we could take that as the sign that
he will not accept you as you are," she replied, as persuasively as she could. "After all, he

hat ed du Mond, and the paddock seermed to provide plenty of roomfor himto feel safe when the man
was anywhere near."

"That's true...." Finally, after several ninutes, he turned back to her. "All right. |I wll make
your experinent on that basis." H's tone turned wy. "I only hope he does not decide to attack ne!
That is what the lead stallion would do, in defense of his herd, if a wolf canme sniffing about."
"He won't," she replied with confidence. G ven Sunset's reaction to the scent of Jason's shirts,
she was quite certain that Caneron's fears were unfounded. Perhaps if she had not taken the tine
to accustomthe stallion to the scent, he would have been correct-but now whenever she brought a
new shirt, Sunset drank in the scent, then |ooked to the direction of the house or the door of the
stabl e expectantly, whickering as if he thought that Jason hinself was about to appear

It was her turn to take Jason's hand and | ead himalong the path to the stable and paddock area.
He hung back, as though reluctant to go, and yet he kept straining his gaze for the first sight of
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Sunset .

I thought he missed that horse nore than he would adnmit, precisely because he didn't tal k about
it. In fact, he had avoi ded the subject of Sunset and riding as much as possi bl e, once he knew
that she did not ride and could not give his beloved stallion his needed exercise. This was a part
of his Iife that had been painful to give up

As they canme into sight of the paddock, she whistled shrilly-another unladylike habit that her

fat her had never asked her to break

"Whistling girls and crowing hens, both will come to some bad ends.’
little boys quote that piece of doggerel at nme?

Sunset whickered in immedi ate answer to her whistle, and soon cane trotting into view. He broke
into a canter at the sight of her-

And t hen stopped dead, staring at her conpanion

Jason stopped as well, pulling his hand away fromhers. "He sees nme-he's afraid of ne-"
"Nonsense! " she said briskly, seizing his hand again and tugging himinsistently onwards. "He

thi nks you m ght be Paul du Mond, that's all! Good heavens, du Mond has been the only other hunan
besi des nyself he has seen in nonths and nonths! OF course he doesn't know it's you yet. Call to
him or whistle, whatever you used to do so he knows it is you!"

Ch drat-can he whistle anynore?

But Jason cleared his throat, and nade a series of very peculiar, high-pitched yipping sounds.
"Sunset!" he called, as the stallion's ears pricked forward, and he took a tentative step or two
in their direction. "Ho, Sunset!"” Then he called out sonething else in a guttural tongue that Rose
assuned was Arabic.

The stallion whinnied shrilly, and broke into a run towards them pulling up at the last mnute
right at the fence, rearing a little in excitenent. He continued to dance in place, ears up, tail
fl agged, showing far nore excitenent than he ever did when Rose greeted him Jason ran too,
droppi ng Rose's hand to sprint to the fence, where he net the horse, caught either side of the
halter in his hands, and pulled Sunset's head down to his chest. The stallion nmade little runbling
sounds that Rose assuned were noi ses of happi ness and contentnent, as Jason rubbed and scratched
his head, ears, and neck. Jason nuttered things under his breath that Rose knew were words of

af fection and contentnent, even though she couldn't understand a bit of it.

She nmade her way in a |leisurely manner down to the fence, and stood beside themfor severa

m nutes. Stallion and Master were totally oblivious to her.

Which is as it should be, she thought, with great content of her own.

"His tack is all still in the stable,” she said aloud. "And he's quite used to having the

Sal amanders about. | suspect you could have them act as stableboys. I'lIl be up at the library when
you' ve finished your ride."

For a monent, she thought that he hadn't heard her. Then be turned to her with tears literally
standing in his eyes.

"How can | ever thank you?" he asked. "You' ve given nme back sonething |I thought | would never have
again-"

"You can thank ne by saddling up and taking this poor, neglected horse for a long ride," she
replied with a laugh. "You both need the exercise. Master Pao said that a great deal of your pain
is, frankly, due to the fact that you never |eave the house! | take ny wal ks so that | don't turn
into afat little MIwaukee bratwirst-frau-now you go take your rides, or | fear you will do the
sanme! "

And with that, she turned and marched back up to the house, sure that he woul d take her advi ce.
She stopped in her room|ong enough to put her hair and clothing back in order, and | ooked out the
wi ndow at the unaccustoned sound of hoof beats. Sure enough, she reached the window just in time to
see Jason, feet sonehow crammred into riding-boots, galloping off towards the cliff-top trail.

She wi ped a tear or two of her own away, although she was smiling at the sanme tinme. | don't think
that | have ever seen himso conpletely happy before. | believe that this time | nanaged to give
himan inmportant part of hinself back

She returned to her mirror, but once her hair was pinned back into place, she didn't rise.

I nstead, she sat at her dressing-table, staring soberly into the eyes of her reflection. She had
not had a nonment for contenplation of anything other than Magick in a very long tine, but this had
brought the question of the future home to her in a way that could not be ignored.

VWhat will happen when he gets the rest of his |ife back?

Real istically, she already knew what woul d happen. He woul dn't need her anynore. He would return
to his fornmer social round, and there was no roomin that for her. She was not the kind of wonman
that a man of his station would associate with, socially. The only tinme soneone |ike her would
encounter sonmeone |ike him perhaps, was as the wife of one of the university professors if he

How many tines did bratty
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were given a reception follow ng a generous endownent. O if she sonehow achi eved schol astic
notoriety, and he required advice about a manuscript or something of the sort.

More inportantly, she was not the kind of wonman a nman |i ke Jason Canmeron would marry. It was not
the thing to have a wife interested in anything other than being the hostess to one's guests, and
| ooking attractive and charning on one's arm when one was a guest el sewhere. Her interests could
be in genteel charitable work, fine enbroidery, or even gardening, but they could not be

schol astic. That might inply she was better educated, or even (heaven forfend!) that she was nore
intelligent than her spouse.

He'll marry an heiress, of course. Since he has plenty of noney of his own, he'll have his pick of
an entire flock, and since they have nothing nuch to do except groomthensel ves for prospective
husbands, they'll all be beautiful, acconplished, and none of themw Il be as rude or outspoken as
I am

Before he married, of course, he would have to disniss her in such a way that she would not take
of fense and cause an inconvenient fuss. He would, no doubt, find her a real Master of Air to
Apprentice to, probably as far away as possible. She and all the things he had given her would be
packed off-with Jason's heartfelt thanks, eternal gratitude, and a fat check besides her savings
to cover any hurt feelings.

O broken hearts? Oh, | expect he's well acquainted with paying for broken hearts. There. |'ve
admitted it. I'min love with him

She sighed, and stared into the eyes of her reflection with resignation; her reflection stared
back at her through the | enses of her quite unnodish spectacles. If this had been her first |ove
affair, she probably would have been in tears at this point. But it wasn't, and the fact was, she
had never really forgotten the vast social gulf that separated herself and Jason. That gulf was

bridged only by the fact of his appearance, and there had never been any illusions on her part
that when he got his old self back, the bridge would disintegrate.
And even if he actually proposed to her against all logic, it would probably be out of a sense of

duty, of what he owed her. And perhaps out of a notion of avoiding possible scandal -which woul d
not hurt him but could ruin her. If she accepted, he would be chained to an inappropriate wife,
and she would be aware, and resentful, that he had offered her marriage only because he felt he
had to. The resentnent they both felt would sour everything good that had ever happened between

t hem

So what does a wonman in love with a werewol f do at this point?

The heroi ne of sone popul ar romance woul d probably dissolve into tears, and be perfectly incapable
of thinking. This would put off any need to plan whatsoever, since she would not be able to face
the prospect of such a bleak future, and would live helplessly fromday to day. And of course,
romanti ¢ novels being conpletely divorced fromreality, when Jason did return to normal, like the
Prince in Cinderella, he would declare that no matter who or what she was, he would | ove her
forever.

And pigs will doubtless fly before that happens.

But she was not the heroine of a silly romance; her mnd sel dom stopped worki ng just because her
enotions were involved. This was not a fairy tale and even in the originals of the fairy tales,

t he endi ng was not guaranteed to be "and they lived happily ever after.”

Well, the brave heroines of quite a few fairy tales sacrificed everything for the happiness of the
one they | oved. She thought about the Little Mermaid, dying so that her prince would never know
that it was she who had rescued him and not the princess he had cone to love. O the half-human
immortal Firebird, giving up Ivan so that the nortal Tsarina could have him The thought of Beauty
and the Beast occurred to her, but she was no Beauty, and her |love for himwould be no cure for
his condition.

Very well, then. | shall be the Little Mernaid, and wal k upon legs that stab nme with a thousand
pains, and in the end, fling nyself into the ocean with a snmile so that he can have his life
again. | will still have nmy work, I will have a |ovely wardrobe, and | shall have the financia
means to conplete nmy degree and pursue an academ c career. | believe that | will make a fine
Professor of Literature in a won-tan's coll ege sonewhere. | shall attenpt to wake the intellect of
silly young girls, nost of whomw || be occupying space until they marry nen |i ke Jason, and

will treasure and nurture the intelligence of those few who are different. | wll be mysterious
and enigmatic, respected, if not |oved, perhaps a little eccentric, and | will continue to have
Magi ck.

She practiced the bright smle in the mirror, until she was certain that she had gotten it right.
At | east she would do better than the poor Mernaid out of this. In the end, she would have a well -
fattened bank-account and soneplace to go.

And she woul d have Magi ck. Perhaps anong those silly young girls, she would find another with a
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spirit like her own, to pass the Mgick on to.

Jason's Master had never needed anything nmore than the Magick to make his life conplete. Perhaps
she could learn to feel the same.

Her throat cl osed over tears she refused to shed. And pigs will surely fly the day | do...

Jason brought Sunset back into the paddock at a wal k; the stallion was sweating froma good run
but not foaming, and his unstrained breathing told the Firemaster that his wind had not suffered
in spite of his long idleness. For being confined to the paddock for so | ong, he was in remarkably
good condition; better than Jason had any right to expect.

That he had accepted Jason, changed as he was-it was nothing short of a mracle, and it was a
mracle that would never have happened if it hadn't been for Rose. It had never occurred to himto
get Sunset used to the changed scent by bringing shirts down to the stallion's stall. It had never
occurred to himthat the familiar scent could overconme the unfaniliar sight.

Once again, Rose had given hima gift that he coul d never repay. Wat a woman she was! Conpared to
her, the daughters of his business peers were as shall ow and enpty-headed as the brainless horses
they rode, or the idiot little spaniels they carried about with them

Once, he had taken it as a matter of course that he would, in due tine, marry one of them He
woul d, of course, continue to have an expensive courtesan discreetly kept in town for his rea

pl easures-a woman of wit and anusenent, who would entertain himin nore ways than the anorous. If
the girl he married, as was all too likely, found her marital duties a burden, he would perform
his duty just often enough to produce a famly. He probably woul d have chosen the prospective

bri de on the basis of whether or not she showed any potential in her famly for Magick; if he had
children, he wanted themto be magicians if at all possible.

Frankly, now that | have cone to know Rose, | would rather marry one of the spaniels. Fortunately,
| don't have to marry one of those brainless debutantes if | choose otherwise. | ama self-nade
man, in a city of self-rmade men. | have no well-bred parents with fam lial expectations of ny

station. This is no nmonarchy, where | nust wed for the sake of the country. There is no reason
why, when all this is over, that | cannot nmarry Rose. There is no one | have to placate through

marriage. | have a fortune of ny own, and | do not need to wed another. And | need not explain ny
choice of bride to anyone. She is a Magician, of a Discipline conpatible with mne. She will not
need to be sheltered fromanything, nor will | need to keep any secrets fromher. And-1 do not
believe she will find the sensual side of marriage at all distasteful

He had to laugh at that, after a noment. Her? The wonman who told nme crisply that she had read The
Decaneron in the original? She mght well force ne to prove ny nettle!

But as he disnmounted, and pain shot up his legs fromhis cranped feet, the reality of his
situation canme home to him

He was still trapped in the body of a half-beast. And there was no real evidence that he woul d be
able to reverse that condition any tine soon. No matter what his dreans and plans, that was the
current reality.

He led Sunset into the stable, and with the help of his Sal ananders, renoved the tack to be

cl eaned and began to rub himdown and groom him

Such a purely physical occupation gave himplenty of time for reflection, although his thoughts
were far from pl easant ones. He was being very confident in her presence about the nmatter, but the
fact was that they were no closer to finding a solution than they had been when he first hired
her. And he had a shrewd notion just who owned that nmanuscript the Unicorn referred to.

Beltaire has it, I"'msure of it, and he'd burn it to ash if he thought there was even a chance
that | mght get ny hands on it. He is the only person | "know' that | have not asked about it,
and if he had any inkling of ny condition, he is probably gloating over it.

What coul d he possibly offer her, trapped in this state as he was?

She was being very brave and very controlled, giving no obvious sign that she found his bestia
formrepugnant, and in fact, he thought that now and agai n she actually nanaged to forget the form
he wore, at least as long as she was not |ooking directly at him But how could any woman | ook at
hi m wi t hout shrinking away? He was hi deous, a nightmare, and he would be a fool to think

ot herw se.

She was willing to be kind to him but he should not hope for |ove, could not expect it out of
even this nost generous-hearted of wonen.

Even though | amafraid | have actually fallen in love with her nyself. She would have to be a
saint to love ne as | am and Rose Hawkins is no saint.

What a dammabl e situation

He bore down on the brush savagely, and Sunset snaked his head about and nipped himin protest.
Not that painful, but a renminder that Sunset would not put up with m streatnent.
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If the situation were different-
Then | might well find nyself in an equally damabl e situation. She is not sone pretty fool to be

swept off her feet as | inpersonate a prince in a fairy tale. How could | possibly propose to her
as nyself w thout giving her cause to resent ne? "Here | am handsone, rich, powerful, and
shoul dn't you be pleased that |, in all ny glory, have deigned to nmake you ny bride?" O she'll

think I'"'m making the offer out of a sense of obligation, and that woul d make any nornal human fee
strongly resentful

Perhaps, in tine, he mght be able to persuade her that he was sincere-but she m ght not be
willing to grant himthe tine.

She had a life of her own before her father died. She can resune her education, get her doctora
degree, and go on to a fine and respected career as an historical scholar and Lady Professor. She
does not need nme or any man-to give purpose to her life, for she already had it, earned by her own
effort and no one el se's.

Wth a sigh, he put up the brush and curryconmb, and saw to Sunset's di nner.

There was no answer; the prospects were equally bl eak whether he reverted to his forner self or
remai ned as he was. She could not |ove himas a beast, and probably would not |ove himas a man.
The best he could do would be to conceal his true feelings, and continue on as they were. |If he
coul d not have her |love, he would at |east not spoil the friendship.

He left Sunset to his grain, and turned his steps back toward the house, prepared to hide his
feelings forever, if need be.

Fortunately, the mask of the beast made it damably easy to hide the heart of the man

CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

Paul du Mond watched in fascinated detachnent as hands that did not seemto belong to himslowy
drove a potent |oad of clear, pink-tinged liquid into his vein through the nmedi um of the syringe
needl e. The hands squeezed the plunger hard as the last of the liquid entered his body; he wanted
to be certain he got every precious drop. Beltaire was generous with his drugs, but du Mond was
not going to repay that generosity w th wasteful ness.

"What did you say this was?" he asked Beltaire, as he renpved the bandage from around his el bow,
and felt the first rush of euphoria hit him He sat back on his bed, and watched Sinon through a
sweet haze of pleasure.

"I didn't," Beltaire replied casually. "Alittle of this, a bit of that, actually, including a few
thi ngs known only to The G eat Beast's devotees. You' ve had nost of themin single doses already.
It is a blend designed to |last |onger than cocaine, yet one which will not send the partaker into
a mndless dreamworld |ike many of the opiates. Eventually, it will free your spirit-eyes so that
you can see beyond what fools call the real world into the many worl ds beyond this one.”

Paul nodded wi sely, although in his current euphoric state he probably woul d have nodded wi sely
had Beltaire recited a nursery-rhyne.

"l don't suppose you've heard anything nmore about the virgin child your suppliers were supposed to
get you?" the Firenmaster continued, raising an interrogative eyebrow. "W really nmust have a
virgin for the final cerenony opening up all four Elenents to you."” He sighed. "Best of all, of
course, would be virgin above the age of puberty, but that's too nuch to hope for fromthese

Chi nese sl ave-nmerchants. They never can resist sanpling their wares."

Du Mond shook his head, and a deep, hot anger awakened fromthe coals that were al ways gl owi ng
within his soul. He had paid, and paid dearly, well in advance of delivery-and all his supplier
could offer himwere excuses. There were shortages, due to high nortality in the shipments. It was
harder to get people to part with children than with useless girls of marriageabl e age who had no
dowries. The m ssionaries had confiscated his shipnent. The missionaries had nade it difficult to
bring his shipment into port. Always difficulties, never anything but excuses.

He already had a Fire El enental bound to his service, which was nore than he'd ever achieved with
Canmeron. The trouble was hardly with his new Master. Sinon Beltaire delivered everything he

promi sed and nore.

"1"I'l have words with them again,"” he replied, and added darkly, "I can always send Smth and Cook
to themif they have nothing nore to offer than excuses. | suspect the two of them could extract
our noney, at least."

"That should be your court of last resort,"” Beltaire warned. "It would be better to go to the
extreme of doing your own hunting before you turned force on your suppliers." He raised a finger
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suggestively. "Remenber that you have the use of nmy motor-launch when | do not require it. There
are quarters in San Francisco-as you well knowwhere a brat might not be m ssed for several days.
Most woul d go with anyone who of fered t hem candy-and opi um powder nixed with taffy or fudge is a
sure way to keep an urchin sleepy and cooperative |long enough to get it into the |aunch across the
Bay. Once it is in ny house, of course, it can yell as nuch as it |ikes. Under nornal
circunstances | would not suggest this at all, except that the matter is fairly urgent if you are
to make continuous progress. A local brat would at |east be sturdy, which is nore than can be said
for Chinese nerchandise that's just made a | ong voyage."

Paul licked his lips. "I'"lIl consider it."

Bel t ai re nodded, and packed up his paraphernalia. "I will |eave you to your experience," he said.
"This first time, you mght not be able to break through the barriers to the Gher Side; if not,
be patient, for sonetinmes your body needs to becone accustoned to these things so that your spirit
can soar freely. And sonetinmes your spirit is preoccupied with a problemthat nust be sol ved
before you are free to seek other realns. If that is true, and you identify the problem solve it
at once."

Paul did not notice himleaving, but after a tineless interval of lying in a state of hazy, vague
pl easure on his bed, neither was he able to nmake the breakthrough he had hoped for. Despite
Beltaire's advice, this frustrated him Try as he night to enpty his nind of everything, one
probl em kept intruding; the need to find his Vessel, the untouched fenul e-or nale, but Pau
preferred to use a female Vessel, and it was nmuch easier to tell if a female was a virgin than a
mal e.

If only he could find an adol escent-or better yet, an adult!

He stared at a spot on the ceiling, a water-stain shaped like a cloud. Scant chance finding a
virgin past the age of ten, he grunbled to hinself, his euphoria flattening. At |east, not one
can get hold of without getting the police on nmy trail. And as for an adult-huh, there's only one
that | know of, and-

It hit himthen, like a bolt of lightning. His Vessel, his perfect Vessel, was right at hand and
waiting for him That Hawki ns harridan-she was a virgin, and a fat | ot of good her virginity was
doi ng anyone, too! She wouldn't be nissed by anyone but Caneron-he still had free access to
Canmeron's estate, and if he caught her outside the nansion on one of those |ong wal ks of hers,
Cameron woul d never know what had happened to her! Canmeron woul dn't report her missing, he

woul dn't dare; he couldn't face police hinmself, and there would be no one el se who coul d answer
questi ons about her! He might even assume she had run off, frightened by the things he was asking
her to read to him

He | evered hinself up off his bed. Best to do it now, as Sinon had said, as if the Firenaster had
sonmehow known that this would be the solution to his problem If he waited, Cameron m ght get
tired of the lack of progress and send her off hinself, or she night decide that poverty was
better than reading what nust seemto her to be the ravings of lunatics, and quit.

He had a monent of doubt as his hand fell on the doorknob. Beltaire had said that the drugs woul d
last for many hours, and that they woul d have several different effects on his nental and physica
condition. Should he do this while he was still under their influence? Could he? They m ght slow
his reflexes, so that he would botch the ki dnapping. They m ght send hi mvisions that would
confuse him They might render himtoo euphoric to act. Or-they might give himinmmensely greater
strength and endurance, and render himinpervious to pain. He stood twisting the knob in

i ndeci si on.

But then, he saw that while twi sting the doorknob, the thing had come off in his hand. It hadn't
sinmply fallen off, either; he'd wenched it fromthe doorplate.

Wll! So that is one of the effects! Beltaire had warned himto be careful around the house, and
now he knew why! There were several drugs that had the effect of numbing the nerves and enhancing
strength, and Beltaire nust have put themin his mx

Perfect. If | leave now, | can borrow the motor-launch and be in Pacifica in an hour | can have
the nen drop nme in the shallows, then anchor the launch just belowthe cliffs, and | can take the
path up fromthe beach. | can wait there for her

Neat, clean, and inpossible to trace. She woul d sinply di sappear.

And there's no reason for Caneron to suspect ne.

He woul d finally get Rosalind Hawkins, and she would finally get what she deserved.

Rose could hardly hel p but conpare April in California with the sane nmonth in Chicago. There was
not hing to choose between, to be frank. April had al ways seened to be one of the npbst miserable
months in the cal ender to her-the weat her was hi deously distenpered, changing every few nonents,
and all of the changes unpl easant. There was just enough promnise of spring to raise one's hopes,
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but not enough to be convincing that winter's grip was | oosened-and there was al ways the chance
that a blizzard in the niddle of the nonth would send everything into an icy winter freeze for
anot her week or nore. There could be no opera, no ballet, no concerts, even; it was Lent, after

all, in a predomnantly Catholic city, and if there was any nusic available, it was all religious,
and dol orous. Menus at University were full of fish, a dish that Rose got weary of rather quickly,
given the linmted inmagination of the University cooks. Their illiterate Irish cook had al ways

i nsi sted on honoring the Lenten customas well, and her ideas beyond fish were limted to
veget abl e soups and stews, and Wl sh rarebit. By the tinme Lent was over, Rose was generally ready
to kill for a pot roast.

San Francisco did not seemto notice that it was the Lenten season. This was the nonth that Caruso
and the Met were conming to performat the Opera. Fish had no greater share in the city's nenus
than any other tine of year. Flowers had been in full bloomfor two weeks and nore, and if it
rained a great deal, well, the fresh greenery | ooked very pretty in the rain.

Rose had resunmed her wal ks as a guarantee that Jason woul d ride Sunset at |east once a day. She
had no troubl e encouraging himif she called out that she was about to get her exercise, but if
she said "I believe I'lIl continue working, so why don't you go take your ride," he would al ways
find some excuse to remain. As long as it wasn't pouring rain, a fast walk down to the sea and
back was a good way to shake off di scouragenent and depression-it was very hard to think of one's
self as a martyr when there were birds singing in every tree, and flowers filling the air with
per f une.

And today it was inpossible to think of herself as anything but incredibly |ucky. Tonmorrow she
woul d take Jason's private train into San Franci sco again, and she would listen to Caruso for the
followi ng two days from Jason's private box.

Canmeron had asked her to consult Master Pao about sone disturbances he had felt lately anong his
Sal amanders that he thought mnight be Earth-related. She had resolved to tell Master Pao the whole
truth about Jason's problemfor he still was unaware of the extent of the damage the "accident”
had caused and see if there was somnething Eastern Magi ck could do that Western could not.

Perhaps we will never be able to undo what was done to him That thought had occurred to her
several tinmes over the |ast two weeks, sounding what could have been a pessinistic note with
overtones, for her, of hope. If Cameron remained in his half-lupine form...

It woul d be sad, of course, but not the tragedy it mnight otherw se have been. He didn't need
servants as long as he had Sal amanders and Syl phs. He was able to get out on his estate again,
atop Sunset. Granted, he could no |onger entertain his old friends, but he didn't seemto mss

t hem

He does m ss nusic, but there are granophones, and there are inventions |ike the radi ophone that
hol d sone prom se of bringing distant concerts to listeners. | should persuade himto get a
gramophone and a coll ection of recordings. Soon enough, electricity would cone to Pacifica, and
thus to the estate; with electricity would cone the tel ephone. He could conduct all of his

busi ness fromhis office here, and for what needed the personal touch, there was his agent, and
there was Rose

I don't need a degree to do research and publish. | certainly don't need one for Magick. | could
stay here with himforever

Coul d her conpany-and yes, her |l ove-nmake up for his restricted Iife? She liked to think so.
Certainly he seened to be enjoying himself nore now than he had been when she first arrived.

She did not want to hope for something so selfish, and so tragic, as his continued inprisonnent in
his altered formbut it was difficult not to.

Tinme for research was at a premumw th her departure so soon, and she thought seriously about
turni ng back hal fway down the path. But the distant roar of the waves |ured her on, and she told
herself that they would have plenty of research-time when she returned. It is not as if we are
pursuing this under sonme deadline, after all.

Sunl i ght showi ng past the trees ahead of her pointed to the clearing at the top of the cliffs, and
her turn-around point. I'll just enjoy the sea and the wind for a noment, and get some sun, then
I'"lI'l walk back at a faster pace-

Her ears warned her a fraction of a second before it happened; there was the crackl e of

under brush, and she had just enough tine to half turn before sonething heavy hit her from behind,
grappling her around the waist.

But her assailant did not get a firmgrip on her, nor did he manage to pin her arms. Wth a shril
scream startl ed out of her by sudden fear, she clawed and struggled her way free, |eaving her
jacket in his hands. As she wenched herself away, she | et her nonentumtake her and staggered a
few paces away in the direction of the cliffs.

That was not where she wanted to go-nor did she want this attacker between herself and the
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mansi on! She staggered about to face him her hands crooked instinctively into claws to tear at
his face and eyes, her hair draggling down into her eyes, and one sleeve of her shirtwaist half
torn off.

To her utter shock and horror, when he scranbled to his feet and glared up at her, she recognized
the face of Paul du Mond. And to her deeper horror, she recognized by his dilated, glassy eyes,
his pal e conpl exion, and his fixed stare that he was not his nornal self. She had al ready narked
himwith a long scratch down one cheek; he did not seemto notice it, not even to w pe the bl ood
away. Nor did he speak, or alter his predatory stance in any way although he nust have recogni zed
her, and knew that she now knew hi m

Her stomach knotted and her heart chilled. For sonme reason, known only to him he had cone to
attack her. If he is drugged-he won't feel anything | do. | could claw his face to ribbons and he
won't feel it-

He lunged for her again, his lips twisted into a snarl, a thin line of spittle drooling from one
corner of his mouth. She tried to evade him but this tine his luck was better, or hers worse; he
caught her by the skirt, and wrenched her off-balance |ong enough to take conplete control of the
si tuation.

She had no tine to react; his reflexes were inhumanly fast. He seized both her wists in one hand
with an iron grip; she nade herself go linp, landing on her derriere with a painful thunp,

determ ned to make of herself a dead weight that he could not carry. And once she was down, she
began to kick at his knees and legs with the hard heels of her shoes. If she could break a bone,
drugged or not, he would not be able to carry her off, as he seened fi xed on doing!

Her focus narrowed to her struggle; although her entire body thrilled with terror, she did not,
woul d not, could not let it overwhel mher. She nust fight; Jason was who-knew where, and his

Sal amanders were probably with him Only one person was going to save her: herself.

She didn't screany she saved her breath for the fight. No one would hear her this far fromthe
house. But inside, she was screaming in terror. Her arnms burned with pain as he hauled at them it
felt as if he was tearing them out of her shoul der

He ignored the vicious kicks at his | egs, and began to drag her inch by inch toward the clearing
Twigs tore at her clothing, her face, her arms, marking her skin in fiery paths-she tw sted and
turned, trying to break that powerful grip in her wists, until her arms were nearly w enched out
of their sockets. Wat did he want with her? What could he want with her? And why was he dragging
her towards the cliffs?

The struggle went on in grimsilence; the roar of the ocean covered the sound of her panting and
gaspi ng, and he seened as inpervious to everything as if he were an automaton made of cl ockwork
and steel. She nade one attenpt to bite him but gave that up when he used the opportunity to
attenpt to land a blow to her jaw that would surely have knocked her sensel ess had she not ducked
out of the way. After that, she did her best to keep her head out of his reach

Ki cking and withing, hooking her |legs around trees until he tore her loose, forcing himto fight
dearly for every inch, she was dragged i nexorably towards the clearing and the cliffs. Her
shirtwai st was in rags; her skirt, of sturdier stuff, hanpered her attenpts to get a purchase
enough to throw hi mof f-bal ance. Was he going to throw her over the cliffs? And why?

What ever he wanted with her, the fact that he apparently wanted her alive for it nade her even
more terrified, if that was possible. Panic gave her new strength, and she twisted like a wild
thing in his grasp, wenching her arns back and forth. But sone other force had given him

incredi ble strength, and he continued to pull her onwards.

Only two or three yards of cover renmined between himand the clearing. Once he got her that far
there would be nothing for her to hold on to, and he could sinply drag her across the slippery
grass uni npeded. Her heart pounded so wildly she thought it would burst.

Terrified past reason now, she screaned in hopeless terror, and fought with all her strength.
"Firemaster!"”

The Sal amander popped up under Sunset's nose, startling the stallion into a fit of rearing and
bucki ng. Cameron fought to control the horse with knee and voice; his heart hammered as he even
haul ed on the reins of the bitless bridle to force the horse's head down into a position where it
woul d be difficult to buck

"Hel p! Firemaster!" the Sal amander shrilled again. "Rose! Danger! Help, Firenaster!"

What ? At that sanme nmoment, he fought Sunset to a shivering standstill, and he twisted in his
saddle to face the Elemental. "Where? Wat? How?"

"Du Mond has her!" it screeched. "Follow"

It shot off like a streak of red lightning in the direction of the path to the cliffs; wthout a
second of hesitation, he wenched the horse's head around in the right direction. Digging his
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heel s into Sunset's sides, and shouting, he gave the stallion his head. Already excited, Sunset
needed no encouragenent to break into a gallop. The horse pounded after the blazing El emental, as
Caneron' s thoughts churned chaotically.

Du Mond- but why-the Sal amanders can't protect her, | sealed himagainst their direct interference-
the cliffs-what can he want-he wants her, he always has, he's been after her all al ong-

He urged Sunset to his fastest with shouts and slaps of a light twig he carried instead of a
riding-crop, but his thoughts went fromchaos to incoherence. Red, bloody rage built up in him as
it had once before, at the thought of du Mond putting his filthy hands all over Rose, his Rose-
"1 kill himkill himkill-

Bile rose in his throat, and the thick nusk of rage in his nostrils. H's stomach knotted, and his
vi sion m st ed.

Sunset thundered down the path to the cliffs, covering in mnutes what it would take someone af oot
a half hour to cross. His vision was narrowed to the path ahead, and filmed with scarlet. Sunset
was tiring, slowing, but it didn't matter, for he saw du Mond ahead of hi m now, draggi ng Rose. Her
clothing was torn and her face scratched, but she was kicking and fighting and scream ng at the
top of her |ungs.

He ni ght have been able to control hinself, if it had not been for the sheer terror in her
screans.

That sent himover the edge-and over Sunset's neck as the horse pulled up in startlenment. He |eapt
upon du Mond like a wolf leaping for a rabbit, claws extended, and nothing in his nmind or his soul
but the need to destroy.

He caught a glinpse of du Mond's face as they both went down-which did not even show that the man
regi stered his presence. Then they were grappling together

Du Mond's strength was prodigious, far greater than the nman shoul d ever have comanded on his own.
He managed to hold the wolf off for a few nonents; |long enough for himto realize, in whatever
drug-fogged world he was in, that he was in trouble. He wenched briefly away, and stunbl ed over
Rose as she lay prone, stunned, where he had dropped her

He still m ght have been able to save hinself, if he had sinply fallen flat and unresisting.
Instead, he drew a knife, and tried to grab for Rose again, perhaps with the vague notion of using
her as a shield.

He never got any farther than the notion.

Wth a grow that clawed its way out of his throat, Jason leapt for himagain, swatting the knife
out of his hands-

At that point, everything faded into a scarlet haze.

He cane to hinself a nmoment later, with a strange, sweet, warm netallic taste in his nouth. H's
claws held du Mond's shoul ders to the ground; beneath him the body quivered as the | ast vestige
of life passed fromit. Du Mond's head was flung back, and in his eyes was a | ook of sheer horror
Du Mond's throat was a red ruin.

Wth a shock, Jason recognized the taste in his nouth as bl ood. Fresh bl ood.

Du Mond' s bl ood.

He had ripped out du Mond's throat with his bare fangs.

Wth an inarticulate cry, he shoved hinself to his feet, and staggered back clunsily a pace or

t wo.

A sound that was part sob, part wail of fear, and part gasp rmade hi m |l urch about -

-neeting the horrified gaze of Rose.

The beast had won-and she had witnessed it all

No- no!

He gave a how of anguish, and ran, not knowi ng where he was going, and not caring, so long as it
took hi maway, far away, fromthose fearful, accusing eyes.

Rose didn't renenber how she came to be halfway up the path to the house, with the rags of her

bl ouse gathered about her in one hand, the reins of Sunset's bridle in the other, and her hair
straggli ng about her face. She only knew that at one nonent she was staring into the eyes of a
creature she had thought she knewa creature with the blood of a nan on its hands and fangs, which
stared back at her with no sign of recognition in its face. She had been fighting for her life at
one nmonent, and at the next had watched the man she |l oved tearing out the throat of her attacker.
Literally.

I"min shock, she thought, dimy. | nust get back to the house-

But he had run off, howling, in that sane direction. What if he was lying in wait for her, his

bl ood-1 ust unappeased by his first victin®

This is Jason you're thinking about!

file:/l/IG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Mercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt (127 of 143) [2/2/2004 1:18:03 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%20-%20The%20Fire%20Rose.txt

But it had not been Jason who had | ooked at her with the unconprehendi ng eyes of a beast. It had
been the werewol f, the | oup-garou, and she did not know it at all

Sunset wal ked al ong beside her in utter exhaustion, head down, sides heaving, stream ng sweat. She
dimy recall ed hoof beats approachi ng before sonething had fl owmn over her head and sent her
sprawling into the underbrush. Had Jason ridden himhere? Had the Sal ananders al erted hin? But why
hadn't they attacked du Mnd thensel ves?

She t hought of the blood on Jason's hands, dripping fromhis abbreviated nuzzle, and shuddered.
She had never seen anyone die before, not even her father. How could he have done that to anyone,
even his worst eneny?

How coul d she stay here? What if he snapped again?

She had once asked hi m how nuch of himwas wolf, and he had seened startled and uneasy at the
guestion. Now she knew why.

How close to the surface is the wol f? And what if | amthe one to nmake hi mangry next time?

As she emerged fromthe forest in front of the house, two Sal amanders flitted up to take charge of
Sunset. She dropped the reins listlessly, and stunbled on to the house, with both hands hol di ng
the ruins of her blouse over her chest in a vain attenpt at nodesty. Her hands, her wists, her
arns ached, and she was |inping because the heel of her right shoe had broken off in the fight.
She found herself in her room again with no clear idea of how she had gotten there. Wth a
frightened gasp, she whirled, and with trenbling hands, |ocked her door

Only then did she stunble into the bathroom where she knelt beside the toilet and retched unti
her stomach and chest ached and there was nothing left for her to be rid of.

She wi ped her nmouth on the back of her hand, feeling the sting of scratches there as she did so.
Shaking in every linb, she got slowy to her feet again, to find a bath waiting ready for her

al t hough she had not ordered one. She lifted her hands to look at themw th dull curiosity; they
were covered with deep scratches, and her hair, now | oose and straggling, was full of twi gs and
knot s.

She | ooked down. There was bl ood splattered on her skirt, on the remains of her blouse. There was
too much of it to be hers.

In a frenzy of sudden horror, she ripped the rags of the clothing fromher body w thout regard for
fasteners, breaking a nail in the process. A Sal anander appeared just as she struggled out of the
last of it. She did not wait for it to ask what she wanted.

"Take it!" she wailed, shoving it away with her foot as far as she could. "Burn it! Burn it all!"
The Sal amander levitated the pile of blood-stained clothing fromthe floor; still shuddering, she
turned her back on it and its burden, and freed herself of her corsets and the rest of her

undert hings, just dropping themand | eaving them where they fell. She plunged into the bath as
into the waters of life, scrubbing frantically and hysterically to renmove any taint, any hint of
bl ood.

She bl anked out again, and cane to herself as she was dressing in entirely new cl ot hi ng.
Presumably the Sal ananders had brought it all; she didn't renmenber. Something had conbed out the
tangles and twigs fromher hair; perhaps she had, perhaps they had. Perhaps her own Syl ph had.

She did not want to go out into the next room She wanted to stay here, in the clean, wite, safe
bat hr oom

Against her will, her feet walked into the bedroom and fromthere into the sitting-room and her
body was forced to foll ow

Her trunk and ot her baggage was waiting for her; she had not packed it before her wal k, and coul d
not have packed it afterwards...

There was a note. Nunbly, she picked it up and read it.

| have sent for the train. Go into the city, tonight. Stay |ong enough to see Caruso, if after al
this you still wish to. | have engaged a room at the Palace Hotel for you so that you need not see
anyone who knows you and who night require an explanation, and there will be a porter and a tax
waiting at the station. You nust rest tonight. After that, if you wish to leave, | wll
understand, |eave word with nmy agent where you wish to go and first-class tickets will be waiting
for you at the station. After you have gone, | will arrange for the rest of your things to foll ow.
My agent will arrange for your bank-account to be cleared, and add a generous severance-fee.

It was not signed, but it didn't need to be. Not with the copperplate script burned into the paper
as only a Sal amander coul d.

In a state of benunbed enptiness, she gathered up her gloves and her cloak, pinned her hat to her
still-danmp hair, dropped her veil over her scratched face, and left, wi thout a backward gl ance.
She told the concierge at the hotel that she had suffered an accident and a great shock and w shed
to be left alone. He stared at her scratched, bruised face behind the conceal ment of her veil
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murnured polite words of synpathy, and had the porters usher her imediately to a first-class room
with a private bath. Presumably, he did not want to take the of risk playing "host" to a young
femal e having a case of strong hysterics in his hotel |obby, for he did not even require her to
sign the register, but expedited her check-in hinself. Imediately after, the concierge sent up a
| arge bottle of brandy to her room

She was tenpted by it, but did not drink it, much as she woul d have wel coned the oblivion

I nstead, she sent for a pot of hot water, and searched through her toiletries for her selection of
Master Pao's herb teas. He had given her what he described as his "medicine chest": a tightly-
packed box of herbal renedies, each packet with the purpose handwitten in his peculiar script on
the front.

She found two, and hesitated between them Sleep, said one, and Calm the other

But she was already calm granted, it was the fal se cal mof shock, but it was cal mof a sort.

Sl eep was what she needed now, and that was the tea she chose.

She | ocked her door, checking it twice to make certain she had done so. Then she undressed,
slowy, with a care for the hundred new brui ses and aches she di scovered with every passing

m nute. She put on the thickest and nost envel opi ng of her night-dresses, drank down the bitter
tea without bothering to sugar it, turned off the lights, and clinbed into bed.

It was barely sunset, and her room had a westward-facing wi ndow The setting sun nmade a red gl ow
against the closed curtains, as if the entire city were aflame outside her w ndow.

There were still those strange blanks in her nenory; she also did not renenber the train ride
here. She nust have convinced the men manning it that she was all right, or she suspected they
woul d have delivered her to a hospital and not to the waiting taxi. Shock certainly did strange
things....

Her w ndow was open, allowi ng the sounds of the city to drift into the room She knew two nmen in
this entire city, and one of themhad just torn out the other's throat in front of her

If I were a normal, rational woman, | would send for the police, she thought, abstractly. But she
knew t hat she woul d not. What was the point? Cameron woul d di spose of the body in sone fashion
probably by burning it to ash. The chances that anyone would inquire after du Mond were mni nmal;
she had the inpression from Caneron that the man had no relatives-or at |east none who cared about
him |If Caneron was clever, he would file a report with the police hinself, describing du Mond as
having taking flight to parts unknown with a |arge sum of Caneron's noney.

And why shoul d she say anything to the administrators of justice? Du Mond had clearly been

pl anni ng somet hing horrible for her; Canmeron had saved her. Du Mond had di ed quickly; possibly
nmore qui ckly than he deserved. If Jason had shot the miscreant in front of her, would the result
have been any different?

That was what anyone el se probably woul d have done in the sane circunstances, and du Mond woul d be
just as dead, possibly just as bloodily dead. In newspaper stories, in novels, and on the stage,
men were appl auded for saving wonen in danger fromtheir attackers. Wen the villain net his end
at the point of gun, knife, or bare hands, there was no one crying out in reproach-rather, the
saviors were toasted as heroes, and basked in glory afterwards. The police, if this were nmade
known to them would probably give Caneron a nmedal for heroism not an accusation of nurder

A non sequitur occurred to her. She had always railed at the heroines of stage or literature who,
when confronted by villains, conveniently fainted dead in their arms, naking it perfectly easy for
the cads to carry themoff. She had sworn that if she had been in that situation, she would have
fought tooth and nail, and her friends had al ways | aughed at her, saying that she would never know
how she woul d react, and that she woul d probably faint dead away. At |east | proved them wr ong,
was her peculiarly flippant thought. And | have the bruises to prove it.

The scarlet |ight outside faded, deepened to dark rose, the bluish-rose, then deep, twlight blue.
The light within the roomfaded with it, and with the loss of vision, her hearing becane nore
acute. She heard the murnurs of conversation in the roomnext to hers; water running sonmewhere,
and the clink of china and silver as a roomservice cart was wheel ed past her door.

There were no werewol ves here; no nen with the faces of beasts...

But there are nmen with the souls of beasts, and which is worse? Sonewhere outside those w ndows,
peopl e who | ooked nore human than Jason Caneron were doing terrible things to other people, things
infinitely worse than sinply killing them Mster Pao, although he was not a Christian, worked
closely with sone of the Christian nissionaries who worked agai nst the slave-traders and opi um
suppliers. On her last visit, he had told her sonething of the evils they were conbating; that
there were hundreds of opiumdens in the Barbary Coast area al one, places where nen took noney so
that other people could slowy destroy thenselves. And he had told her that there were over a
thousand "cribs," that he knew of, tiny, closet-sized roons where Chinese girls as young as ten or
el even sold their bodies twenty tines a night and nore at the behest of their owners. Ten or
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el even! She had been horrified-and nore so when he told her gravely that this was not the worst
thing that could befall a little Chinese child, brought to this country by the slavers. He had not
told her what the worst thing was-and she had not really wanted to know.

Conpared to that, Jason Caneron was a Saint George, a Sir Gal ahad. She had never seen the face of
the beast until the nonent when her |ife was inperiled; he had not lost control until that nonent,
whi ch should tell her at |east that he was fond enough of her to | ose control at the sight of her
bei ng beaten and carried off.

But this fact renmai ned-the beast had been ascendant, for that one noment. How could she trust that
it would not happen again and again, until the beast was all there was left?

She was still mulling that over when Master Pao's tea went to work.

Canmeron was dictating the nost difficult letter of his |life; Pao would surely repudiate himfor
it, but there was nothing he could do about that. Pao rmust know the whole truth now, for if Rose
went to himfor help, he nust be fully aware of the situation she had faced. He had reveal ed the
whol e of his transformation and why it had happened, why he had brought Rose here, her growth in
Magi ck, his growing | ove and need for her, and finally the nurder at his hands-or teeth-of du
Mond.

"She may turn to you; in any case, please, Pao, watch over her while she is within your sphere. If

| had not been so certain that she could not renmain here and al so remain sane, | would not have
I et her go. She is probably in shock, and definitely vul nerable. Take care of her, if she will let
you. | beg of you, for her sake, if not for mne." He fell silent for a nonent, and the Sal anander

stilled. "Sign it, Respectfully, Jason Caneron." The Sal amander burned the last of the letters
into the page, and he took the missive and sealed it into an envel ope, handing it back to the
El emental . "Now take it directly to him and wait to see if he has a return nmessage."

The Sal amander nodded wordl essly, and it and the envel ope vani shed. Cameron hid his head in his
paws and dug his claws into his scalp.

When he had returned to the house, he had | ocked hinmself into his chanbers, then gone into a
frenzy of telegraphing: ordering up the train, passing orders on to his agent. Wen all of his
orders had been confirnmed, he sent the Salamanders to Rose's roons to put the rest of his hasty
pl an into notion.

She coul d not possibly want to remain here. That nmuch was certain; what wonan coul d have faced
what he had done and have any shred of feeling left for the nonster that had done it?

He nust give her the means of escape fromthis place before she felt trapped, did something rash
and tried to run away fromhimby herself. That was the only course of honor left to him And
after that?

Somewhere, at the back of his soul, there was still a tiny shred of hope. She m ght, possibly,
consent to return-but only if he could guarantee that the beast woul d never break | oose again, and
only if he gave her this nmeans of escape freely.

I will drug myself senseless if that is what it takes to bring her back...

The body. He must get rid of the body.

"I have burned the attacker to ash, Firenaster." H's special Salanander appeared at his el bow.
"The ash is scattered. The train is com ng, the worman is going down to the platformto wait for
it. She seens unwell."

"She is unwell,"” he told it. "Watch over her. Protect her, if you can."
The Sal amander vani shed.
Was she still wearing his watch? She seened to put it on automatically; he called up the link in

his mrror, and saw to his relief that she was. She was at the platform and nore Sal ananders had
al ready delivered her luggage; she was sitting on the steaner-trunk. She was wearing |ight gloves
and | ong sl eeves that woul d conceal her nistreated hands; she not only had sense to do that, she
had the sense to wear a nodish, but very concealing veil, as well. He had tel egraphed the nen that
an energency had come up; that they were to insert the train as soon as the track was open, and
meke all speed into the city. He knew them they were good nen. They would not tarry, but would
get her and her things into the carriage and get out on the main track as soon as the signals

cl eared. They woul d not plague her with questions-they probably would not | ook at her too closely.
From now until the time she reached the hotel, she was safe.

The Sal amander he had sent to Pao returned at that nonent-and it had a fol ded sheet of Pao's
handmade paper with it. He snatched it up and unfolded it.

The Dragons are restless; | amattenpting to calmthem but fear the wont. | will help as
circunstances permt, but cannot now. Trust in your courage and her heart. Pao.

H's first reaction was relief so great it nmade himlightheaded. Pao had not cut himoff! That was
better fortune than he'd had any reason to expect-
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But hard upon the relief came irritation-why the devil did the man have to speak |ike a damed
fortune-cookie! The Dragons are restless indeed! Just what was that supposed to mean? He had never
di scussed Eastern Magick with Pao; didn't the old goat renenber that? Al they had ever discussed-
in the rare nonents when they were in a | ess-than-public place-was Chinese Herbalismas it related
to Western Magi ck and Western nedi ci ne

Trust in your courage and her heart. Charnming sentinment, but not too dammed usef ul

Al right, then; he would keep a watch over her hinself, and if anythi ng happened, either send
word to Pao or deal with it in the formof his Salamanders. He could not |eave her alone in the
city without soneone to see that she was safe, not in her current nmental condition

He called her inmage in his mirror again; the train had arrived, and the |ast of her baggage was
bei ng | oaded. The nen seened respectful and synpathetic, but not at all alarned, as she nurnured
sonet hi ng about a riding accident and an urgent tel egram from Chicago. No, she had no details yet,
but she wished to be in San Francisco in case she was sumoned hone. Yes, she was quite upset, but
woul d be all right.

A riding accident! That is not something I would have thought of. It would be a reasonable

expl anation for bruises, scratches, even broken bones! How was she thinking of these things?

The sane way | did, | suppose; part of her is having fits of hysteria, but it is not the part that
is in control of what everyone sees.
He had not intended to watch her in the mirror during the train trip, for after all, nothing was

likely to happen to her there-but he could not help hinself. There wasn't a great deal to see; she
sat in her chair with her hands clasped in her lap, and did not even raise her head to | ook out
the wi ndow. That alone told himof her state of shock, for he had never once seen her sitting
idle. If she had nothing else to do, she always had a book in her hands.

He knew that his own nmen could be trusted to care for her properly, but he had not expected the
sane consideration fromstrangers. Yet the driver of the taxi that was waiting for her, the
doornman of the hotel, and the hotel concierge all seenmed to sense her precarious nental state and
treated her with amazing delicacy. And once she was safely in her room with the door |ocked, he
felt hinmself able to attend to other matters.

More tel egraphs went off to his agent; arrangenents for the transfer of a substantial suminto her
account, for soneone to replace du Mond in Gakland, for notices of termination to be sent to the
servants and his landlord. Caneron's |lips twitched as his hand sent further signals to ensure that
no one would inquire after the deceased; authorizing his agent to have an audit done of the
accounts du Mond handl ed, and to report du Mond' s di sappearance together with a |l arge sum of cash
and ot her val uables kept in the safe of the townhouse. The police would go to the townhouse, of
course; the safe would be opened, and there would be no cash there. That woul d be because a

Sal amander took it, not du Mond. The police woul d question the servants, who woul d give themthe
evi dence that although du Mond had not been seen at the townhouse for many nonths, he had every
opportunity to nake a key to the front door. Canmeron would post a reward asking for information
concerning du Mond's activities. People would cone to claimthe reward, and al though there woul d
be not hing forthcom ng about his whereabouts, his unsavory pastinmes in the Barbary Coast woul d
soon be uncovered. The police would eventually assune that du Mond had bought his way aboard one
of the many tranp freighters that used San Francisco as a port-of-call, and advise Caneron's agent
to that effect. A reward would be posted, which would never be clained. And the trail would be
neatly covered

He sent off the Sal amander to enpty the safe, and | eave a note warning the servants that du Mond
m ght have absconded, possibly with val uables. They often received notes slipped in through the
mai | slot, which they assumed cane by special nessenger-and in a sense, they had.

He conpleted his arrangenents, and | ooked in again on Rose. She seened to have gone directly to
bed, which was probably the best place for her

He gl anced |l ongingly at the dust-covered bottle of narcotic pills on the corner of his desk

ol ivion would be very wel cone tonight....

But he dared not take the chance-what if he were unconsci ous and she awoke wi th the sudden
conviction that she nust |leave the city? Wiat if she awoke, disoriented, and wandered out into the
streets?

No; she deserved the respite of sleep, but while she slept, he would rermain on guard.

CHAPTER
FI FTEEN
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When Rose awoke, it was | ate afternoon again. For one nonment, she thought perhaps she had not
slept at all-but then she realized by the stiffness of her bruised |inbs and the hunger-pangs in
her stomach that she had actually slept the clock around.

She probed nmentally at herself, expecting to trigger a paroxysm of weeping or hysteria. Al that
she uncovered, however, was a weary confusion. She stirred restlessly beneath the snmooth hote
sheets, stretching a little while she thought.

Whi | e she had slept, sonething had resolved itself in her mnd. Wile du Mond's death was horrid,
he coul d have been killed by a fierce nastiff sent to protect her, and the effect would have been
t he sane-

Except that once | got over ny fits, | would have nade that dog the npbst panpered canine on the
face of the earth. No, the problemis not what happened to that cad. The problemis not that it
was Jason who did it. The problemis that it was Jason who acted like a wild beast in order to
protect ne. And | do not want to | eave himyet | amnot sure | can trust nyself with himanynore
| sinmply do not know what to do.

She cl osed her eyes for a nonment, then opened them again. There was only one thing she could be
utterly certain of. She nust not, under any circunstances, make any hasty decisions. For one
thing, she did not have enough information.

| amin the city, as | planned, just not in the townhouse. | will proceed precisely as | had

pl anned for today-for what is left of today, at any rate. | shall get dressed, have a fine dinner
and go to the Opera. And tonmorrow | shall take a taxi to China-town and visit Master Pao. Perhaps
he wi Il have sone ideas.

Per haps there were drugs that could hel p; perhaps even the tea that had been intended to help
Jason's condition had led to his berserk rage, who could tell? She realized now that she had nade
a serious mistake in not revealing all of Jason's secrets to Pao in the first place. It was as if
she had described I ess than half of a friend' s synptons to a doctor, |eaving out the nost

i mportant ones, and expected himto work a cure with only that information.

She rose with a care for her injuries, and went directly to the private bath, already missing the
presence of the attentive Sal amanders who woul d have had a bath ready for her. As yet, she did not
feel secure enough in her own relationship with the Syl phs to conmand them as servants. Perhaps
that could come later, but she did not want to force anything now

| particularly do not want to face themas enotionally unsteady as | am If | |ose themonce, it
will be the Devil's own tinme to get them back.

As she soaked in another hot bath, relieving the aches of her many bruises and exam ning the deep
scratches her ordeal had left on her arns and | egs, she reflected wyly that she m ght have saved
herself a great deal of pain if she had just thought of calling up the Syl phs to hel p her against
du Mond. In his drugged condition-for he nmust have been drugged, to act as he had-he coul d never
have commuanded Sal amanders to counter them

Unfortunately, it sinply didn't occur to nme. After all, | have only been in "Conmmand" of them for
a month or so. | amstill very newto all of this...

She wondered what Master Pao woul d nmake of the Apprentice of Air appearing in his shop to ask for
help. Air and Fire are conplenents, but Air and Earth are opposites ... though not quite as deadly

enenies as Fire and Water | wonder what his reaction will be to ne now?

He woul d probably just smile, and utter something ineffable, inscrutable, and utterly Chinese.
Sonet hi ng about Yin and Yang, | suppose, or Dragons dancing with d ouds.

She dressed quickly, and not in either of her Opera gowns; both reveal ed nore flesh than she could
cover with cosnetics. There were bruises on both her arnms up to the el bow where du Mond had
grappled with her, and she | ooked as if she'd been dunped into a briar patch and had to fight her
way out. Qut of the steaner-trunk she pulled a heavy black silk noire skirt, and a hi gh-necked,

| ong-sl eeved bl ack silk shirtwaist trinmmed in black silk enbroidery and jet beads. It will |ook as
if I amin nmourning, but no matter Perhaps | am in a way.

At any rate, the evening-hat with the best veil was al so black, which would enable her to keep her
injuries secret, even in the well-lighted restaurant.

The restaurant staff were attentive wi thout bei ng obnoxi ous; perhaps her | ook of nourning nade
them so. They showed her to a secluded table for one, took her order and brought it imediately,
and thereafter left her alone. Only once did anyone approach her, just before her entree appeared.
One of the waiters, a young, red-haired boy, hesitantly intruded on her solitude, a collection box
i n hand.

"We wondered, ma'am if you or Mster Canmeron would be interested in contributing to the Pal ace
Hot el Vesuvius relief fund?" he said, very shyly, thrusting forward the cardboard box with a
snmudgy newspaper photo of a volcano in eruption pasted onto the front of it.

"Vesuvius relief?" she repeated, and shook her head in confusion. Wiat on earth could the boy nean
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by that? "Wiy? Has sonet hing happened in Italy?"

He stared at her as if she had just crawl ed out of a cave, and she felt noved to explain | est he
begin to suspect that something was wong and start a train of gossip.

"I have just cone fromMster Caneron's estate in the country," she told him one hand goi ng

unconsciously to her throat where she touched the golden round of her watch. "It is very renpte,
and we have not even had delivery of newspapers. Please, tell ne, what is it that has happened? If
it is sonething serious, | shall have Mster Caneron told at once."

The boy relaxed, as if he had not been quite sure of her sanity. "That vol cano, Munt Vesuvi us,
ma'am It blewits top clean off. There's whol e towns under the | ava-hundreds killed, thousands
hurt. Two hundred fifty people were killed in one nmarket, buried under ash! It's bad, nma'am
there's people collecting all over the city, and the Pal ace has a special fund going and they
asked us waiters to try and get up sone of the fund noney?"

He spoke the last on an uncertain, interrogative note. She smiled reassuringly, although it hurt
one side of her mouth to do so, and dug into her handbag. She hadn't enptied it since the | ast
time she was in the city, and she hadn't spent all the pocket-noney Caneron had given her for that
trip. Surely there was sonething in there she could give the boy!

Mount Vesuvi us erupting-She renenbered now, as froma tinme ten years in the past, how she had
dreaned of fire, earthquake, and disaster the night she arrived here. Had that been a prenonition
of this calanity in Italy?

Then her hand cl osed on a thick wad of banknotes, and she froze, | ooking down into her Iap

There was a roll of bills in her purse at |east an inch across. Under cover of the table, she
opened the roll and stared at the result. None of the bills were smaller than a ten-dollar note.
Beneath the roll, lying | oose, were the scattered notes of snaller denom nation fromthe | ast
trip.

How had that gotten into her purse? Was it Jason?

O course it was. How el se could it have happened? As clever as the Sal amanders were, she did not
think they were clever enough to realize that one needed noney to pay for things.

She extracted two bills, one of thema twenty, and handed both to the boy, whose eyes went wi de as
she placed themin his box. "There," she said, "The ten is fromnme, the twenty from Jason Caneron.
It is the |east that Mster Caneron and | can do."

He stammered his thanks and went on to the other patrons of the restaurant. She extracted anot her
couple of bills and secreted the rest in a side pocket of her handbag so that she woul d not pul
themall out inadvertently. I amnot such a gull as that; even here, | would not be certain of mny
safety if word passed that | had such a quantity of cash nobney on ny person

She paid for her dinner-leaving a generous tip and sought the concierge for aid in acquiring a
taxi to the Opera.

Per haps warned by the restaurant staff and in anticipation of a fine gratuity for hinself he
managed to find her one despite heavy conpetition. Although it was a Wednesday and a worki ng- day,
carriages full of opera-goers were already on their way to Mssion Street in the cool breeze of
the early evening. The fair weather tenpted many out for an evening of entertai nnent, although the
theaters would be dark by midnight. Besides the Opera, Babes in Toyland was still playing at the
Col unbi a Theater, and John Barrynore held forth in Richard Harding Davis' play, The Dictator. And
of course, there was vaudeville at the Orpheum and the disreputable entertainnents of the Barbary
Coast, which never seemed to close for |ong.

The conci erge handed her into the cab, and smiled his thanks when the gratuity was the size he had
hoped for.

Rose hardly noticed the congestion; surrounded by all the bustle of a busy city street, she felt
oddly isolated, as if she were not entirely centered in the real world, as if only part of her
rode to the Opera, and the rest of her was el sewhere.

The journey fromthe Pal ace Hotel to the Opera House was not a |ong one; soon enough, she
descended fromthe cab to join the rest of the three thousand nusic-lovers fortunate enough to
have tickets to hear the great tenor in his San Franci sco debut.

She settled herself in Canmeron's box and asked the usher to draw the curtains partway cl osed.

Toni ght she had no wish to see or be seen by anyone in the audience. In honest truth, she wanted
nmost to be alone with her thoughts, but the isolation of her hotel roomwas not the kind of

i solation that she craved.

She settled back as the house-lights went down, and the first strains of the fanbus overture rose
fromthe orchestra

But nusic did not have the usual effect of taking her out of herself or even of renoving her from
reality to that fairy-land where the incredible events of a lifetime could pass in three or four
hours. Not even Caruso's unbelievable voice could Iift her spirits, even though the pudgy tenor
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seened to grow in stature and nobility the nmoment he opened his nouth. He easily transforned from
a fat little Italian with oily hair, to Don Jose, the noble soldier and tragic |over. Perhaps the
problemwas with his co-star, a Wagnerian soprano from Germany, normally found filling out the
breastplate of a Val kyrie or donning the gol d-horsehair braids of Elsa von Brabant. She was naking
her debut in the role of Carnen, and it was one she was ill-suited for. Instead of being
transformed by the nmusic as Caruso was, she seened ill-at-ease in the role of the Gypsy tenptress,
as ill-at-ease as Rose herself was tonight. She switched her skirts as if she was chasing flies
rather than trying to seduce Don Jose with a glinpse of leg and bosom And as for the fight with
the other cigarette girl-they |ooked like a pair of hausfraus squabbling ill-naturedly over a
cabbage, rather than a pair of ill-bred Spanish cats ready to take knives to each other. The

audi ence was as restless as she, and probably felt the sane; when Caruso sang, a perfect hush
filled the theater, but when the diva took the stage, she heard whispers, the rustle of prograns,
and ot her noises of inattention.

So at the interval, although Rose had enjoyed every note Caruso sang, she had not been distracted
much from her troubles; certainly not as nuch as she had hoped to be.

When the lights came up for interm ssion, she decided to remain in her box rather than brave the
crowd in search of chanpagne or milder drink. It seened |ike far too much effort to squeeze
through the nob just to obtain a single glass of indifferent wine or weak | enonade.

But a tap at the door of the box startled her, and she answered it before she thought. "Yes?" she
called, revealing that the box did have an occupant.

The intruder took her tentative reply as an invitation, and opened the door

She found herself facing a m ddl e-aged man of relatively good | ooks; one whose figure suggested
that he might be allow ng good living to overcone the athletic physique of his youth. H's dark
hair was perfectly grooned, as was his small nustache. He was attired in perfectly-tailored

eveni ng-dress, and the cut of the suit suggested that the large dianond stickpin in his cravat was
the genuine article and not paste.

He | ooks |like sone character out of an opera, but | cannot think who! Don G ovanni in nodem dress,
per haps?

He held two gl asses of chanpagne, and Rose was certain that he had m staken her box for another

"I beg your pardon, M ss Hawkins, but may | cone in?" he said, disabusing her at once of the idea
that this had been a mistake. "I hesitated to disturb you, but | had a perfectly good bottle of
chanmpagne and no one to share it with-and then | saw that you were occupying Jason's box, and
hoped you m ght do ne the favor of drinking half." He smiled, but it was a smle of confidence,
rather than an ingratiating smle, as if he was quite certain of his welconme. "You see, it would
be a very great favor. Half a bottle of chanpagne never hurt anyone, but to drink a whole narks
one as quite the dissolute.”

He apparently took her stunned silence for assent, and wal ked in, with an usher with a plated
bucket of ice and the open bottle of chanpagne follow ng behind. Before Rose knew what to say or
do, the man had handed her a glass, given the usher a tip, and settled hinself into one of the
chairs opposite her. Al of her old diffidence around a strange or powerful man had reasserted
itself.

"I beg your pardon, | never introduced nyself," the man said, acting as if he had all the right in
the world to be there. "I am Sinon Beltaire. | amnot precisely a coll eague of Jason Caneron's-
nmore of-shall we say-a gentleman of his circle."

She found her tongue. "OCh, really?" she replied. She had hoped to make it sound sarcastic, but the
wor ds emerged weak and without intonation. Beltaire's black eyes glittered in a way she found both
repel l ent and fascinating, she found it difficult to | ook away. How did he know who | was? That
can't be exactly common know edge-

"Jason and | share many, many interests," Beltaire continued, as she automatically sipped at the
gl ass he had put into her hand. "Mre than you might think."

He managed sonmehow to draw her into conversation, although she could not imagi ne how, his probing
questions pronpted her to reveal nore than she had intended to, and his eyes seenmed to catch al

of the available light as he spoke. She had never felt herself quite so maladroit at conversation
before; she learned nothing of him wuntil their conversation lulled for a nonent, and he sat back
in his chair.

"I will be frank with you, Mss Hawkins," he said, finally. "Because | can see from what you have
told me that Canmeron has let you into nore of his secrets than | had supposed. Many more. In
short, he has trusted you with the reason why he needed your services."

"He has?" she replied inanely. "I can't inmmgine what you're tal ki ng about, sir-"
He waved his free hand in the air, dismissing her prevarication as precisely that. "Do not think
you need to dissenble with ne, Mss Hawkins. If he can trust you, why, so can |. You are probably
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wondering howit is | knew that you even existed, nuch | ess your nane and your vocation, and your
relationship to Jason." He | eaned forward again and refilled her glass-a glass she did not recall
enptying. "It is very sinple. It is inpossible for one Firemaster to keep many secrets from

anot her . "

H s words sent an electric shock down her spine, riveting her to her seat. Hs next words shocked
her even further

"I know everything there is to know about his so-called 'accident' as well, Mss Hawkins. It was
no acci dent that gave Jason Caneron the face-and the nature-of a wolf."

She had not even realized that the opera had started again, and the wild strains of the "Fate"
thene served as an eerie punctuation to his words. The glass fell from her suddenly-nunb hands to
the carpeted floor, where it bounced wi thout breaking, spilling its contents on the red wool

besi de her feet.

Was it her imagination, or did he snmile for a nonment at her reaction? Perhaps it was just a trick
of the Iight, for in the next nmonent he was |eaning forward, nothing on his face but concern

"1 know nore-a great deal nore-about this transformation Magi ck than he does. | have manuscripts
dealing with it that he does not even dreamexist. And | know what it can do to the inside of a
man as well as the outside." He tapped his tenple with one white-gloved hand, significantly.

But her attention was caught by his previous words. Could he be the one the Unicorn referred to?
The one who has the nanuscript Jason needs?

He went on, his voice low, and yet it sonmehow carried over the voices of the singers and the nusic
fromthe orchestra. "Jason Canmeron is half beast, Mss Hawkins, but it is the side of himthat is
the beast that is growing to be the strongest. The longer this goes on, the nore the beast will be
in the ascendant. His ability to think will fade, and the instinct of the beast will take its
place. He will be given to ungovernable rages, and during those rages, he will not know who or
what he attacks." He nodded solemmly as she gasped in recognition-and as her nmenmory of Jason's
face and eyes flashed before her mind s eye. "That is why the old tales of the werewdl f told how

the creature would kill the things it |loved nost when it was a man-because it knew not hing but the
urge to kill when the rage was upon it, and it attacked whatever was nearest.”
She cl asped her hands together tightly, as her throat and chest constricted until it becane hard

to breathe. Beltaire caught her eyes again in his glittering gaze.

"He sent you away, didn't he?" the man whi spered softly.

She shook her head, and found her voice again. "No!" she replied. "No this was a trip we had

pl anned since | arrived-"

But her denial sounded weak, even to her own ears, and Beltaire nodded as if she had answered in
the affirnmative. "He knows. He nay not be aware of it, consciously, but he knows. He does not wi sh
i nnocents to conme to any harm and he has sent you away where he feels you will be safe. | expect,
if he has not already, he will send you an offer of severance."

The know edge of the note back in her luggage burned in her heart like a guilty secret. Beltaire

| eaned farther forward, and put one of his hands on both her clasped ones.

"l would Iike to help you, Mss Hawkins," he said. "l sense that you are a brave young woman; |
know t hat you are an acconpli shed woman, a resourceful wonman, and a beautiful woman. | would |ike
very much to help you, but | cannot unless you allow ne to."

She found her voice again. "Help ne?" she croaked. "How?"

He did not rel ease her hand, and she could not | ook away fromhis eyes at all. "In a sense, you
woul d come under ny protection," he said. "You would do the sanme thing for ne that you have been
doing for Canmeron. | could use a fine translator for the nmany works of Magick | have acquired over
the years. My schol arshi p and know edge of |anguages is not as great as his, but nmy know edge is
broader. |If you have any personal interest in Magick, | could further it, easily enough. But |
know t hat you have Iimted neans, and that your position with Canmeron is a precarious one. He is
not a generous man, and he can be a vindictive one. He might even blame you for his own failures,
and turn on you. If that were to happen, in the state that he is in, he mght |lose all caution and
hunt you down like a frightened doe no nmatter where you happened to be-unl ess you accepted ny
protection.”

It was so hard to breathe! She gasped, as if she had been running. "And then-what?"

Bel taire shrugged. "Eventually, something will happen. Either he will realize that he cannot
reverse his condition and end his suffering by his own hand, or he will nore likely revert
entirely to the beast, break out of the grounds of his mansion, and go hunting. Wen that happens,
sormeone will cut himdown. It is just a matter of tine."

"What do you have to do with this?" she asked, in a thin whisper

"I'? Well, for one thing, | amable to protect a fine scholar." He patted her hand. "I have seen
your record; do not protest. If Jason reverts to the beast-it should be the hand of soneone who
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knows himand will give hima quick and easy death that takes himdown. | would al so nake certain
it happens before he kills someone.”

Was this a nightnmare? It felt like one! But if it was a nightmare, why couldn't she wake up?

"If you are willing-and brave enough-you could nmake certain of that, Mss Hawkins, and | would see
you had a reward comensurate with your risk," he continued, with earnest intensity. "You could
serve as the bait in the trap for the beast. You could nmake certain that no one who was i nnocent
and hel pl ess becanme his victim Think of it! Think of a child, or an innocent youth, or a harmess
old woman being in the wong place at the wong time when he finally snapped! Thi nk of himrending
their flesh, tearing their throats cut! And think of his horror when he realized what he had done!
If you value his honor, if you have conpassion for what remains of his humanity, you can save him
fromthat, Mss Hawkins. You can nmake it possible for himto die with sone shred of honor and
dignity left!"

She shook her head, but the novenent was so faint, he probably didn't see it. O else he chose to
ignore it.

She heard music, and recognized it as the fortune-telling scene in the gypsy canp. It seened to
come froma thousand m | es away.

He rel eased her hand. "Then-when it is all over-1 can send you back hone. Back to Chicago," he
continued in silken tones as he sat back, releasing her fromhis eyes as he had rel eased her from
his grip. "That would be your reward. | can send you back with restored fortunes. | can nake
certain that you have all you once had before your father's ill-considered specul ati ons-the house,
the furnishings, the incone-all. You will never need to worry about nmoney again for the rest of
your life. It will be a fitting reward for a brave heart and a gallant, self-sacrificing |ady."
She licked |ips gone suddenly dry. "I-1"Il think about it," she heard herself saying, as froma
vast di stance.

Sonewhere, out beyond the curtains of the box, the orchestra thundered as Carnmen turned over the
card for Death.

Her entire body jerked and her eyes cl osed. Wen she opened them again, Beltaire was gone.

There was only the half-enpty bottle of champagne, and a single glass lying on its side on the
floor, to show that he had been there at all.

Jason Caneron fought the red rage as it threatened to engulf himand prove that everything Sinon
Beltaire had told Rose was true. He succeeded barely-and sat literally panting in exhaustion with
his paws clenched tightly on the arns of his chair. Meanwhile, in the mrror, Rose watched Don
Jose murder Carnmen in a scene that unfortunately nore closely resenbl ed Captai n Ahab stabbi ng Moby
Dick with a harpoon. Under other circunstances, he would have been howling with | aughter, since he
woul d not of fend anyone with his mrth.

He was nearer to tears than to | aughter at the nonent. As his rage died, the stark truth of at

| east sone of what Beltaire had told her chilled himeven further

This incredi ble rage was getting stronger; when it had first hit him he had only scored cl aw
marks in his desk. Now he had killed one nan, and if he had been able to get his hands on
Beltaire, the total would have been two.

How |l ong until he did |ose out to the aninal urge to kill even further, and slaughter those he

| oved?

Beltaire had confirned what he had al ready suspected, that the other Firemaster possessed the
manuscript that would free himfromthis hell. He would never release it to Cameron, however, nor

could Canmeron see any way of obtaining it by force or otherw se.

And there were other truths there. |If persuaded to swear upon the Pact, he would do everything he
had prom sed Rose, and Canmeron knew that Rose was w se enough to nake him swear that very oath. He
could even help her; he could allow her to serve as bait in a trap, then evade the trap at the
last minute. Her duty would be fulfilled, and by his oath, Beltaire would have to give her
everything he had pronised. Wuldn't that be the best thing he could do for her to let her see for
hersel f that he was the beast and no | onger hinself, then |let her go?

If you really love her, you will, whispered a little voice, deep inside of him Wat she m ght not
accept fromyou as a gift, she will accept fromhimas paynent. That had been one of his greatest
fears; that she would recklessly throw away every parting gift he offered because it canme froma
tainted source, and escape with very little nore than she had arrived wth.

He struggled with hinmself for hours, as he watched her in his mirror, her face reflecting a
simlar struggle. She had not gone back to her roomin the Pal ace Hotel; instead, she had the taxi-
driver drop her at the front entrance, but had changed her m nd and begun to wal k. She did not go
far; stopped by a concerned policenan, she had assured the worried nan that she had many troubl es
on her nmind, and sinply wished to walk until she had thought them out. He suggested kindly that
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she simply circle the block so that he could keep an eye on her safety, and with a shy bob of her
head, she had agreed to follow his suggestion

Around and around the bl ock she went; granted, it was a long city bl ock, but she circled it many
tinmes in the next few hours, and Caneron held vigil with her while she did so. Down Market, across
to Mssion, up Mssion, and back again; around and around she paced, beneath the bright street
lights and the everwatchful eye of the policeman. He expected her to finally tire and return to
her room at about three in the norning, but she continued to walk as if she were tireless, or so
restless that she could not have stopped if she wanted to. The city was very quiet at that hour
and the noise of her footsteps was very nearly the only sound to be heard other than the chim ng
of clocks in towers all over the city. Four came and went, and still she kept her unchangi ng
orbit.

What is it she is thinking about?

Finally, around five, the sun, behind the Berkeley Hills in the east began to lighten the sky,
movi ng fromthe grey of false-dawn to the clear blue of another lovely spring day. The street-
lights di mmed, then went out. Several carts passed, drawn by horses; the first traffic of the day
was begi nni ng. She paused, |ooked wistfully ahead to the entrance of the hotel and sighed wearily.
The chimes rang out the hour, and she | ooked at her watch to confirmit. She sighed again, and

| ooked, first eastward towards the dawn, then south-in his direction

Then she shook her head, and turned back towards the hotel. She had just reached the entrance at
about ten nminutes after five, and Jason stretched and relaxed a little, seeing the end of his
vigil in sight.

Al'l the horses on the street stopped dead in their tracks-and screanmed in utter terror. She
whirled, staring at them

He froze, as out in the stable, Sunset and Brownie screaned in tones of identical terror

Rose had made up her mind to go back to bed for a few fitful hours of sleep before visiting Master
Pao. She knew nothing of Sinon Beltaire, but he might, and she would trust his judgnent. The man
had tried to exert sone hypnotic magneti smover her last night, of that much she was certain, but
it had not | asted once she began to wal k. Perhaps he had not counted on that; certainly, had she
gone straight to bed, she would still be quite certain of the utter and conplete truth of
everything he had told her.

Now, she was not at all sure. In fact, given his behavior, and the arrogant way in which he had
bullied his way into the theater-box, she was less and less inclined to trust himin any way.
After all, the best way to tell a great lie was to salt it liberally with small truths. Just
because he had been telling her things she knew were true, it did not follow that everything he
told her was true. It did not follow that nost of what he told her was true.

And if he knew Jason's problem and possessed other manuscripts dealing with it, and was the
"friend" he pretended to be-

Why didn't he offer help to Jason, rather than conming to me and asking me to be the means for
Jason's dem se? A very good question

She had taken perhaps a dozen steps in the direction of the hotel entrance, when suddenly every
horse in the street stopped dead, threw up its head, and screamed in nortal terror

And with that scant warning, the earth rose up in revolt.

Aterrible runbling that nmade her stomach churn and her knees go to water began in the distance,
and as she | ooked instinctively towards the sound, inpossible as it seened, she actually saw the
eart hquake approachi ng.

The whol e street was rising, |ike an ocean wave, and nore waves foll owed behind it. The street
billowed as if it was a rug and a housew fe was vigorously shaking it. As it billowed, buildings
swayed and began to shake apart.

For sonme reason she herself could not have afterwards expl ained, she ran into the nearest hote
doorway, which was a small side-entrance that was al nost certainly | ocked to the outside, and
reached that spot just as the first wave struck

She braced herself in the doorway with her hands and | egs as the earth began an insane gigue.
Around her, up and down Market Street, walls, chimmeys, and entire buildings were toppling. Church
bells rang with cacophonous fury, as if an enormous child had grasped each tower in its fist and
was shaking it. Under the ringing of the bells, the earth roared defiance so deafening that Rose
could not even hear herself screami ng, although her nmouth was open and she felt herself to be
howing in fear. The cornices of buildings about her fell to the ground in a deadly hail of
masonry; chi meys collapsed with killing force, crashing down into their own buildings or the ones
next to them There were no words for the terror that filled her; anything she had experienced
before this was as nothing. There was only m nd-nunbing fear, and the sound of Judgnment Day.
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Then, finally, it all stopped.

She took a breath; another. She dared to think that it was over.

It began agai n.

She honestly thought, as the second quake struck, that she was going to die of fright.

Finally, after an eternity alnost as long as the first quake, it was truly over. There were
several small pulses, dinmnishing in strength, then-quiet. A hush as deathly as the roar had been
settled over the street.

Then the scream ng began

The quake bucked and ki cked Iike an untaned stallion, but Cameron's hone and grounds had been nmade
as safe as Pao's Earth Magick could make them as Pao's honme in China-town had been nade as fire-
resistant as a Firemaster could guarantee. Al over the house, furniture and ornaments crashed to
the floor in a paroxysm of destruction, but the house itself remained intact. Wth the sure

i nstinct of one who had ridden out smaller quakes, Caneron dived beneath his desk, a sturdy piece
of furniture that would shelter himif any of the rest of his possessions or parts of the ceiling
cane crashi ng down upon him

The huge mirror flung itself fromthe wall and hurled itself at the desk just after he dove
beneath it, shattering into a thousand splinters. Qut in the stable, Sunset and Brownie screaned
their terror, but they were safer than he was. There was no furniture in the stable to cone
hurtling at them

There was a pause of about ten seconds, then the second quake hit, shaking the house with the fury
of a dog killing a rat. If anything, the second quake was worse than the first.

Then, after an interlude of terror too long to be tine, it was over

Caneron had only a single thought, and it was for Rose. If she had, in her fear, run out into the
street, she was now al nost certainly crushed beneath tons of brick and masonry!

But he | ooked out from beneath the sheltering bul k of the desk, to see snall fires everywhere
there had been | anps or candl es, and he put that thought aside for the few seconds it took to
summon hi s Sal amanders and send them all over the house and grounds, extinguishing flames wherever
they found them

Then he snatched up a shard of mirror, cutting his hand a little, and breathed his Magick on it.
He was just in tinme to see her getting slowmy to her feet, sheltered in precisely the correct

pl ace, a sturdy servants' entrance to the hotel, her black clothing now grey with the dust that
choked the air. The mirror was too snmall to give himnmuch of a view, but she cocked her head to
one side, then hiked her skirts up to her knee and began to run shakily up Market toward Third.

At that nonent, he knew one thing, and one thing only.

It did not natter what he was, or who saw him It did not matter what she thought of him or about
him He had to get to her, if he died trying. And there was one way-on a horse that woul d not
tire, would not stop, and would run faster than poor Sunset ever dreamed of doing. It would take
his every resource, and would even require his own blood, but he could reach her within the hour.
He had done this before, and it had left himwith little in the way of resources, but it was his
only hope.

Pushing fallen debris aside with the strength born of fear for her, he ran to his Wrk Room to
transformthe nost trusted of his Sal amanders to a new form the only one which could cross this
now broken country at the speed he required. And if his Sal amanders had not been his trusted
friends, but had been coerced, this Conjuration would, in these conditions, alnbst certainly be
deadly.

He was going to Conjure the Firemare.

The screanming was coning fromthe area of Third and M ssion; that was all she was certain of.
Sonmehow she had retai ned her glasses through all of the heaving and tossing, but dust hung so
thickly inthe air it was hard to see clearly. But the buildings south of Market were nostly of
frane or brick, and the earthquake had w ought terrible danage to them From a bl ock past the

Pal ace Hotel on down towards the Waterfront and down Third to the south, the buil dings were

twi sted and col | apsed |i ke so many constructi ons of paper and matchsticks. It was fromthere that
the screanming of the trapped and injured came. Wiy there should be so nuch damage there, and so
relatively little where she had stood, she had no idea. There nmust have been a reason, but it
didn't much matter at the nonment. Up ahead, people were trapped, hurt, possibly dying, and she ran
to help them

O her people were energing, nostly still gowned in their nightclothes, from buildings on either
side of her. They were shaken, white and subdued, talking in whispers, |ooking towards the distant
sounds of scream ng. She had not gotten far before another quake-smaller, but no less terrifying-
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sent her down to her knees again.

But she was on her feet as soon as it had passed, and the continuing screans drove her onward.
Finally, though, hanpered by petticoats and skirt, she stopped in the mddle of the street.

bl ivious to anyone watching, she pulled her petticoats off, and ripped the sideseans of the
skirts to the knee. She started to discard the usel ess underthings, then thought better of the

i dea; she slung them over her shoul der and began runni ng agai n.

O her people, nostly men, and sone in shirtsleeves or nightshirts, began to respond to the sounds
of terror. It was soon apparent what their goal was. Here, in the area that San Franci scans call ed
"South of the Slot," the buildings were all wood and frame. Had been, rather-now they were twi sted
mat chsticks and splinters. Many had been inexpensive hotels and room ng houses, and it was towards
one of these that she and other people were running.

It was very clear the nonment she reached the spot that she would be useless in rescue work, even
with her skirts tied up above her knees. Rescue work consisted of clearing rubble and w enching
timbers loose until you reached a body-hopefully, a living body-then waiting until others took it
away before beginning again. That was the job of strong nen; even in a frenzy of hysterica
strength she could not have lifted a single one of those splintered boards. But if she could not
rescue, she could performrough first-aid, and she did.

The living were laid out in the street, waiting for other folk to find a cart or some other means
to get themto a hospital; she and two or three other wonen began to tend injuries better suited
to a battlefield. A few folk were relatively uninjured, but the rest were bl oody, battered, with
i nbs crushed or slashed by gl ass, heads gashed open. Bl ood was everywhere, and one woman, W ser
in the ways of wounds than Rose, was going first fromvictimto victim applying rough tourniquets
to stop the bl eeding.

Rose's petticoats were soon gone, torn into strips for rough bandages. This had been a room ng
house, and as she ran out of bandaging material, she would dart into the weckage to snatch

anot her sheet out of the discarded rubble and begin again. There was no roomin this terrible work
for fear, revulsion, or horror. She lost track of how many people she tended, and a certain grim
nunbness began to set in as tw sted and broken body after body was also pulled out to be set out
of sight of the living. People energed fromtheir houses with nore sheets to nake i nto bandages
for the survivors, and blankets to cover the still fornms of the dead. She stopped for a dipper-
full of water offered by a disheveled child to realize with a start that norning was well under
way. She gl anced down at her watch for the tine.

It was only seven o'clock. It felt as if she had been working for hours.

She coughed a little, and drank another sip to clear her throat-harsh, acrid snoke had begun to
weathe its way through the buildings. There nust be fires everywhere.

Thank God the San Francisco Fire Departnment is one of the finest in the nation. They woul d have
their hands full this day.

She handed the dipper back to the little girl, who was still in her nightdress, and just as she
bent down to tear another strip of sheet for a bandage, a hand seized her wist. She | ooked up
agai n, sudden anger rising through her nunbness at the audacity of whoever it was.

It was Sinon Beltaire, and whatever words she was about to speak died on her |lips as he stared
down at her with those glittering black eyes.

He was dressed inpeccably in a fine suit and hat, and | ooked utterly untouched by anything that
was around him Even the dust had not settled on him

"M ss Hawkins," he said, with uncanny calm "Please cone with ne. You can do nothing that matters
here. ™

"Not hi ng that matters?" she spat, snatching her hand away fromhim "Are you insane? Look in front
of you! There are people trapped and dying in there-why aren't you hel ping rescue then? For God's
sake-you are a Firemaster, at |east begin helping to control the fires!"

He | ooked at the nass of weckage, covered with nen pulling away at debris like so nany ants, and
smled cruelly, as if they meant no nore to himthan insects. The smle chilled her to the bone,
for it was quite, quite unhuman. That was when she knew what it was-or rather, who-he rem nded her
of . Mephi st ophel es, from Faust.

"These strangers mean nothing to ne," he said coolly. "I have no care for their welfare."

She rose to her feet and backed away from hima pace or two. "So the well-being of strangers does
not concern you?" she asked, with a curious detachment. "You have no particular interest in

whet her they live or die?"

"Of course not," he replied with a touch of inpatience. "These are nere drones, their lives had no
meani ng before this earthquake, and have no neani ng now. W should concern ourselves with our own
wel fare, not that of people we do not know. "

Qddly enough, it was his words that freed her fromhis fascination, and confirmed what she had
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deduced about hi m before the quake. He cared no nore for her than for these poor people. She was

nothing nore than a tool to him to be used to destroy Jason, and then discarded. "lInteresting
that you should say that, Master Beltaire," she replied, just as coolly, "since you net ne |ess
than twenty-four hours ago, and spoke to nme for scarcely nore than an hour of tine. | would hardly

call us anything other than strangers. Surely even you would not pretend to a cl oser acquai ntance
than that!"

Al this time she had been edging away, attenpting to put as nuch di stance between herself and the
frantic rescue-work going on as possible. If Beltaire erupted into violence, she did not want to

i nvol ve innocent s-

Now | ' m begi nning to sound |ike Jason...

He started, | ooked oddly shocked for a nonent, then conposed hinself He | aughed, and held out a
hand to her. "Oh, really, Mss Hawkins. Do be sensible. You are hardly going to equate yourself
with these-"

"Less than a year ago | was living in a boarding house exactly like this, with people exactly like
this, and looking forward-if it can be terned that-to a career very simlar to theirs," she
replied, her owm tone icy cold now. She stunbled a little over sone rubble and fell, but picked
hersel f up and continued backing away. But the fall had been deliberate, and in her hand, hidden
by her skirt, was a nice-sized chunk of brick froma chimey. "I think perhaps you had better

| eave me al one, Master Beltaire. | would rather take nmy chances beside Jason Caneron than with
you. | have the feeling that I would be much, rmuch safer."

It took hima nonent to digest her words-then his face twisted into a snarl that absolutely
transfornmed him Now she saw what really |urked beneath the urbane mask.

She did not wait for himto lunge for her. She threw the brick at his face, turned, and ran

Smoke had begun to billow in thick curtains through the streets; there were the signs that there
were fires everywhere, and she hoped to use the snoke to hide her. She should have known better
than to think that would hel p against a Firemaster.

She had run about fifty paces when he appeared before her, |oom ng out of the snoke, his handsone
face disfigured by a broken and bl eedi ng nose. Sonehow he had outfl anked her! She tried to turn to
run fromhim but he grabbed her by the arm and swuing her towards hi m before she had a chance to
use the tactic that had worked with du Mond. H's strength was enornmous, and she felt like a rag in
hi s hands.

He delivered a closed-fist, backhanded blow to her face that drove her to the ground and sent her
gl asses spinning away. The pain in her jaw was incredi ble, and he cane very near to knocki ng her
sensel ess. She fought for consciousness and held it, as her knees hit the ground with force enough
to bruise and cut. Now all but blind, she could only try to scranble away on hands and knees,
devast ated by her sense of sudden hel pl essness. He strode over to her and grabbed her again,
trying to haul her to her feet as her head spun. Now, though, she could use what had worked

agai nst du Mond; she went linp and ki cked out at his |egs.

But he was qui cker and stronger than du Mond. Wth an audi bl e snarl, he snatched her up, then

hurl ed her full strength agai nst the weckage of a building, knocking the wind out of her. She
fell to the ground, trying desperately to get her breath, and he strode towards her, an angry

bl ack shape agai nst the bill owi ng snoke.

"You little hellcat!" he howed. "Du Mond was right! You listen to ne, you worthless bitch! You
either help me, or I'll beat you to death with my own two hands, right here in the-"

"CGet away from her, Beltaire!"

The voice sent thrills down her back, but they were chills of fear rather than of joy "Jason!" she
screaned, jaw turning red-hot with pain, turning blindly towards the sound of the voice. "Don't!
Leave ne! He's only using ne as a trap to get you!"

"I"'mperfectly well aware of that, Rose." She couldn't nmake out anything clearly, but Jason
Caneron was not alone. There was a |large, fiery mass beside himand several snmall gol den nmasses
levitating all about him The Sal amanders-and what el se?

"You cone arnmed, | see." Beltaire was all cool ness now but he was al so cl ose enough to Rose that
he could, if he chose, reach her before Jason could stop him "A Firemare? You changed one of your
Sal amanders to a Firemare? Jason, that nust have cost you dearly. Too dearly, perhaps-"

"Turn around and | eave, and this doesn't have to be a confrontation, Beltaire," Jason rasped.
"I'"ve already taken du Mond out of the picture. You don't have an Apprentice to feed off of, now"
Beltaire chuckled. "The better to deal with you. Killing du Mond nust have cost you as much as
Summoni ng the Firemare. |Is that what brought your little wilted flower running into the city? |
had hoped he would initiate sone decisive action."

He took a step nearer Rose; without her glasses, she couldn't see to evade him Between the snoke
and her near-sightedness, she couldn't tell which way was safe to run, and which strewn with
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obstacles for her to stunble over.

"Now, here's a quandary, Jason," he continued in dulcet tones. "If you give in to that rage that's
bui l ding inside you, you'll lose the Firemare and your Sal amanders, and you'll cenent yourself for
all time into that rather unpleasant formyou're in now, but you mght reach ne and kill ne-very
messily too before | kill your little scholar." He took another step. "If you don't, | might Kkill
you or her, or both. In fact, | probably will."

Rose shut her eyes and held her breath. She sensed Jason struggling against the terrible anger
within him "You' re bluffing," he snarled, as Beltaire took another step.

"Ch no, I"'mnot. One of the reasons | went honme last night was to obtain this little manuscript.”
She heard the rustle of stiff, old parchnent as he handled it. He cleared his throat

ostentati ously.

Keep tal king, you cad, she thought, striving to weave her nmind into a particular path wthout all
the chanting and gesturing she was used to and fighting past a hundred pains that threatened to
di stract her fatally. Gve ne nore tine!

"Now it says here, quite clearly | mght add, that each time you invoke a killing rage and shed
bl ood, you nmake the man-wol f form nore your own. The fiercer the rage, the nore certain the
bi ndi ng." He chuckled. "In fact, according to this, if the blood you shed is human, you ni ght have

driven the nails into your own coffin, so to speak. It's possible that not even the little Magicks
described here could get you back to your fully human form™

She heard the scrape of claws on cenent, but Jason said not hing.

"So, what's it to be, Canmeron?" Beltaire asked tauntingly. "Turn tail and slink away, and let me
beat your bitch until she submits to ne or dies? Meet nme Firemaster to Firemaster, know ng that
I'mstronger than you, and try to save her as well as take this nanuscript away fromnme? O attack
me with your rage and your bare hands?" He | aughed. "You must know that the third option is the
only one where you have a chance of winning both her life and your own. You nmight even get the
manuscri pt."

She heard Jason's grow - but now she was ready. Her eyes flew open-not that she could see nuch and
she spread her arns wide, calling on the Magick of Air within herself, spending it recklessly into
the Real mof Air, |eaving herself exhausted. She was not ready for this-but perhaps the fact that
her Pact had not involved coercion neant that she would be able to Call not just her own Syl ph

but one or two others, if she offered them enough of her energy.

And in that sane instant, with a rush of w ngs, not one or two, but an arny of Syl phs answered her
Call. They hovered about her l|ike so many angry wasps, buzzing in fury she didn't understand.
"Help him" she cried to them pointing blindly at Jason

She coul dn't have described the sound they made if she had tried; it was sonmething |ike a cheer
sonmething like a cruel, cold chuckle, and sonething |like a screech. She sensed that they had
actual ly been waiting, pressed against the Barrier that separated their Realmfromthe world,
hopi ng she woul d give themthat order. She understood that at sonme tinme in the past, Beltaire had
done sonething to anger the Children of the Air. And she shivered as she felt their soulless
hunger for revenge.

Air feeds Fire. Jason might have been waiting for just this noment for he acted instantly the
nmoment the Syl phs appeared. He released all of the creatures of Fire he held in check, and the two
sets of Elenmentals swirled around Beltaire, who shouted profanities in startlement and called up
his own arny of Sal amanders to protect him

Too | ate.

Air feeds Fire. The Syl phs created a vortex, a tornado around him pulling in the Sal ananders

bel ongi ng to Jason and feeding their flanes. Now Beltaire was surrounded by a miniature firestorm
al though his Elenental s sought to shield him and al though they were nore nunerous than Jason's,
they were not as powerful. His own Mastery of Fire protected himfor a while-but not forever. Not
with the Syl phs feeding Caneron's few Sal amanders and the Firenmare, making thema hundred tines
nmore powerful than before. Beltaire's shouts becane strangled cries as the air was sucked fromhis
| ungs.

Rose covered her ears, ducked her head, and cl osed her eyes, as Beltaire found just enough breath
to scream

Caneron lifted Rose to her feet; she collapsed |inply against his chest, which told himall he
needed to know about how reckl essly she had spent herself. She would not have fallen into his arns
if she'd had any energy left for herself.

He held out one hand, while with the other one he supported her, and his favorite Sal anander, the
one that had volunteered to serve as Firenmare, dropped the |ost spectacles into his hand. He put
them carefully on for her; she finally raised her hand to gui de them over her ears, and | ooked up
at him with a huge, livid bruise starting to formon the side of her face.
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"Ch Jason-" She shook her head. "l-is he really-"

"He is," Cameron said gravely. She did not pull away fromhim "And unfortunately, the manuscri pt
went with him"

"I don't care," she replied fiercely, taking hold of himas if she never planned to | et himgo.

He took a deep breath, and in his turn sagged agai nst the remains of a building beside them "I am
not apt with words of ronance-" he began

"Nor |," she answered awkwardly.

"Then | will reply for both of you," said a dry, inpatient, ancient, and utterly exhausted voice

Master Pao linped slowy out of the snoke, with a younger Chinese nan at his el bowa man hi deously
di sfigured by old burns. "You are in love with Rose; she with you. You are conpatible, all wll be
wel | . However, the denise of the |lanentable Beltaire has freed his Sal amanders to rage where they
will through the weckage of the city, and there is very little any of us can do about it except
to flee."

"You charlatan!" Cameron roared-or tried to. He discovered he | acked the strength for anything
nmore than an indignant whi sper. "Were the hell were you when we needed you?"

Then he took a closer | ook at Pao-and saw that the man was as exhausted and spent as they, too
tired to reply.

"Master Pao was keeping the Dragons fromshaking the earth until there were not two stones |eft
standing fromLos Angeles to Portland, Firenmaster," said the unknown, and bowed. "Forgive ne,
Firemaster. | am Master Ho, Master of Eagles."

"Master of Air-" Rose breathed, and straightened. Cameron rel eased her so that she could bow
herself. "Are you the reason the Sylphs-that is, the Eagles hated Beltaire so nmuch?"

Master Ho sinply bowed again, and gestured. "Please. Al this can be explained in the Firemaster's
hone where it is safer. Look-" He pointed behind Canmeron who turned, and saw the red gl are of
flanmes just beyond the building that they were sheltering near. He started; he had thought that
the growi ng heat was entirely due to the fight anong the Sal amanders and Syl phs, not a grow ng
confl agrati on!

"Dear God-" He started for the fire, intending to try to do sonething about it. "There are people
still trapped in those buildings, alive!"

But he did not get nmore than a foot before falling to his knees.

"You have no strength left, nor she, nor I, nor Pao," Mster Ho said, coning to his aid and

hel ping himback to his feet. "I amsorry, Cameron. These poor victins nust live or die wthout
our aid, and we will not help them by perishing with them"

Jason bowed his head, nonentarily choked by frustration, and | ooked up to see Rose gazing gravely
and tenderly at him "I do not want to admt it, but ny own Sal ananders are spent, and | cannot
hope to control a single Elenental that is spending out its rage. You are correct. Do you have
transportation?"

Master Pao clucked, and a small cart clattered into the street, pulled by a pair of donkeys. "In!"
he snapped, and Caneron found enough strength to lift Rose into the back before clanbering in
clunsily hinsel f. Master Pao sonehow dragged hinself onto the driver's seat; Master Ho clinbed up
beside him and the cart bounced away, at a nuch faster pace than Caneron woul d have expected
given that it was being pulled by two such tiny beasts.

He hel d Rose agai nst his shoul der, and she seened perfectly content to be there. "Was Pao right?"
he asked softly.

"When have you ever known himto be wong?" she replied, and managed to dredge up a smile for him
And that was all that he needed. Qut of the ashes, out of the pain, out of the rubble, the nost
preci ous possession of all renained intact.

Epi | ogue

Rose Caneron bit the end of her pen, and finished her translation. Master Ho woul d be pl eased, she
t hought. She was rather pleased with it, herself.

In the past year, San Francisco had arisen fromthe ashes of the fires that destroyed the greater
part of the city much |ike the | egendary Phoenix. Mich to the surprise of sonme, and the di smay of
ot hers, China-town had been rebuilt as quickly as any other part of the city. That was due, in no
smal | part, to heavy investnent by Jason Caneron.

It had been inpossible to contain Sinon Beltaire's angry Sal ananders until their rage ran out, and
by that tine, the city was in ruins. What the earthquake had not shattered, the fires had
consunmed. So many peopl e had been burned in the weckage of homes and | odgi ng-houses that in al
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probability the real death toll would never be known. The irony was, many of the fires had begun
with purely natural origins, but when the Sal amanders got done with them they ranpaged with
conpletely unnatural ferocity.

Mast er Pao and Master Ho had taken refuge with Jason, and Master Pao still lived here at Jason's
request. Master Ho had conpl eted Rose's Magi ckal education, steering her through her O deal -which
after the events of April eighteenth had been child' s play before returning to the rebuilding of
Chi na-town. One other thing he had done before returning, since be was an ordai ned Presbyterian
mnister, was to formally wed Jason and Rose.

Jason woul d never be entirely human agai n-not outwardly. But inwardly, he was nore human than he
had ever been, except, perhaps, as a child. She teased himthat all she had to do was take off her
glasses and it wouldn't matter anyway-w t hout her gl asses, he was nothing nore sinister than a nman
with an exceptional beard.

Mast er Pao had cone through the ordeal the worst of all of them He was nuch nore frail than he
had ever been; the Dragons had demanded nmuch of himin exchange for sparing the countryside. Once
the burst of energy was spent that had sustained himthrough the earthquake and its aftermath, he
col l apsed, and had to be tended for weeks after. But he was fit enough now to concoct his

medi cines, and it was his nedicines that kept Jason free frompain and with his rage under
control. The power of a Firemaster and of a Master of Dragons had kept the precious contents of
his shop intact through all of the fury. H's Apprentices, both in Earth Magi ck and in herba
medi ci ne, had brought every box, cabinet, and chest to himhere. Every so often, one of his
Apprentices would roll up the driveway in a donkey cart with a troubl esone patient. Master Pao
woul d di spense wi sdom and herbs, and the donkey cart would roll away, back to China-town.

Rose never had | earned how and why Master Ho had clashed with Sinon Beltaire, nor did she really
want to. She knew enough of that dreadful man to know that she did not want to | earn nore.

She rose, stretched, and went to the wi ndow. Jason was exercising Sunset, the two of them going

t hrough some conplicated dressage novenents. In a noment, she would go down and join themfor a
ride, taking her own gentle little Arab mare, Sunset's mate Sunri se.

She wondered, as she watched them how | ong he would remain content to stay at hone. Not nuch

| onger, she guessed. Now that he was fit again, he would tal k vaguely of travel-plans.

Well, why not? According to Master Pao, he coul d probably even nove freely anpong the natives of
many of the South Sea islands and in the Far East. They woul d think himnot much different from
any other "white devil."

Except, perhaps, a great deal kinder than nmpost. The beast has a truly human heart.

And in the end, that was all that mattered.

END
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