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ONE
 

“How fair my lady looks this night

All gaily dressed in green

To dance beneath the moon’s pale light

And see the realm unseen…”
 

Gentle words sung by a fine baritone drifted from above the grey clouds. Any who had been able to hear it and bothered to look up would have been startled to see so tender a song issued from a creature whose scaly humanoid configuration included a pair of chiropteran wings. But Vagner the demon figured that under the cover of this wretched rain and mist, no one would ever hear him or see his true form. So he indulged in his passion for music without fear of discovery as he winged his way across the skies high above Caer Keltora. 

It didn’t take Vagner long to find the place he sought, for the stench of mageborn spells reeked to his demon senses. Dun Gealach was known throughout Ard-Taebh as the fortified heart of mageborn and their magic. Home to the Council of Mageborn, it housed one of the grandest libraries of magic in world. And Vagner had been sent here to steal a map.

Of course, getting to that map was another matter. It was well known even to those of demonkind who dwelled in the Great Void that the mageborn masters of Dun Gaelach had wards placed so tightly about their keeps, a demon shrunk down to the size of a flea could not get through undetected. Vagner had mentioned this to his master, but Tane Doran was not terribly fond of being told why something was not possible. He knew how to scourge his demon familiar quite painfully, and while Vagner was impervious to most things, he found pain ungratifying.

My own fault, the demon thought. I should never have allowed him to learn the secret of my True Name. Alas, Tane knew of Vagner’s love of music and that bait had led the demon to forget his True Name was woven into the words of a song. Vagner unwittingly sang it when challenged to sing something Tane had never heard before, and Tane interpreted the riddle of it with the ease of a seasoned bard. The demon still cursed himself for being such a fool, but there was nothing he could do. Besides, there were benefits to this servitude. Tane kept Vagner well fed.

Vagner ceased his song and dropped through the clouds, transforming his hideous form into a mist as easily as a man draws breath. Silent as air, he swept along the rooftops, staying low to avoid being seen. There, he made for the outermost bailey where there were no obvious wards, and quickly blended into the shadows, becoming one with the wall of stone while he focused his attentions on the gates that led into Dun Gealach.

Two figures moved through the rain. One threw off the essence of mageborn like an unpracticed child. The other was a mere mortalborn who carried a large number of bags.

The demon ignored them and set his sights on the innermost keep. Just how, by the Barbed Tail of the Great Demon Balgaloran, am I supposed to get inside?

Vagner doubted even Tane could answer that question.

~

Horns, Alaric Braidwine thought as he hunched his shoulders under several layers of wool and leather and tried not to let his teeth chatter. Was Keltoran weather always this grim? Had he known autumn would be this foul, he would have begged his father to put off this whole affair until next spring. Alaric had never really wanted to be anything but a bard anyway. Unfortunately, nature was against him.

Being out in such foul weather made him rue the day he learned of his magical heritage. He would have ignored it and gone on with his musical studies, but like all such skills, magic needed to be developed to keep its possessor from causing calamities. To that end Alaric’s father employed an old mageborn woman named Marda to be Alaric’s first teacher. Once Alaric turned twenty, Marda announced he needed the assistance of skills far greater than her own to increase his knowledge. She promptly suggested Alaric be sent to Dun Gealach in Caer Keltora where the Council of Mageborn held court. There, she was sure the lad would find a proper Master Mageborn to advance his abilities.

Old Haldane Braidwine, always a man of progressive ideas for a mere smith turned wealthy farmer, thought this a splendid suggestion and made arrangements at once. Which was why Alaric now stood under a gatehouse, cursing the wretchedness of the Keltoran weather that sent a chill into his bones. He watched with unease as the massive inner portcullis was raised to admit him. Miniature rivers sloshed across the cobbles, byproducts of the heavy rain. He’d worn his warmest and most waterproof cloak, and still this weather was making him shiver. At least it was the weather and not his natural nervousness at being exposed to something new and unknown. Too bad this isn’t snow, he thought wryly. I could have handled that much better than getting soaked.

At last, the gate was deemed high enough to let him pass. A Keltoran youth from the lower bailey stood ready with a large portion of the luggage in tow. He hardly looked older than Alaric, and wore a great length of tartan wool that stank of lanolin. The youth kept juggling the boxes and satchels like a clumsy jester. At least I had the foresight to wrap the lute and the psaltery separately. He insisted on carrying those himself, not eager to see his precious instruments mangled by rougher hands. 

The guards suddenly indicated that Alaric could go ahead. They directed him to an entrance across a courtyard that looked deserted compared to the outer ones. Alaric trudged the distance at a quick pace, eager to get out of the rain and the cold.

An ironwork knocker shaped like a dragon adorned the heavy banded and carved oak doors. They fell open before Alaric reached them. Warm light greeted him. He blinked, stepping inside, aware he was leaving quite a pool of water on the polished flagstones. He pushed his hood back. Damp blond hair tumbled free. As he turned, the Keltoran dropped Alaric’s bags within the open doorway. Before Alaric could even offer the youth a few brass sgillinns as compensation for his trouble, he bolted out into the rain. Alaric got but a glimpse of the swirl of that wet plaid before the door closed in his face. He hitched back with a gasp.

“Yes, it does seem impressive, does it not,” a deep voice resonated through the corridor.

Alaric gasped again and lurched around to face the speaker. Horns, he should have stretched mage senses as Marda taught him to keep from being so startled. Some mage I shall turn out to be, he thought as he glanced shyly at the owner of that authoritative voice.

The young man who faced Alaric could not be called handsome, for his features were broad and plain, but they were good-humored as well. He was thick-set, though not tall, with dark brown hair and laughing brown eyes. Not one of the Keltorans, Alaric thought. They could readily be recognized by the fiery color of their hair, if not by their many ells of plaid and rolling accents. The rest of Ard-Taebh assumed all Keltorans were related. This man had the crisp speech of the folks who dwelled in Gwyrn.

“Greetings, Master Braidwine,” he said and extended a meaty hand. “I am Wendon Stanewold, and the Council has assigned me to see you settled in and made familiar with our humble lair.”

Alaric pulled off a wet gauntlet and took the hand with some sense of relief. It was warm and dry within his grasp. “Thank you. I fear I’m making quite a mess of the floor…”

“Not to worry,” Wendon said.He gestured and whispered a spell, and the puddle evaporated, though Alaric remained quite damp. A flicker of disappointment filled Wendon’s eyes before he cleared his throat. 

“Come,” Wendon said. “I’ll take you to your quarters. You can put on dry clothes and leave your things there. Here, let me help you.”

Alaric reached for one of his bags when Wendon whispered again, and made another gesture, and the luggage rose from the ground. Wendon indicated Alaric should follow and started up the long corridor to a set of rising stairs. Alaric couldn’t help but glance back over his shoulder in awe to see his bags following.

“The place is a bit of a maze, but I expect you’ll learn your way around soon enough,” Wendon said. “We do not have servants, except for those responsible for the kitchen and those who work in the stables and some of the guards—oh, and the few wealthier students whose families insist on sending a valet or two along. With our magic, we are expected to be able to take care of ourselves, which means you will be responsible for the cleaning and care of your own quarters.”

“I get my own quarters?” Alaric said. “But I thought apprentices were housed together.”

“The younger ones are,” Wendon said, “But you are coming to us at an age when most mageborn have already advanced to the more complex training in magic and need their privacy for study. You have been trained in the basics, have you not?”

“Yes,” Alaric said, fighting a slight frown of dismay.

“Who was your teacher?”

“Marda Alfrey,” Alaric replied.

“Marda Alfrey,” Wendon repeated. “I’m not familiar with that name.”

Alaric smiled. “I doubt many people beyond my father’s holdings are likely to have heard of her. She always said her magic was not very strong.”

“Interesting,” Wendon said casually. “It is known that the power a mage possesses is as varied as the colors of the world, and depending on when the mage sign first manifests, the mage can be weak or strong. This Marda, I assume, only taught you the basics?”

“She taught me what she could,” Alaric said, sounding more defensive than he meant to. “She just knew it wasn’t enough.”

“That sounds promising,” Wendon said. “The Mage Council, of course, will test you after you have been here a few days and settled in, and then they will decide who is to train you in whatever greater spells that you lack.”

Alaric’s lower lip disappeared between his teeth in thought before he could stop the age-old habit. This was not at all what he had imagined. He had assumed there would be scholarly pursuits and classrooms and other forms of organized education.

“This way,” Wendon said as they reached the head of the stairs. Here, a flurry of silent activity ran about. Alaric smelled books and wool and parchment, and felt the tickle of much magic in the air, something he could not help. He had a sensitivity to spell casting which felt like small feathers brushing across the backs of his hands. The sense of it made him want to shiver.

“This corridor branches off into others,” Wendon said. “That direction leads you to the main area of Dun Gealach. There’s a massive library filling a multitude of chambers, the Great Hall, and the Council Chamber where the Council meets each week. Down there, you will find the kitchen and the eating hall.”

“It’s a separate hall?” Alaric marveled.

“Once you have been there, you will understand why it is,” Wendon said as though everyone should know the reason. “The Great Hall is reserved for ceremonial and council meetings alone. Now this path leads to the private chambers of the various master mages. Those stairs to the left are forbidden, for they lead to the quarters of the High Mage himself…”

Wendon droned on. Dun Gealach consisted of a series of smaller keeps all tied together in a semi-circle around a greater keep overlooking the river and the King’s castle which sat high on a tor on the other side. As Alaric was taken this way and that, he felt quite certain he could get lost simply by closing his eyes for even a brief moment.

At last, Wendon brought Alaric to a corridor where there were many doors. Some sat open, and as Alaric passed he could see they were sleeping quarters. Tiny quarters at that. Wendon stopped in front of one door and put a hand to the wood. Alaric waited to see if there was to be another spell cast, for Wendon seemed to toss them left and right as though he were waving away flies. But instead, Wendon pushed the wooden door inward to reveal a room that seemed, in Alaric’s estimation, not much larger than a garderobe. A wooden bed sat to one side, footed by a large trunk, and a table and chair occupied the other side with a bowl and ewer. The far end housed a small mullioned window that would have barely allowed Alaric to pass head and shoulders through it, and only if he turned himself just right. He stepped in, trying to hide his unease. Such close quarters were not to his liking. Alaric felt his neck stiffen and his stomach tighten. He had never been fond of small spaces, a fear left over from a childhood spent in the company of four older sisters who were not above locking their little brother into dark closets and cupboards when he vexed them.

“There’s a chamber pot under the bed,” Wendon said. “The garderobe is at the end of this corridor, and the bath chamber is downstairs.”

“Is the garderobe bigger than this?” Alaric said before he could stop himself.

“I’m sorry, but until you are a member of the Council, this is all you are allowed. There are the practice chambers where students can go to cast spells and work with books in private, and they’re much larger.”

“I meant no offense,” Alaric said. “I’m just not comfortable in small rooms.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Wendon said. “Now, if you want to get out of those wet trews and into dry clothes, I’ll show you the way to the eating hall and acquaint you with the layout of the practice chambers and the library and the baths. The latter is considered very important. The master mages dislike students who do not bathe regularly.”

Alaric nodded and bit back the desire to express his amazement that anyone would want to bathe in this weather. He felt a little uneasy when Wendon showed no sign of leaving Alaric to his privacy. 

“I…uh…if you don’t mind…uh…” Alaric said and looked towards the door. “I prefer to dress…alone.”

Wendon rolled his eyes. “Oh, very well, I shall wait outside,” he said and stepped out, closing the door.

Alaric sighed, standing in the middle of his new domain. A warming brazier occupied the corner behind the door. Good, he would not freeze. He began to sort through his packs. He could put things away later. Alaric concentrated on getting out of his wet clothes and into the dry ones still warm and clean in the bottom of his luggage. His throat was dry by the time he was done, and he convinced himself he was thirsty from his long journey rather than from the sense the stone walls were leaning over him. The window made a good focus point even if all it revealed was the driving rain and grey mist of late autumn.

Horns, he thought. Had it truly been wise to leave Gordslea Hold just so he could learn to be a better mage?






  







TWO
 

Once dressed, Alaric pulled the door open. Wendon still waited there as promised. He leaned against the wall, drawing lines of color in the air in an act of boredom.

“Ah, there you are,” Wendon said as though the conversation had seen no interruption. “Now, we have some very strict rules of conduct here. While you may practice minor spells in your chamber, major spells may only be practiced in the designated chambers, and only under the strictest of stricturing. You will find there are wards laid into all the walls. If you break the rule of conjuring, every mageborn in the keep will know, and while they won’t throw you out for such a misdeed, the master mageborn will go out of their way to make you miserable for it.”

“How many others are there in this corridor?” Alaric asked. He closed his own door and practiced the mage-lock spell Marda had taught him. Wendon nodded with approval.

“There are twelve occupants in this corridor at this time,” Wendon said. “The numbers vary with the seasons and the need.”

“Need?”

“Aye, sometimes a young mage is sent on tasks elsewhere…at the Council’s discretion,” Wendon said.

“What sort of tasks?” Alaric asked.

“Could be as simple as figuring out why a well in Elenthorn dried up, or as complex as capturing a demon.”

“We capture demons?” Alaric said, looking uncertain.

“Only when they make trouble, and since it’s rare to find them outside the borders of Mallow, there’s little to worry about. Here in Keltora there are other creatures, mostly imps, which the Keltorans call bogies.”

“Bogies,” Alaric repeated with a smile. 

“Aye,” Wendon said. “You will find the Keltorans are a bunch of silly children when it comes to their superstitions.” 

Once more, Wendon began to drone as he led Alaric about. They passed through several halls into a place where magic flourished in great abundance.

“And these are the practice chambers where we are allowed to work on various spells,” Wendon said.

But Alaric had noticed a surge of power that felt over-summoned. The burn that touched his nerves meant some great spell swelled in one of the rooms. The moment he felt it, Alaric stopped and seized Wendon’s sleeve, and not a moment too soon.

The great thunder of a magical blast ripped one of the doors out of its frame and sent it slamming into the wall across the corridor. Splinters of wood and an acrid smoke filled the air. Alaric heard Wendon curse soundly, and the rumble of feet as a number of bodies, male and female, swarmed into the corridor. That he stood in a great pond of mage essence didn’t amaze Alaric half as much as the sight that greeted him in what had once been the doorway.

A man emerged from the chamber, stepping over the rubble.  He was a tall youth who could not have been too many years older than Alaric. Fiery hair topped the handsome face. The cut of his clothes seemed almost obscene, yet highly fashionable, and he dusted them with the casual nature of one who was not truly upset to be dirty. He was barely disheveled otherwise as he stepped out of the remains of the chamber and surveyed the damage with critical eyes as blue as a summer sky.

“Hmmmm,” he said. “Perhaps I should have aimed towards the windows instead.”

Alaric was about to ask what the fellow meant by that when a voice shouted, “Fenelon Greenfyn, what in the name of Cernunnos have you been doing?”

A gale wind of a man flew up the corridor at a furious pace, and only through Wendon’s intervention was Alaric pulled to safety before he could be blown away like a leaf in a storm. White filled his vision. Soft flowing tresses of lengthy hair and beard streaming like the mane of a stallion in the wind. The shining robes trimmed in brilliant blue flapped long sleeves like the wings of a harpy hawk. And he was tall, for his head rose above all others. His very presence filled the air with a wintry chill.

“Good day, Uncle Turlough,” the redhead said, crossing his arms and drawing his own head high, though he was nowhere near as ominously impressive.

Turlough? Alaric thought. Turlough Greenfyn?
The High Mage of the Council of Mageborn himself? Alaric felt himself start shaking. Turlough Greenfyn’s name and deeds were legendary among mageborn, as was his temper. And this youth has the audacity to call him Uncle in such a familiar way? Alaric would have been a puddle on the floor by now.

“Don’t good day me, you impudent rogue!” Turlough retorted. “What, by the tail barb of the Demon of Mallow, did you just do, Fenelon?”

Fenelon pulled back, looking genuinely hurt by the accusation. “But Uncle, why must you always assume every disaster within these walls is my doing?”

“Because I have yet to see proof that they are not!” Turlough said, one long finger punching the younger mage’s chest.

“Well, if you must know,” Fenelon said with a put-upon sigh, “I was testing the volatility of oil in an enclosed bottle, and seeing if it was possible to put mage fire inside the sealed container to set it aflame from afar. There have been times of war when such a skill might have easily turned the tide of events…”

“You were practicing battle-magic in Dun Gealach?” Turlough snarled. “Where are your wits, Fenelon? You could have turned this entire keep into a flaming…”

“Oh, no I could not,” Fenelon said. “After all, there are the wards and I was being cautious about the strictures…”

“You call this stricturing a spell?” Turlough said and gestured towards the shattered door. “I call this nearly the most idiotic blunder you have committed, only to be exceeded by that time you nearly killed me by gating that fire spell to another place…”

“How was I to know you were going to the garderobe just then…”

“Enough!” Turlough shouted, and Alaric could feel every essence present tremble in fearful response. “There will be no more experiments in these walls! You are hereby forbidden to practice any manner of fire magic within Dun Gealach. And do not think that because you are my blood kin that I will overlook even the slightest infraction of that rule in the future. It is high time you became a responsible mage instead of a raging looney with lofty ideals about magic and its uses. We are bound by our vow to never commit any act of magic that will interfere with the lives and wellbeing of the mortalborn. You are the sort of mageborn who causes the rest of us to be frowned upon by mortalborn. If I catch even a whiff of fire magic and your essence in the same vicinity, I will personally whip you and send you back to Eldon Forest in shame! Do I make myself clear?”

Fenelon’s face remained stoic, but his blue eyes betrayed his displeasure at being lectured so vehemently in front of his peers. And Alaric noticed that not one of them dared move or respond in any manner. 

Slowly, Fenelon nodded, and bowed his head in a gesture of respect. “As you will, Uncle,” he said quietly.

“Damn right, as I will!” Turlough said and turned with a huff to head back up the corridor. “Back to your own affairs, all of you!” He waved an arm to emphasize his desire, and briefly his gaze fell on Alaric who quickly ducked his own eyes and bowed. Turlough passed on by, the wind of his abrupt departure stirring Alaric’s hair.

“Perhaps we’d best go elsewhere now,” Wendon finally said, and firmly took Alaric’s arm to start him down the corridor in the same general direction. 

Alaric gave in to the tug, but his gaze swiftly shot back at Fenelon, whose mouth was set in a thoughtful pursing of lips, and whose eyes were crinking around with a hint of defiance.

“Don’t look at him,” Wendon said. “It will only encourage him and bring you nothing but trouble to make the acquaintanceship of Fenelon Greenfyn.” 

Trouble, Alaric thought, is the last thing I need.
I promised father I would avoid those who gambled or drank in excess, be courteous to my betters, and stay away from those who would gladly lead a good man’s son into a host of immoral temptations…

“If you are wise,” Wendon said, “you will go out of your way to stay clear of him.”

“I heard that, Wendon,” Fenelon said, and Alaric shot another look back in time to see Fenelon gesture and the sparkle of mischief in his eyes. A whisper of magic crossed Alaric’s skin, and his gaze drew towards the back of Wendon’s robe where suddenly letters in glowing green, like foxfire, appeared, displaying the words Warthog.

Alaric shot his gaze forward and bit his tongue. As he and Wendon strolled through the corridors, Alaric heard muffled snickers in their wake. Horns, perhaps he should have said something to Wendon…

But Wendon remained oblivious to it all.






  







THREE
 

Wendon took Alaric to the dining hall where lunch was in progress. Within moments, Wendon was engaged in an argument with another youth concerning demonic thermaugy. Sensing the tour was over, and Wendon was too preoccupied to remember he had been assigned to be a guide, Alaric chose to depart.

For a time, Alaric wandered aimlessly. He found the library easily enough, and it was an impressive sight. But he still felt a hint of unease as he moved quietly among the mage scholars, and decided it would probably be wise to retreat to his room once more. After taking time to sort and store his personal possessions, he sat on the bed, door open to keep from jangling his nerves with the closeness of the place. With the psaltery across his lap, he gently stroked the strings and played a melody. His voice joined the affair, and soon he felt more satisfied with himself and what he was doing, enough so to forget his unease.

He’d gone from a simple waulking ditty to The Lays of The Lady of Loughan when he became aware of an audience. Alaric looked up to find Fenelon Greenfyn stood in the opening. He leaned one shoulder against the jam of the door and offered a smile.

“Is the door open for a reason?” Fenelon asked.

“I’m sorry,” Alaric said, feeling his face redden. “I felt a little closed in, that’s all.”

“Small wonder, in these closets they give out for quarters,” Fenelon said. “I can certainly understand that. Just work your way to master class as quickly as possible, and they’ll give you a bigger space to call your own.”

“Listen, if my music is disturbing you, I’ll gladly close the door…”

“Oh, no, that won’t be necessary,” Fenelon said. “I was just curious as to who this newcomer with the fine voice was, especially since Wendon seemed quite eager to warn you away from me.”

“Alaric Braidwine,” Alaric said, his face coloring. “And…thank you for the compliment.”

“Oh, you’re welcome,” Fenelon said. “And I am Fenelon Greenfyn, though I’m sure you already know that from the way they shout my name with such venom around here. May I come in?”

Alaric shrugged. He had a feeling that a refusal would be ignored. “Please do.”

Fenelon promptly made himself at home on the trunk at the foot of the bed. “First time away from Tamnagh?” he said cheerfully.

Alaric looked puzzled. “How do you know where I’m from?”

Fenelon merely gestured to the lute laid carefully on the table. The case had a standard ribbon tied around its neck showing a white unicorn on a green field. “Royal connections?” Fenelon asked with a smile.

“Oh, no,” Alaric said. “I was given that when I was but a lad by a great, great uncle who served as an advisor at Caer Tamnagh before he retired.”

“Ah,” Fenelon said. “But you are from Tamnagh?”

“Gordslea Hold,” Alaric said.

“Old Marda Alfrey’s present stomping grounds?” Fenelon asked.

“You knew Marda?” Alaric said. “She was my teacher.”

“Delightful woman. She taught me this…” Fenelon wove his fingers into a gesture that caused a small pale figure of a unicorn to start dancing across the palm of his hand.

“She taught me that too,” Alaric said. “Only I could never quite get it to move as well.”

“Takes practice, that’s all. So this is your first time away from home, is it?”

Alaric grinned. “Does it show that much?”

“Like foxfire in a forest…which reminds me. Did Wendon discover my little prank?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Alaric said. “I left him posturing with some of his friends.”

“Good old Wendon,” Fenelon said. “I doubt he’ll have a kind word to spare me for that one.”

“Why warthog?” Alaric asked.

“That’s his nickname,” Fenelon said. “At least, it’s the one I gave him because he always acts like one. Charging about and huffing indignantly over every little infraction I commit.”

“You don’t seem to care,” Alaric said.

“Why should I?” Fenelon said. “I have the coveted master’s status, something Wendon has yet to achieve.”

“You’re a master mage?” Alaric said. “But I thought…”

“That I was a student?” Fenelon said and grinned. “Horns, no! Admittedly, I am the youngest master here, but I achieved that level of skill at least five years ago. You see, I manifested mage sign when I was six, so I got an early start on my skills. Makes Wendon so jealous. He’s ten years older than I am, and still hasn’t mastered half the higher spells.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to assume…”

“Do you always apologize to everyone?” Fenelon asked.

“My father always said it was a good idea,” Alaric said.

“But surely, you don’t believe you should continuously apologize to others for not knowing something you couldn’t possibly know to begin with,” Fenelon insisted.

“Sorry, I can’t help it,” Alaric blurted.

Fenelon laughed, and the sound was infectious enough to make Alaric smile. He took a deep breath and glanced aside.

“Well,” Fenelon said and rose, “Have you eaten yet?”

“The bell for supper hasn’t rung yet, has it?” Alaric said. “Wendon said something about the three bells at sunset being the signal for the evening meal.”

“Surely you don’t plan to eat the stuff they call food in this hall,” Fenelon said, making a comical face as though he’d bitten into sour fruit. “I know a great little tavern on the lower edge that serves a fine but reasonable board, and has the best wine and women in Caer Keltora.”

Alaric frowned. “But I thought mages in training were not allowed to leave the keep without a master…”

“That rule applies to apprentices under eighteen,” Fenelon said. “And besides, you will be with a master mage, remember?”

“But it’s raining,” Alaric protested with a glance towards the windows. “I’ve already gotten wet once today, and I’m apt to catch a chill if I get damp again…”

“Who said anything about stepping out in the rain,” Fenelon said. “Geata foisgail…” He gestured as he continued to speak in the mage tongue, and Alaric felt the magic was being cloaked as it danced lightly across his skin. The world split open, revealing an archway where torches burned.

A gate spell? Alaric had only heard of them. Poor Marda had never been fortunate enough to learn one which was why Alaric had been forced to travel overland to reach Caer Keltora.

“Well? Are you coming?” Fenelon asked.

“Wouldn’t you rather be with your own friends?” Alaric asked.

“I fear my friends are not exactly in great abundance within these walls,” Fenelon said, and only a faint hint of wistfulness softened his eyes. “And except for the indomitable Wendon, my guess would be that you have none here at the moment. And trust me, Wendon is as dull a friend as you’ll ever find, apart from the fact he’s totally tone deaf and doesn’t know a single good song.”

Alaric’s mind was telling him he’d be wise to heed Wendon’s warning and avoid this man, master mage or not. But Alaric’s soul told him that there were times when he was too scornful of even a little adventure, and unless he wanted to end up with a nickname like “warthog,” there was likely no harm in accompanying Fenelon. Besides, he could use a cup of ale.

“Well,” Alaric said, “As long as we’re not going to get into trouble.” He rose and started to lay the psaltery aside and reached for his cloak still hanging over the chair to dry.

“Why I wouldn’t dream of taking you there, Alaric,” Fenelon said with a wicked gleam of mischief. “Oh, and bring the psaltery. With your voice and my connections, I’m willing to bet we could earn ourselves a free meal.”

Alaric sighed as he slipped the psaltery into a sack and slung it over his shoulder.

Horns, he thought. I hope I’m not going to regret this decision.

With a sigh, he followed Fenelon through the magical gate.

~

Vagner remembered an old demon once telling him human magic and demon magic were of two different origins. While humans drew their power from the magical essence that dwelled in everything in their world, demons drew their magic from within. To a human, demon magic felt like a burn, or bitterness on the tongue, while a demon found the workings of human magic sometimes so overly sweet and cloying as to make one ill. Only blood magic lacked the sugary taint.

Which was why Vagner was rousted from his lone observation by the scent of a mageborn spell. A rift opened not far from where the demon kept watch. He could tell it had been cloaked to hide it from other mageborn because it felt muted, and as he turned his attention towards the source, he saw two figures who stank of mageborn essence, and one rather familiar to him. 

Ah, yes, Vagner thought. The young one who could not hide his own essence well.

Strange that two would be leaving the keep by this secret method. Normally, mageborn, unless traveling long distance, used the front door of the place. But as Vagner glided closer to observe the pair, he was struck by the thought that such a deception could only mean one thing.

The one who cast the spell had cloaked it, so he obviously did not want to be noticed by those within the keep. That, Vagner thought, might just be to his own advantage. For if they planned to leave unnoticed, surely they would return in the same manner. And a clever demon who was so masterful at disguising himself would likely find a way to slip back in with that cloaked spell and enter the fortress of Dun Gealach unnoticed.

The two didn’t look to be going on a long journey, and demon curiosity being an unquenchable matter, Vagner decided to follow. It had to be more interesting than hanging around this place, hoping for another means of entry to present itself.

Vagner quickly shifted to his own shadow form and slid along the edges and cracks of buildings to follow the pair. The one with the fiery hair had cast a spell to keep them from getting wet, and another filled the air with warmth. The younger of the two seemed quite amazed and just a little nervous. He cast his eyes back over his shoulders more than once. Must be sensitive to demons, Vagner thought. I’d best keep my distance.


They wandered down the streets, making turns that took them into the Lower Edge of Caer Keltora, and there, they entered a tavern where the essence of man almost made the demon’s mouth water. Warm light exuded from the place, which would mean hardly a corner to hide in. 

Vagner slipped off the edge of the guttering of a building, and into an alley. Picking up a handful of pebbles, he shifted into the form of a young man who looked like he might have a bit of coin to spare. The stones became silver sgillinns in his hand, and he pocketed them with a smile. The tavern owner would not discover that he’d been paid with stones before dawn when the spell would wear off. And then, he was more than likely to believe one of his servants had been into the till.

Grinning, Vagner stepped out into the street and lingered but a moment at the tavern door before he pushed his way inside. His two mages were easy enough to find. The older ushered the younger into a corner by the hearth. Several buxom wenches suddenly rushed at the fire-haired one, lavishing him with their attention. The younger looked a little uneasy.

This was going to be interesting, the demon decided. Selecting a corner that afforded him a view of the room, he caught hold of one of the passing wenches, gave her a customary squeeze and ordered an ale.

~

Alaric had a feeling he was being watched. He told himself that it was a silly notion. No one here knew him. Still, as the wenches jockeyed for Fenelon’s attention, Alaric looked around the room and searched for the source of his unease.

There was a bitter taste in his mouth just now. He had noticed it as soon as he stepped through Fenelon’s gate spell and into the street. Fear? Surely not. Who would have bothered to follow them? Even Alaric could tell Fenelon had cloaked his spell so well it barely left a trace of itself on Alaric’s nerves.

“Come, ladies, let me introduce you to the finest bard in all of Ard-Taebh, Master Alaric Braidwine,” Fenelon said.

Alaric opened his mouth to refute the claim, but had little time. Two of the lasses detached themselves from Fenelon and dove on Alaric like a pair of greedy hawks after a succulent rabbit. He suddenly found himself sandwiched between the giggling pair who had more hands than he could count and no qualms about finding places to put them—or their lips. Alaric fought against the urge to panic as warmth clouded his good sense. Horns, he was not a total innocent. He’d kissed a scullery maid or two in his past. But his precious psaltery sack nearly left his lap, and he had to push at least one of his attackers away to keep it from falling to the floor. She laughed as though it were sport and immediately came at him again.

“Fenelon, I thought we were here to eat,” Alaric said breathlessly, casting a pleading glance at his companion.

Fenelon laughed. “All right, ladies, your master’s finest, please, for we are famished.”

There were a few mutters of protest that were brought to a close when the landlord shouted for the girls to get about their business as they had other customers to attend. Fenelon kissed at least two of them and stroked the lips of a third before they hurried away.

“You promised you weren’t going to get me into any trouble,” Alaric said wearily.

“And I’ll keep that promise,” Fenelon said as two ales were delivered. “Now go on, wet your throat and give us a song. Relax. Have a little fun. Life’s too short, even if you are mageborn. Do you really want to be a dull stump of wood all your life, Alaric?”

Alaric sighed, snatching up one of the ales.

He still couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched from afar.






  







FOUR
 

The pale one had a fine voice in Vagner’s opinion, and he plucked his psaltery with an enviable skill. In fact, the demon found his delight in the sensation of music vibrating his essence had overwhelmed his sense of duty. He would gladly have traded masters were this one to seek a familiar’s services. Alas, mageborn were not as tolerant of demonkind as their bloodmage counterparts.

The youth was singing the Ballad of the Minstrel’s Daughter when Vagner began to form a plan. This young mage was holding the very means by which the demon could easily travel past the wards. The psaltery his fingers tripped across would be a perfect place for the demon to stow himself, and so long as the other mage planned to cloak their return as he had their escape, Vagner would not have to worry about risking discovery.

The demon smiled, and the expression earned him the immediate attention of a few mortals in close proximity. At least one of the wenches took that expression as a cue this handsome being sought a willing companion. Even better, the demon thought as she stopped at his table.

“What’s your pleasure now, sir?” she asked.

Vagner winked. “A bit of sport in the stables, I think,” he said and touched her hand, sending a trace of his essence into her flesh.

While she did not stiffen or flinch from his “touch,” her eyes took on a blank, submissive stare as he wove himself into her puny mortalborn will. Still, she stayed upright as he rose and took her arm, and he even made her cock her head in a coy manner should anyone be watching and wonder what was afoot. Vagner tossed a few phony coins upon the table and led her out of the tavern. 

The street was still lively enough to make him cautious, but it was a simple matter to skirt the tavern yard and find privacy in the stables. There, Vagner looked at the wench with a sense of longing. Not for her body, though, as he was not a breed of demon possessed of anything akin to human lust, but rather as a creature whose appetite for flesh was in a more…culinary range.

She would not, however, be of any use to him if he ate her here and now. So instead, he whispered his desires, implanting the instructions into her mind. She stood motionless as he dared to extend a tongue as long as a man’s arm with a forked tip and lightly caress her cheek and throat, then allowed the tongue to slide down between her breasts where the gamy salt of her skin was especially delicious. Just a taste, he told himself. An appetizer. She closed her eyes and moaned in ecstasy, and the sound sharpened his hunger.

Before he could give in to the temptation to bite off her head and suck the sweet matter of her brains out of her skull, Vagner shifted forms. His body became a long shawl of white silk draped about her neck and shoulders.

And she, docile as a lamb, left the stables to do his bidding.

~

Alaric felt parched as he warbled song after song and plucked the strings of his psaltery. He would have asked for another ale, but Fenelon was preoccupied with trading attentions with the various wenches. Besides, it was nice to have an appreciative audience now and again, and those who occupied this tavern were just that. They were calling out requests from time to time, and Alaric obliged them where he was able. The meal had been good, and had cost nothing, thanks to his skill. Even the ale had relaxed him to the point the cares of the day flitted out of his mind.

He was concentrating on the intricate fingerings of The Landlord’s Jig when a hand brushed his cheek. Alaric looked up to find one of the wenches—an auburn-haired beauty—practically nose to nose with him. She leaned over, trailing a length of white silk from her neck and shoulders. Small hairs stood on end when it touched his skin. The silk burned like nettles. He gasped.

“I like your songs,” she said.

“Why…thank you,” he said, trying to ignore the sting of the cloth. Why was it doing that?

“You have great skill of voice and hand,” she went on, and Alaric blinked. He thought it strange to hear such proper speech from one who spent her life on the streets and in taverns. “I am certain you will go far in whatever profession you choose…”

Alaric was about to ask what she meant by that when she took firm possession of his lips. And what lips they were that swallowed his, warm, sweet and lush. He quite forgot himself in the moment, wanting the kiss to last, to go beyond lips. Her shawl tumbled down his chest like fine hair and slid over his psaltery, mixing pleasure and pain in the contact.

But suddenly, she broke free, drew back and simply walked away.

Alaric sat there for a moment, confused and dazed. Then Fenelon called for another song. Still washed under a sense of wonder and lust, Alaric began a new ballad. He reached down to pluck the strings with his fingers.

Strange. He thought she had dropped her silk shawl, but he saw no sign of it about him. There lingered but a fading memory of that nettle-like sting.

He shrugged and began to play The White Hart’s Ramble.

~

Vagner felt the thrum of the psaltery as the pale mageborn plucked the strings. The sound vibrated through the demon as he wallowed among the shadows of the soundbox, being careful not to expand himself so he interfered with the tone of the wood. He loved being a part of the music that touched him like a lover’s hand and sent ecstasy through his being.

Too bad this pleasure would have to end, but even now, Vagner sensed his master’s impatience. Tane Doran was on the road. He would reach Caer Keltora by tomorrow night.

If Vagner failed to have the map by then, the demon did not want to contemplate the consequences.

He just hoped the young bard didn’t get too drunk to remember to take his instrument home with him.

~

It was getting late by the time Fenelon had his fill of fun, and even then he only gave up his pleasures because Alaric made it known he needed to go to sleep. He wanted his first full day at Dun Gealach to be better than his arrival.

Getting out of his chair, Alaric felt his senses spin. Horns, he’d had a little too much good ale. His head was light and his psaltery was heavy…at least, it seemed heavier than he recalled. He gave it a shake, and thought he felt something shift. Peering into the hole, all he saw was a shadow. He shook it again, but this time nothing moved.

I must be drunk…and tired. There was a bitter taste on his tongue, like he’d been sucking copper. He sighed, put the psaltery into its case, and slung the strap across his shoulder. It thumped against his back, an unfamiliar weight.

Moments passed like hours. Fenelon said good-bye to every woman in the place, some more than once. We’re never going to get out of here, Alaric thought. Time for him to take a stand before he became incapable of standing at all. He growled under his breath as he snagged Fenelon’s arm and hissed, “Will you come on before I pass out now!”

“Oh, yes,” Fenelon said, giving Alaric a critical look. “Sorry, my beauties but I must leave now. Time to get this wee one warm in his trundle…”

Some of the lasses giggled. Alaric bit his tongue and headed for the door, dragging Fenelon who went more willingly than expected. Of course, Alaric realized that if Fenelon chose to resist, Alaric would not have been able to move the taller mage. Still, it gave Alaric a sense of satisfaction to be in charge for the moment.

Outside, the streets were dark, save the amber, gold and rosy flicker of torches and watch fires on some corners. Mage eyes did not care. Like cats, mageborn could see in the near dark, allowing Alaric to avoid the puddles gathered on the cobbles. The rain had stopped, and a thick mist hung tattered draperies on the cool air.

Fenelon took a deep breath and clapped Alaric on the shoulder, nearly spilling the unsteady youth. “Well, did you enjoy yourself, my friend?” Fenelon asked.

Alaric nodded, staggering several steps until he caught his balance again. Horns, he really was drunk, and at this rate, was likely to be suffering a hangover tomorrow. “Yes, I did, but I think I’m rather drunk just now, for I’m tired and just want to go to bed.”

“Not used to city air, I would imagine,” Fenelon said with a smile.  “You know, you play very well. Some of those songs you sang sounded familiar? Who taught them to you?”

“Ronan Tey,” Alaric replied.

Fenelon gave Alaric a wide-eyed look of admiration. “You learned bard craft from Ronan Tey?”

“Yes,” Alaric said. “He was an old friend of Marda’s and used to come by Gordslea Hold often. My sisters were madly in love with him, but he always ignored them and spent his time with me and Marda instead.”

“That’s because Ronan Tey was never one for the ladies,” Fenelon said with a look of mischief that made Alaric frown as he wondered just what the master mage meant. “Go on…”

“Well, he taught me all sorts of songs, and he would talk about the old days with Marda, which always seemed odd to me since he barely looked half her age.”

“Actually, Ronan Tey was much older than Marda,” Fenelon said. “He was mageborn.”

“Really?” It was Alaric’s turn to look surprised. “He never mentioned it.”

“He was not terribly fond of the power,” Fenelon said. “The one time I met him was in Marda’s company almost twenty years ago. I knew at once he was mageborn, which fit the rumors I had heard of how he denied his power for the sake of his music. Of course, he couldn’t resist putting a little magic in some of his riddle songs, but he refused to share them with me or anyone else at the time. He said that knowing magic and mixing it with songs had only brought him grief, so he ignored his mageborn heritage at every turn.”

Alaric nodded in thought. He could hardly blame Ronan, for Alaric had often felt the same way when he found out he was destined to carry the mageborn gift.

“What songs did he teach you, if you don’t mind my asking?” Fenelon said with renewed curiosity.

“Quite a few, actually,” Alaric said. “There was something called The Unicorn’s Well.”

“A lovely piece,” Fenelon said. “I got to hear him sing that one. He had such a wondrous voice.”

Alaric smiled. “He also taught me The Battle of Brenhorn, The Dragon’s Tongue Key, The Mist in the Willows, White Maiden’t Lament,
Down Among the Rushes… quite a lot more than I could name off the top of my head.”

“That sounds like quite a noble collection,” Fenelon said. “And you are such a fine singer—ever write any music of your own?”

“I wrote every stanza of The Ballad of Ronan Tey, though I can never sing it without wanting to cry…” Alaric blinked and looked aside. Horns, I’m drunk, I’m tired, and I am getting maudlin… “Can we go home now? I’m starting to feel a bit ill…”

“Ah, then we’d best get you home post haste. Ever done a gate spell?”

“No,” Alaric said.

“Want to learn?” Fenelon said.

“Is that allowed?” Alaric said. “You teaching me magic here on the streets and not strictured in some mage cell?”

“Of course, it is,” Fenelon said with a laugh. “As a master mage, I have the authority to teach you any spell you want to learn.”

“So what must I do?” Alaric asked.

“Well, for the first time, you must take my hand.”

Alaric cocked an uneasy eye at the appendage that stretched out to him.

“Oh, come on, Alaric, don’t be such a prude,” Fenelon said. “Gate walking is a very complex bit of spell work, and before you can ever attempt one or even hope to learn the spell, you must first know what one feels like. Oh, and I will be cloaking the spell. Major spells are forbidden in the sleeping quarters, you know.”

“And you don’t want Magister Turlough to know you’ve been breaking the rules again?” Alaric said with a suspicious squint and a hint more accusation than he intended.

But Fenelon merely smiled. “You catch on very quickly, friend Alaric,” Fenelon said. “It is forbidden for any mage to gate in and out of the interior keeps of Dun Gealach—except in dire emergencies—without the permission of the High Mage. It is also forbidden to cloak such spells on the grounds they could mean the caster has treasonous intentions. However, we are merely sneaking in because it would be a disaster for both of us to be caught drunk. So do not even consider following my example. I get away with such things only because I know how, and because of who I am. Now take my hand and let’s get on with this.”

At least, he’s honest. Alaric reached out and seized Fenelon’s hand and nearly stumbled in the process. “Now what?”

“Close your eyes and let your mage senses touch me,” Fenelon said.

Alaric obeyed, closing his eyes and stretching mage senses. He was jolted by the quicksilver essence that burned so bright within Fenelon.

“Geata foisgal…” Fenelon began, speaking the incantation in the mage tongue. The spell words were merely the tip of a magical iceberg. Alaric felt the essence pulled from everything, air, fire, earth and water. Felt the rich thrum of magic as it was woven into a single cloth. That cloth was shadowed by another spell, and Alaric realized if he were not inside the magic, feeling it as Fenelon did, he would never have known the spell was there. He opened his eyes, eager to witness the power at play. A rift opened before them, dexterously splitting the world into a mouth on end. Beyond it, Alaric saw his room. Then something brushed his mage senses and replaced his wonder with a whisper of unease. A sharp bitter tang invaded his tongue, not unlike what he had felt when the barmaid kissed him…

Before he could ponder the sensation further, he was tugged forward but a few steps. The rough cobbles were replaced by the smoother stones and woven rushes of his own floor. Fenelon suddenly let go. The magic fell away, leaving Alaric with naught but the aftertaste of copper still lingering in his mouth.

“Do gate spell always taste so foul?” he asked as he set the psaltery and its case on the table. He whispered “Solus” and a ball of mage light blossomed to bathe the room in a soft white sheen, making it seem larger.

Fenelon’s brows rose. “Not that I’ve ever noticed. Maybe the cloaking spell gave it an adverse taste. Or something in the ale you drank, though Master Dobrin’s hops are rarely lacking in quality, but he could have gotten a bad batch.”

“And I am tired,” Alaric agreed.

“I’ll take that as a hint, and leave you to your privacy,” Fenelon said, making for the door. “Thank you for coming along, Alaric. You made the evening a great pleasure.”

“Thank you for inviting me,” Alaric said.

“We’ll work more on the gate spell,” Fenelon said. “I think once you get the hang of it, you’ll find it easy and useful.” 

Fenelon pulled the door open, only to pause. A thick brown shape filled the gap, one fist raised as though about to knock.

“So, there you are,” Alaric,” Wendon said, giving Fenelon little more than a cursory glance.

“Hello, Wendon,” Fenelon said in a cheerful manner.

“I’m not speaking to you,” Wendon said. “I know all about that spell you put on me today. Warthog, indeed!”

“If you’re not speaking to me,” Fenelon said, leaning towards the wider mage, “then why do your lips keep moving?”

Wendon opened his mouth as though about to refute that accusation, but wisely thought better of it. He jutted his lower lip in defiance, turning his gaze once more to Alaric.

“I’ve been looking all over for you,” Wendon said. “Where have you been?”

“Why, we’ve been out and about discussing various spells and trading songs,” Fenelon said before Alaric could even hesitate to think of an excuse that would not put either of them in a bad light.

“I see,” Wendon said, frowning. “Are you up to more talk, Alaric? I would dearly love to hear some of your songs, and we really should discuss the spells you will need to learn. The Council will want a list of the spells you already know so they can choose the right master to train you.”

“Actually, Wendon,” Alaric said, “I’m quite tired.” Not to mention, quite drunk, he thought. And there were too many bodies crowding this small space to make Alaric feel comfortable. His palms were already growing moist as the old unease rose. Don’t think of the size of the room. He just hoped Wendon could not see the tremor of Alaric’s hands. “If you don’t mind awfully, could we talk magic and lists tomorrow?”

Wendon looked clearly disappointed, but he nodded. “Tomorrow after lunch, perhaps. I’ve practice with my master in the morning, and since Master Fenelon has deprived us of a working chamber.”

Fenelon merely smiled. “Glad to oblige, Wendon,” he said as he took the thicker mage by the arm and propelled him back. “Best we leave now. It’s getting a little close in here, don’t you agree?”

Wendon still frowned, but did not protest as he was guided out of the chamber. Alaric quickly closed the door in their wake, grateful to have both of them gone. He carefully worked his mage-lock in place, drawing the glyphs with his fingers, then whispered “Loisg,” to the brazier and watched flames wrap around the coals and fill the air with welcome warmth. Stripping down to his breechclout, he pulled on a thick nightshirt and debated adding stockings as well.

You’re a mage. Warm the room, you fool!

With a sigh, he called a warming spell, then drawing back the fresh blankets, Alaric crawled into bed.

“Solus dubh,” he whispered and waved his hand.

His magelight fell into shadow, leaving only the warm glow of the brazier to penetrate the dark as Alaric closed his eyes. Hopefully, the bitter tang on his tongue would be gone when he awoke.






  







FIVE
 

Patience was a necessary virtue to one whose very longevity depended on that wisdom. While most members of demonkind lacked it, Vagner made an effort to display the trait from time to time. Patience came in handy while serving a bloodmage like Tane Doran. Still, once the magelight faded so only the fiery glow of the brazier warmed the dark and seeped through the seams of the psaltery case, and the soft breathing of the young mageborn became shallow and even, Vagner eagerly flowed out of the instrument and found a shadow in which to stand while getting his bearings. 

He was in a small chamber, and his demon senses were surrounded by wards set about the perimeters to detect magic, as well as the heady scent of mageborn essence. Like demons, mageborn were kept young by their magical essence, but their flesh was as mortal as any and quite tempting to one who found it succulent. The warm scent of blood would have made Vagner salivate, had he not been in shadow form. He had not eaten since earlier in the day, and already, his stomach taunted his better judgment.

His awareness lingered on the most immediate delicacy at hand, and it was all the demon could do to contain his appetite. Oh, how swiftly he could take this one’s delicious life and savor it as a fine feast. No one was likely to miss the youth until morn, and by then, the demon would have made his escape. But Vagner’s awareness also fell upon the instrument of wood which brought him here. His thoughts brimmed with the ecstasy he had felt as the youth’s music vibrated through Vagner’s being, almost like a lover. It was that beautiful memory that kept the demon from succumbing to the urge to sate his hunger on the mageborn’s tender flesh. Only a fool would destroy a thing that gave so much pleasure. And besides, there was always the chance the youth would awaken and cry out, alerting others, and that would destroy Vagner’s chances of fulfilling his mission for certain.

With a sigh, Vagner turned his attentions elsewhere. The door was mage locked from within, but that was a minor difficulty for a demon of his experience. There would be worse ones around the library, to be sure. The walls around this room were not marked by the mage lock spell, though here and there, other spell wardings vibrated. Demon awareness could “see” these things and easily avoid them. 

Vagner pressed himself into the stone of the floor, gliding down through the tiniest cracks with liquid ease, and made his being part of them. He proceeded to swim through the flagstones as though they were water, carefully picking his way to avoid the spells placed here and there. From time to time, he rose in a wall and “peered” out at the halls. Due to the lateness of the hour, he was more often greeted by corridors where mage lights glittered in place of torches. When Vagner saw mageborn, he would sit still in the stone until they passed. Now and again, one would stop and glance over their shoulder as though sensing him. Vagner would retreat deeper into the stone. This was a dangerous game for a demon to play. There were those among mageborn who were more sensitive to his kind than others. If he were detected by one of the greater mageborn, all his efforts would be for naught. Tane Doran would be most unforgiving if Vagner was caught and destroyed.

As the complexity of the protective spells grew, Vagner knew he was close to the place he sought. He continued to move through stone until it as no longer possible. The scent of magic and parchment and old leather filled the very halls. Cautiously, he pulled himself out of the wall in an empty corridor and traveled up to one of the overhead beams where he would not be immediately noticed. There, his form shrank and shimmered into that of a mouse, and he hurried along the rafters, keeping a careful eye out for cats. It would be to his disadvantage to try and glide through stone now, but there would be mouse holes aplenty, for mice were persistent little things and always managed to take up residence where there was plenty of paper to nest in, no matter how many spells of protection and diversion the mageborn here might lay. Some creatures were just too simple-minded to even notice such spells. And no mageborn was going to care about a mouse in the rafters.

Vagner readily found the holes which stank of the vermin whose disguise he wore. Where beams went through stone, there were often cracks and gaps, and rodents had tunneled and chewed some of the filled spaces into perfect passages. He followed a well-worn path until it opened out on the other side of the wall. And there he found himself looking down from lofty heights at rows upon rows of cabinets and shelves.

He was in the outer library. The simple success goaded him into a smile that would have sent a cat scurrying. The first goal was achieved. Now to find where the maps were kept.

That, he knew, would take more time, and while his shadow form would have been able to search more swiftly, Vagner dared not change at this time. He could sense a number of mageborn who kept late hours wandering the stacks, and even if they did not notice him now in this small, insignificant form, the magic of shapeshifting into shadow was too much of a risk. He could not change into any other form until he found what he sought if he did not wish to give himself away.

So he began the long and arduous task of creeping about the beams in search of the maps.

Tane Doran would owe the demon a mighty meal for this.

~

Alaric dreamed of a time long ago. He was seven and his father had just become the heir of Gordslea Hold. When their wagon first rumbled up to the gates, it was late in the afternoon, and Alaric recalled leaning against his father half asleep when he was nudged awake for his first glimpse of his new home.

It was huge, or so it seemed to a lad who had spent his earliest years in a four room cottage with a loft, attached to his father’s smithy. The gates alone would have encased his old home with room to spare.

The wagon bounced across cobbles as it passed under the massive stone structure. Inside was a farmstead that had grown hither and yon about the perimeter of a square, stone keep. At the time, Alaric thought they now owned a whole village, and only later did he learn that the real village was outside a gate on the far side of the keep. Nor was the place as grand as he first imagined. There were parts in much need of repair. True, his father’s mageborn kin had been a wealthy man, but apparently the old mage was too involved in his studies in magic to worry about the fact his back wall had tumbled down or his dust was developing a life of its own.

Father made the best of it, though. He was a wise businessman and put his new fortune to work to repair and restore the place and make it livable once more. He bought some of the adjoining lands from tired farmers, tore down the outer wall that was falling, and built a low stone fence with a wooden gate opening out into his newly acquired pastures. These, he filled with fine fat cattle which he bought at first, and later raised. It amused Alaric as he grew to watch his burly father go from a hard-muscled smith to a gentleman farmer who found pleasure in discussing the gestation of cows and the attributes of bulls.

But on that first day, when they arrived at Gordslea Hold, Alaric’s mother made clucking sounds about the shambles of the rooms and quickly put her daughters to work creating a new order out of them. Alaric was supposed to be helping his father, but Haldane Braidwine recognized the glimmer of adventure lighting his son’s eyes with curiosity, and let Alaric wander off to explore the keep.

Alaric had found a narrow hall and even narrower stairs that took him up to a tower. There, he pushed open a great wooden door and discovered a room filled with many strange things. Later, this would become the room Marda was given as her own, the place where she trained young Alaric to his powers. But now, it was quiet in an ominous fashion. So still, save the coo of the doves in the rafters…

Alaric was never quite sure how it happened. He was exploring as lads were wont to do, picking his way in and out among piles of books and chests, when something moved. Just a shadow, but he froze, his small heart racing madly in his chest. Quietly, he had crept over towards the source of the motion. His path took him around a trunk, and in a brief glance, he saw that it sat with its lid open, propped by a stick, and was filled with musty old cloth.

But it lost his attention to the horror which stood before a window, a silhouette of some ghost or monster. A tall, shadowy shape with a high collar and a long cloak. Later, he would learn, it was little more than a mannequin placed before an open window to take advantage of the light. It had been draped with an old robe that was being mended. All Alaric knew then was that it suddenly moved, raising arms that flapped in the half light as a moan filled the room. With a terrified shriek, he retreated in haste. Alas, looking back over his shoulder proved foolish, for he ran full tilt into the edge of the open trunk. His own momentum tumbled him into its depths, and his flailing limbs had knocked the brace free. The lid slammed down on top of him, its latch falling into place, and no amount of kicking and shoving would lodge it free.

In reality, Alaric knew the moan had been nothing more than the wind passing over the eaves, and when it had whipped through the open window it had stirred the robe into life-like motion. And while as a child, he thought he was trapped for days, in truth, it had been but moments. His father, always alert to such things, had heard the commotion and promptly pulled Alaric, sobbing and shivering, out of the stygian depths. His sisters had already done their part to traumatize him then, having locked him into cupboards, and once in the grain bin, when they thought he was being too much of a pest.

Hours passed before he stopped shaking and weeping, alternately clinging to which ever parent was close at hand. His sisters had a field day teasing him sorely for weeks on end.

Alaric had dreamed this very event before, but tonight, it was different. Tonight, the thing in the corner developed fangs and claws as he fell into the trunk. And when the lip came open, there reared over him a darkness with burning red eyes and huge slavering jaws, and breath that reeked of death.

He flailed his way upright, determined to escape the fiend…and found himself sitting upright in his new bed with a thundering head and a stomach that heaved.

He barely reached his chamber pot before the ale and the remains of his dinner took residence there. And when he was finally able to get off the stone floor and crawl back into bed, he noticed the coppery tang on his tongue was replaced by the bitterness of bile…

But he was far too tired to care.

~

Several hourglasses past the beginning of Dark Watch, Vagner finally found the place where the maps were stored. Good. He had pretty well searched nearly half the library. More than once, he found mageborn pouring over old texts or quietly discoursing matters of spell alignments and strictures. A couple were making rude remarks about someone they referred to as “Warthog” having his nickname magically tattooed across his backside. Others shook their heads and expressed mixed opinions about a mageborn they called Fenelon who had apparently made a mess of one of the conjuring rooms. Nothing more than bits of information to a demon who has his own agenda…though the latter name struck Vagner as vaguely familiar.

Vagner thought he was about to achieve his end, but like all best laid plans of mice and mortals, Vagner had not anticipated that part of his quest would be delayed.

He had crawled out of a hole and had scurried half way across the beam before he even spotted the cat. It was a big one too, as black as the Shadow Pits. The beast lounged on the beam with its back to Vagner, forepaws tucked beneath its chest as it dozed, so it almost looked like a shadow itself. At least, the demon hoped it was dozing. He froze.

Barbs and Balls, the beast was practically covering every bit of the beam. So far, it showed no sign of awareness. Vagner frowned. He couldn’t go back, not now. He could smell the magic that told him his destination was close, mere double ells away. There had to be a way to get past the cat.

Moving towards the edge of the beam, Vagner looked over. Too far to jump to the floor. He could go back to the previous wall and use the shelves to descend to the floor. Too bad he couldn’t figure out a way to walk under the beam. Mice forms were adept at going up, down and across, but not under.

No, the only choice was the open floor. No rushes. Only stones. Vagner frowned as much as a mouse could, and turned back. At the end of the beam, he dropped to the top of the shelves that lined the hall…

The cat’s ears twitched towards him, and the face rounded back with a half-slit stare. Horns! The demon rushed for the edge just as the beast rousted itself and started back towards him. He succeeded in getting down several shelves, using the leathery spines of books as anchors for tiny paws just as the cat made the top of the shelves. A long paw swiped downward, missing Vagner by inches.

Demon instincts, of course, were to strike back, but now was not a good time unless he wanted to bring every mage in the place on his head. He practically fell the last few feet and bounced off the floor, grateful for his demonic resilience. Of course, that tough nature would be useless if the cat got hold of him. Demons were impervious to any weapon, save those of magical nature in their own form. But he was in mouse form, and all it would take would be one slash of a claw to open his throat. Admittedly, the cat would die of convulsion since demon blood was poisonous in any form. Vagner would have some sort of revenge, but he was not so eager to have his life cut ignobly short just now.

He was almost across the floor when he heard the thump of feline padded paws landing on the ground. Within moments, the cat pounced, and Vagner barely escaped the claws by darting back and forth in a random fashion. At least demons were fast, and he sprinted across the remains of the floor and leapt for one of the spines on the other side. With a mighty effort, Vagner scrambled up to the second shelf and over the tops of several thick volumes to duck down behind them on the shelves. Just in time too. A claw raked across the top of the books, searching for him. Fortunately, the space was too small for the cat to get in with him.

That did not stop the creature, however, from growling with feline frustration as it tried to climb to the second shelf and wedge its body into the narrow space. And in the frenzy, it managed to dislodge a couple of books and sent them tumbling to the floor.

Of course! Vagner frantically searched for something that would work as a lever. The cat’s assault on the shelves raised quite a din, and would soon bring one of the mageborn librarians. A small thin volume stuck between thicker ones and pushed back as such books were wont to do gave the demon what he needed. He leapt for the small book, throwing as much weight against it as possible. Books started to slide sideways, skewing off the shelf like they’d been thrown from a catapult. In a wave they collapsed over the edge.

Vagner heard the cat wail as books rained on it. He quickly took advantage of the feline’s distraction to clamber up the shelves and make his way back onto the beam. The cat recovered and made one last mad effort to capture its prey, but Vagner was on the beam and through the hole. He paused there, catching his breath. A mageborn’s voice shouted, “You stupid beast, look at what you’ve done…”

The cat gave a yowl as a minor magebolt was dislodged in its direction. The mageborn breathed curses about the animal’s ancestry that Vagner agreed with. The demon smiled and waited a little longer. Then, when all seemed quiet, Vagner moved on.

He walked out onto another beam and smiled. The map room was tingling with magic. There were tubes and cases everywhere, and Vagner cast about in wonder at the monumental collection.

But there was work to be done, he told himself. He started crawling up and down various shelves, examining spines and labels. There appeared to be some sort of order, and things were arranged by area. It took Vagner but moments to find the section marked “The Ranges.” Here, he crawled back and forth once more until at last he found what he wanted in a section of leather bound flats. With some effort, he pushed several aside until he came across the one marked “Shadow Vale.”

Vagner grinned. No need for disguises now. He shook himself out of the mouse form and swelled into his own. Timing was everything now, and he hummed cheerfully as he seized the map sheet and rolled it into a tube then tore open a gate spell in the fabric of the world.

There were, of course, some dozen or more mageborn there in an instant. Some used gate spells, while others came running under their own power. And more than one got a glimpse of the demon who thumbed his nose at them before he disappeared in a belch of flames.

Tane Doran would be so pleased.














  







SIX
 

A fist thundering against wood jerked Alaric from his sleep. The swift motion of sitting upright did neither his head nor his stomach any good, and with a moan, he fell back into his pillow.

“Open this door in the name of the High Mage of Dun Gealach!” an unfamiliar voice shouted, adding to the painful din. “Open it now!”

Horns! Alaric eased one eye open. The hammering continued a quick-time march on his door. It’s still dark! he moaned inwardly. This is a bloody indecent hour to be beating down a man’s door.

“Open this door!” the voice continued to shout, and up and down the hall, Alaric heard muffled protests of fellow students being rousted by the sound.

“All right,” Alaric retorted and grimaced when the echo of his own voice rang through his head, which at the moment seemed hollow and overly large. Still, he made a valiant effort to work himself upright. Teeth clenched, he sat on the edge of the bed, holding on so as not to pitch forward, and stretched his hand as he concentrated on his mage lock. One by one, he dismantled the glyphs as he whispered each one’s name. His head throbbed by the time he spoke the last one.

The door exploded inward, and the garish glow of mage light assaulted Alaric’s eyes. He gave an involuntary cry and raised a hand to shade his eyes from the excruciating glare. Blinking, Alaric made out the figure of a man in distinctive blue and grey robes. A master mage by the look of him. He was bearded and coiffed in pale hair, but Alaric could not tell if it was age or a natural blond like his own. The man was not alone. Behind him stood two guards, large burly red-haired Keltoran fellows who looked rather unfriendly. Their eyes darted about, searching the tiny chamber.

“Who are you and what do you want”?” Alaric moaned, hoping this was all going to turn out to be a mistake and he would be allowed to return to sleep.

“Be silent!” the master mageborn ordered. Alaric felt power graze his own mage senses. The surly intruder moved into the chamber, and Alaric pulled back in unease as the fellow’s gaze swept past and honed in on the table where Alaric’s psaltery case sat. The master mage’s clay-colored glance stopped there, and his eyes narrowed in suspicious thought. He took all of two long steps toward the table and seized up the case, practically tearing it open.

“Hey! Be careful with that!” Alaric lurched to his feet in defense of his instrument. A mistake. His stomach heaved. His vision blacked as pain ripped his head. Horns. He had a hangover!

“Seize him!” the master mage said. “You have much to answer for, young man!”

The guards crowded into the room and jerked Alaric upright. He could do little more than dangle in their grasps as they started him for the door.

“Wait,” he protested weakly. “At least let me pull on some breeches and some boots…”

The protest left his lips in vain. These men were a good head taller than Alaric, and both had hands the size of hams. With very little effort and no respect for his dignity, they hauled him out into the hall, nightshirt flapping just above his knees. At least the stone floor was warm beneath his bare feet, which did little to assuage the beating his pride now took, especially since the ruckus had attracted others. What a sight they must have been: a master mage marching along with a psaltery under his arm while a half-naked apprentice was dragged in his wake. Almost laughable, had Alaric not felt the growing fear in the pit of his belly slowly stealing his courage away.

They hauled Alaric this way and that, and he finally realized the path was leading to the Council of Mageborn’s hall. There, he was dragged through double doors into a large chamber where a huge circle of chairs and a semicircle of tables open down the middle were barely visible in the shadows. Alaric had little time to look and see who else might lurk there, though he sensed several magical auras.

He was taken straight to the dais where four smaller chairs flanked an ornate one that looked almost like a throne. Three figures stood conferring there now, and one was Turlough Greenfyn. Alaric’s stomach actually found a lower level into which to sink at the sight.

The High Mage broke off his conversation with the other two and turn to cast a steely glower on the approaching party.

“Lorymer? What have you found?” Turlough asked.

The mage in the lead took the steps to the dais while the guards continued to drag Alaric along. “This was the carrier that allowed the demon to breech our walls, Lord Magister,” Lorymer said, holding forth the psaltery. “This contraption still reeks of the creature’s essence.”

Turlough took the psaltery, giving it a look of utter disgust. “You’re right,” he muttered. “Burn the damned things.”

“NO!” Alaric cried. The whole experience was sobering him quickly. “That’s mine! You can’t burn it!”

Turlough’s gaze came to Alaric as though noticing him for the very first time. The glance was as cold as ice and chilled Alaric to his toes. “And you are?” the High Mage asked.

“Alaric Braidwine, Lord Magister,” Alaric said.

“And this instrument is yours?”

“Yes, Lord Magister.”

“Then you are the one who brought the demon here,” Turlough said. “Summon it here at once.”

“I know nothing of summoning demons, Lord Magister,” Alaric said, finding his tongue in spite of that fearsome scowl.

“Yet you admit the psaltery is yours, and the beast was obviously housed there.” Turlough looked at Lorymer. “Any sign of how the psaltery came in?”

“No, Lord Magister,” Lorymer said. “The trail ended in this one’s chamber.”

“And how did you get it there?” Turlough asked, turning on Alaric once more.

“I brought it with me when I came in the front door,” Alaric said.

“Then you admit that you brought the demon here?”

“No, Lord Magister! There was no demon in my psaltery when I arrived.”

“Do you deny the demon’s essence is there?” Turlough brought the psaltery close. The guards tensed, though what they expected to happen was beyond Alaric’s reckoning. Turlough shoved the psaltery into Alaric’s face. Bitterness washed his tongue and he flinched. Horns, it was the same as that he encountered at the tavern when he and Fenelon…

Alaric felt his face go white. “I can feel it, but…”

“But nothing,” Turlough said. “You brought the demon into our midst and set it loose to steal an old map from the library.”

“I never!” Alaric protested.

“So where is this demon, and which map did it take, and what did you want with that map?” Turlough said.

“I don’t know anything about any demon or any map,” Alaric said.

“And I say you are lying,” Turlough roared, cutting the air with one arm. “And under the laws of this Mage Council you are subject to be sundered of your power for consorting with demons and bringing them into our sanctuary.”

“S…sundered?” Alaric whispered. That sounded rather painful in his estimation.

“After which you will be put into prison to await trial. And if it is found that you consorted with demons for purpose of ill gain, you will be executed by beheading.”

“Uncle, I think you should give your words careful consideration before you jump to erroneous conclusions and make a fool of yourself.”

Turlough spun around towards the speaker, fire filling his eyes. Alaric blinked and peered beyond the billowing robes at the two figures as they approached. One was a woman, lithe, sloe-eyed and exceptionally beautiful in spite of her simple manner of dress. The other was Fenelon.

“Watch your tongue!” Turlough snapped.

“Gladly,” Fenelon said, “but I do think you should at least listen to reason.”

“What reason?” Turlough challenged.

“If Alaric had brought the demon in, the creature would have set off every warding spell we’ve woven into this place,” Fenelon said.

“He could have cloaked the demon’s presence,” Lorymer said in defense of the High Mage.

“Then why did Wendon not notice the cloaking spell,” Fenelon said, wagging a finger. “He is particularly sensitive to cloaking spells. That is why he is sent to greet newcomers, is it not?” And only Alaric could see the faint gleam that filled Fenelon’s eyes as he said that. He knows perfectly well Wendon is not able to sense his cloaking spells, Alaric thought.

“True enough,” Turlough said with a sigh, “But this young man could have gated the beast in afterwards, and cloaked the gate to hide its coming.

“Were that the case, why bother hiding the demon in a psaltery?” Fenelon said and smiled. “In either case, it is very unlikely. Alaric does not know how to cast a gate spell.”

Alaric wanted to kiss Fenelon for that one. Of course…I’m safe…It was Fenelon who cloaked the gate spell and…He stopped with those thoughts. Fenelon opened a gate spell…the psaltery felt heavy at the inn…the bitter taste that assailed Alaric’s tongue all evening…and that sense of being watched from close quarters. Horns, this whole mess was all Fenelon’s fault!

“You are certain of this?” Turlough said.

“If you’re not willing to take my word for it,” Fenelon said, “Then let Etienne truth touch him.”

Turlough sighed once more and nodded. “Very well. Let us get this over with. The sooner it’s done, the sooner we can all get back to our beds.”

The dark-eyed woman stepped forward, and having her so close, Alaric felt his face flush. She smiled. “This will not hurt,” she said and put the tip of one finger against his forehead, closing her eyes. “Question him now,” she said.

Alaric felt a tingling sensation wash his skin. Her aura had a warm, sensual feeling to it. He swallowed hard and hoped the loose folds of his nightshirt were enough to hide his feelings. Just how much can she sense? he wondered.

“Did you, Alaric Braidwine, willingly and knowingly gate a demon into this place?” Turlough asked.

“No, Lord Magister, I did not,” Alaric said softly.

“And are you possessed of the knowledge to gate walk across the world and cloak your spells?”

“No, Lord Magister,” Alaric said. “Those are but a few of the skills I came here to learn.”

Etienne suddenly opened her eyes and withdrew her finger. “He speaks true, Lord Magister,” she said. “I felt no lie in his words. He is innocent of all accusations.”

If it were not for the guards still holding Alaric’s arms, he would have kissed Etienne. Relief washed over him like a wave. His head spun.

Turlough frowned with just a hint of disappointment as the mage woman turned in his direction. “Very well, he is obviously innocent. Release him.”

The ham-like hands let go, and Alaric stumbled forward, feeling weak and unsteady. Could fear drain a man so, or was it the aftermath of adrenalin and drunkenness?

“But, there is still the matter of how the demon got in, and how it found refuge in your psaltery,” Turlough said.

“Uncle, I think I can explain that,” Fenelon said. Alaric cringed. The truth was about to be revealed. They had broken some other rule. He would be sent home in shame.

“That is, if I am given enough time to study the matter, of course,” Fenelon said and took the psaltery from Turlough’s grasp.

Turlough glowered in a suspicious manner, but he nodded. “Very well, I shall leave the matter in your hands.” He shifted his gaze to Alaric who wondered if his own unease was coloring his face again. “Now, while we are on the subject, there is still the matter of your training, Master Braidwine. Since you appear to lack many of the greater skills, I think it would be wise to choose a master mageborn to train you this very night. There are many fine masters I could apprentice you to…” His gaze turned sourly on Fenelon. “…but as I think on it, the most perfect choice for your mageborn master would be none other than my own blood kin, Magister Fenelon Greenfyn.”

“What?” Fenelon said it as swiftly as Alaric.

“You object?” Turlough asked, though it was hard to tell who he directed the question towards.

Alaric glanced at Fenelon whose eyebrows had disappeared under his hairline.

“I…” Fenelon said.

“If you are to determine for me, Fenelon, as to how this demon came to reside in this young mageborn’s psaltery, you will need him at hand, will you not?” Turlough said. “And since you always seem to have a great deal of free time to make trouble, and this young man does need training, and you have yet to take an apprentice, better to put the two of you together, do you not agree?”

Fenelon frowned briefly, but then he caught Alaric’s accusing gaze. This is your fault, Alaric thought, hoping his expression revealed that sentiment.

“Why, yes, Uncle, that would be a brilliant idea…so long as Master Braidwine does not object.”

“He has no choice and neither do you,” Turlough said in a smug manner. “And I suspect it will be for the best of all involved.”

“As you will Lord Magister,” Fenelon said with a slight bow and a humble mask, but now Alaric could see those blue eyes sparkle with some form of triumph. You wanted this all along!

“As I will,” Turlough said. “Now, I want answers. I want to know what the demon took. I want the beast found and subdued, and eventually destroyed. Is that clear to everyone present?”

There were nods and “ayes” all around.

“Good,” Turlough said. “To bed with all of you, now.” He looked at Alaric. “We shall make the official announcement of your apprenticeship before the Council when we meet tomorrow afternoon.

With those words, Turlough swept away. Alaric felt his head grow light. The ground moved towards him at an alarming rate before it smacked him like a large hand and knocked him out cold.








  







SEVEN
 

“And just what in the name of the Dark Lord of Annwn is this?” Tane Doran roared as he stormed about the chamber, waving the map in the air. 

His voice filled the inn with its fury, and were it not for the spells of silence set about to protect the place from prying ears, Vagner feared they would have every local awake and after them. Not that he couldn’t handle a few dozen peasants just now. He was quite famished. No, he worried more that some local mageborn would discover the demon and report its presence, and coupled with the recent disturbance Vagner had created at Dun Gealach, it would not take the Council of Mageborn long to do the mathematics and figure Vagner was their intruder. An inn full of outraged mortalborns was nothing to a demon…but an entire army of mageborn. He shuddered just to think of it.

“It is what you asked for, Master,” Vagner said plainly as he crouched to one side in his true form. He was forced to crouch because the beamed ceilings were too low to accommodate his true height and his wings. “It is the map of the Shadow Vale.”

“You stupid monster!” Tane shouted. “This map is nothing! It’s not even an original! It’s a copy, and it’s totally useless. The key is missing!”

The demon frowned, a frightful sight to behold, but Tane had no reason to fear the look, and that disappointed Vagner. He so liked the thought of being feared. But Tane Doran was a bloodmage from the Dragon’s Maw Peninsula, and they rarely cared for the opinion of demons at all. He was a tall man with long pale hair braided with bone beads made from his enemies.

Tane moved like a panther as he crossed the room and threw the map in Vagner’s face. The only thing that kept him from snapping back was the knowledge he was bound to Tane by True Name and Essence, a familiar enslaved to a cruel master’s will. Hurting Tane would only backlash on Vagner threefold…Very painful.

“But that was what you asked for,” Vagner repeated in his own defense. “A map of the Shadow Vale. I looked carefully, Master, and there was no other.”

“And just where did you find this useless piece of parchment?” Tane asked, pointing to the wad on the floor.

“It was in the library at Dun Gealach, as you said it would be, in a chamber filled with old maps.”

“A chamber,” Tane repeated, raising his eyebrows and putting his hands on his hips. “Above ground or below?”

“Above, I believe,” Vagner said after a moment of thought.

“Idiot!” Tane roared and waved his arms, causing white fire to spread about him like an aura. And this time Vagner did cringe. White fire and magebolts were the bane of demon hides. While impervious to steel, they were not impervious to such magics. “The true treasures of the Library of Dun Gealach are kept in the catacombs beneath the keep! I told you that when I sent you there!”

Vagner frowned. Well, now that he thought about it, there had been some mentioning of the undervaults included in Tane’s original instructions. Perhaps if the bloodmage had not mentioned the entrance should be hidden somewhere near the music library collection.

“And just where is this key you speak of master. “Tell me what to look for, and I will gladly steal it for you.”

“It’s not the sort of key one fits into a door, you doltish fiend,” Tane said. “It’s a riddle song passed down over generations since before the Great Cataclysm, during the age of the Shadow Lords, when the White One’s Avatar hid the Dragon’s Tongue to keep it from destruction.”

Shadow Lords. Vagner shivered. Older demons who were alive when the Shadow Lords ruled the northern lands now known as the Mountainous Wastes often spoke of the Shadow Lords with unnamed dread. “A song?” Vagner said. “What is it called?”

Tane looked for a moment as though he could not believe Vagner had dared to ask such a question. “The Dragon’s Tongue Key,” Tane said. “Not that knowing the title will assist you. The map with that key written on it will be impossible to reach now, thanks to your bungling. I should seal you into a tiny trinket and wrap you in a spell of silence so you cannot even hear the sound of your own voice…”

“But Master, what if I could bring you a man who knows this song called The Dragon’s Tongue Key?” Vagner asked.

“Impossible,” Tane said. “The only man who knew that riddle song is dead.”

“This one knows it, Master,” Vagner said. “I heard him tell another so.”

“He was merely boasting, I’ll wager.”

“I do not think so,” Vagner said, “For he said he had learned the song from someone called Ronan Tey.”

That stopped Tane. The white fire died from him as he approached the demon. Vagner flinched as hands took his wide jaws in an almost gentle grasp. Tane looked into the demon’s eyes, and his lips spread into a smile. Vagner remained as still as stone, unsure of what Tane was likely to do in a moment of madness.

“Bring me this man, Vagner,” Tane said. “We shall see what he knows.”

Vagner nodded as he was released. “Just one small thing, Master,” he said.

“And what is that?” Tane frowned.

“This man of whom I speak is more than just a skillful bard. He is also one of the mageborn.”

Tane looked thoughtful. “Young or old?”

“Oh, very young,” Vagner said. “No more than twenty of your mortal springs, I would imagine.”

“A Master Mage?”

Vagner shook his head. “An apprentice newly come to Dun Gealach,” the demon said. “He does not know how to cloak himself or gate walk as more experienced mageborn do.”

“Good,” Tane said and smiled again. “Then he’s likely to lack in mageborn experience. Bring him to me. We will take this riddle song from him, and then we shall dispose of him. I shall claim his essence and power, and you shall be rewarded with his flesh…”

“You will kill him, then?” Vagner looked disappointed.

“Yes,” Tane said. “I would be a fool to let him live.”

“But…I am more fond of live prey, Master,” the demon said, cocking its head in a coy manner. “The warmth of blood still pumped by a live heart is so much sweeter on my tongue. Could you not steal his power alone and let him live?”

Tane frowned. “Well, if he truly knows the key, monster, then perhaps I shall feel indulgent enough to leave life in him for your feast.”

“Thank you, Master,” Vagner said.

“Now go,” Tane said. “Find this mageborn bard and bring him to me. I will wait on the north road at the Black Heath Tavern until you return. From there, we will take him some place more private, an old peel tower I recall sitting on the borders of Mallow.”

“As you will,” Vagner said and shifted to shadow form to flow out of the room unnoticed.

What the demon saw no reason to mention was that he intended to eat Alaric Braidwine only after the young bard had sung every song he knew.

~

Alaric knew he was not alone because a gentle hand was bathing his brow. For a moment, he thought he might have been sent home after all. But as he opened his eyes and focused on the eldritch face coiffed in black hair, he knew it was neither his fair-haired mother nor his sisters who attended him. It was Etienne Savala whose touch had an arousing spark that made Alaric want to squirm.

“He’s coming around, Fenelon,” she said and smiled.

I could get lost in that look. He could have fallen in love for an eternity, but in all likelihood, she was spoken for, and would have looked upon him as little more than a callow youth.

“Ah, good,” a familiar voice rang from across what must have been a fair-sized chamber, putting all thoughts of conquest from Alaric’s mind.

Alaric blinked. Just where in the name of Cernunnos was he? The ceiling was high and richly tiled in a rather lewd mosaic that brought color to his cheeks. He started to sit up only to have his vision swirl.

“Hey, easy now, friend,” Fenelon said, and the bed shifted when his weight landed on the edge.

“Where am I?” Alaric croaked, all too aware of a leathery tongue and a sore head.

“Eldon Keep,” Fenelon said.

“Where’s that?”

“Oh in the north of the Kingdom of Loughan. It’s a family holding gifted to me by my great grandfather when I came of age. There’s an interesting array of ley lines passing close to here that are useful…”

“Loughan,” Alaric interrupted, not wanting a cheerful speech. He tried to sit up again, and seeing his determination to gain that position, both Fenelon and Etienne assisted him, providing a plump pile of pillows for support.

Once up, Alaric closed his eyes and waited for his head and stomach to settle. Then he opened his eyes to take in his surroundings. He was in a bed big enough for his whole family to share and still have room to spare. The chamber was bright and cheery in a masculine way.

“Just how did I get to Loughan,” Alaric asked. “And what am I doing here?”

“Well you came here through a gate spell,” Fenelon said.

“A hidden one?” Alaric blurted.

“Oh, no, it was all fair and upfront and in accordance with the rules of Dun Gealach,” Fenelon insisted. “And as to why you are here, well, you’re my apprentice now, and where I go, you go…unless I choose to leave you behind. Besides, Dun Gealach’s such a gloomy and stifling place. I thought the change would do you good. Are you up to some breakfast?”

Breakfast? Alaric’s stomach did a little lurch. Still, he was admittedly hungry, and so he nodded and started to throw off the blankets…and froze.

“Uh…where are my clothes?” he asked, feeling his face warm.

“All you had on was that nightshirt and your breechclout, and those were rather foul, so we took them off of you,” Fenelon said.

“We?” Alaric repeated. He clutched the blankets to his chest in unease.

“You don’t think I was going to do it alone, do you,” Fenelon said. “They talk about my wild nature enough without earning myself a reputation for stripping helpless youths of their clothes. Etienne helped me.”

Alaric’s face went crimson. He could feel the blood heat his skin all the way up into his ears.

“Have no fear,” Etienne said, rising from the bed. “Your virtue is intact. In my homeland, I was training to be a Healer when my mageborn powers emerged. Here.” She reached for some folded items on a chair and laid them on the bed within easy reach. “These are yours. I insisted we stop and get them because I knew you would need them. Now, if you gentlemen will excuse me, I’ve got to get back to Dun Gealach and give lessons before the Council meeting.”

Etienne waved her hand, and Alaric felt the vaguely familiar tingle of a gate spell. She opened a shimmering door and walked through, and it vanished as it closed behind her.

“Horns, I wish I could do it like that,” Fenelon said, shaking his head in amazement.

“Why can’t you?” Alaric asked.

“No patience,” Fenelon said. “It takes years of practice and patience to get a gate spell to take such an intricate form. Etienne has that patience because she learned it when she first trained as a healer.”

“Is she a True Healer, then?” Alaric asked.

“No. Mageborn are never blessed with the power of a True Healer. Seems the gods reserved it for the chosen few, though some have speculated that True Healers, like mageborn, may come by the power through the blood. Others say it’s Diancecht who decides who will get the power. Obviously, Etienne, for all her devotion, was not one of his favorites.”

Alaric sighed. “She has an odd accent. Where is she from?”

Fenelon looked amused. “Ross-mhor,” he said. “She was born in the Duchy of Blue Oaks.”

“Ross-mhor? The Forest Wall Kingdoms?”

“Actually, it’s just one big kingdom, Alaric. It only has one king, and there are those who say he is descended from Haxons who went there, led by the Stone Folk, after the Great Cataclysm turned their own lands into a frozen waste. You should ask Etienne herself if you want more details. Her ancestors were a mixture of Haxons and the Woodfolk who dwelled in Ross-mhor before their coming. She can even read Haxon runes…”

Alaric glanced towards the place where she had gated away. Clearly, Etienne was an amazing woman. Perhaps he would ask her.

“Ah well, get dressed, Alaric,” Fenelon said, scrambling off the bed and tossing one of the pillows at Alaric in a playful manner. “We’ll go have that breakfast, and then I’ll give you the grand tour before I take you back to Dun Gealach. The Council meeting begins just after the midday meal, and Turlough will likely want to make a pompous ceremony out of telling everyone you’re now under my command.”

Alaric frowned, not sure he like the idea of being Fenelon’s to command.

“Oh, don’t go all gloomy-faced on me, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “It won’t be so bad. They could have assigned your mage training to someone worse…like Turlough himself.”

Alaric had to agree with that. With a sigh, he pushed back the covers. Fenelon moved towards the windows, giving Alaric enough privacy to tie on his breechclout and slip into his trews.






  







EIGHT
 

Scant moments later, Alaric was dressed and being stuffed with a rather fine fare before he was hauled around the opulent little keep that sat atop a tor. From its walls, he saw the road that snaked back and forth and disappeared into the treeline below. Impressive, he had to admit, and certainly brighter than Dun Gealach, and more pleasant to behold now that his head had cleared.

“I’ll likely bring you here for lessons,” Fenelon said. “We’ll have more privacy…”

“And be less likely to upset Turlough over what I’m being taught?” Alaric suggested with a suspicious sidelong glance at Fenelon.

“Well, that too,” Fenelon agreed with a smirk.

“And why is that?”

“Because my great uncle several times removed and I don’t always agree on the ways of magic.”

“Why am I not surprised to hear that?” Alaric said, trying to keep the bitterness out of his tone. “Would it also have anything to do with why you failed to mention you were the one who cloaked the gatespell that likely let the demon in?”

Fenelon smiled. “Well, yes. But I have my reasons.”

“Considering those reasons nearly got me sundered and publicly beheaded, would you mind sharing them?”

“You’ve already heard what Turlough said about me and fire magic,” Fenelon said wearily. “The old goat would jump on any excuse to ban me from Dun Gealach forever. I simply refuse to give him that opportunity.”

“You’ve been caught using the gate spell in forbidden parts of Dun Gealach before, haven’t you?”

Fenelon smiled. “You know, you’re very astute, Alaric. I like that.”

Alaric frowned to indicate his own displeasure.

“Yes, I have been caught more times than I can count on fingers and toes,” Fenelon said. “And there have been other incidents as well. Turlough has no imagination when it comes to the uses of magic. He thinks it should be straightforward and secretive. In the old days, we were respected for what we could do for mortal kind. Now folks blame a lot of the ills of this world on mageborn. There are some who make a religion out of that, and Turlough is angry at them because our present High King will not banish them. So Turlough takes his frustrations out on me, making threats of banishing and the like. Truth is, he fears me because I’m more powerful than he’ll ever be, and there are those who think I should be the one to replace him as High Mage when his time comes to retire.”

“He doesn’t consider you worthy?” Alaric said.

“He doesn’t think anyone is worthy of his post,” Fenelon said. “He was not first choice for the position, you see. One of my direct ancestors was, and what always infuriated Turlough was that my grandfather many times removed actually turned down the post, saying it was foolish for mageborn to have a hierarchy akin to kingship and be ruled by one of their own. Turlough does believe a mageborn should rule not just us, but mortal kind as well. He’d give anything if there was enough mage blood in the High King’s family to make him see things this way as well. Turlough has tried more than once to marry a mageborn into the Keltoran crown in hopes it would become fashionable. And Turlough uses his post as a mantle of protection for himself. He thinks it puts him above the laws of mortalborn.”

Alaric looked out at the trees that were dancing in the wind. Marda had often whispered Turlough had a dark, ambitious side to his nature, but Alaric assumed it was because she was not as powerful and felt the High Mage looked down on her for that. Now, he started to wonder if it were true. There was something overly pompous about the Lord Magister of Dun Gealach.

“And anyway,” Fenelon continued, “since I perfected my skills at using cloaking spells, the incidents have dropped to nothing. Turlough merely thinks his threats are holding weight…”

“They don’t?” Alaric asked, feigning surprise.

“No…except for one,” Fenelon said. “I may be more powerful, but Turlough could still easily banish me from Dun Gealach, and there would be nothing I could do to stop him.”

“Banish you? How? If you’re more powerful…”

“Even a powerful mageborn can be warded against in much the same way we keep demons out…” Fenelon said and frowned in thought. “Which reminds me. Can you think of how the demon could have gotten into your psaltery?”

“I’m afraid I know very little about demons and their ways,” Alaric said. “We don’t get many of them in Tamnagh. Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Did the psaltery ever leave your company?”

“No.”

“Do you recall anything strange about last night?”

Alaric sighed and glanced at his hands. “Well, there was that wench with the white scarf. She talked awfully well for a common tavern wench. She kissed me.”

Fenelon smirked. “Nothing strange about that. You are an attractive enough fellow to get unwanted attention from the ladies.”

“Well, actually, there was something strange about it,” Alaric said, his mind filtering through the muddle of his tavern adventures. “She had a scarf on…a fine white scarf of silk that seemed very expensive compared to the rest of her clothes. And when she kissed me, I recall that it fell into my lap and covered the psaltery…only…”

“Only what?” Fenelon looked keenly interested with this bit of information.

“She didn’t have it on when she walked away. And I looked down to see where it might have fallen to, but it wasn’t there. And later, when we were leaving, I remember thinking I felt something slide around inside the psaltery, and that it felt heavier.”

“That’s it, then,” Fenelon said and thumped Alaric’s shoulder. “And you have just learned one important aspect of demonkind, Alaric. They can shape-shift into almost anything, no matter what size.”

“They can?”

“Come on,” Fenelon said. “We should have enough time to go to the library and learn exactly what was taken before the Council meeting.

“And what will that tell us?”

“Well, it should give us a reason as to why someone would send a demon to steal a map,” Fenelon said and began the motions of a gate spell.

“Someone sent the demon?” Alaric said as he watched the magical rift appear and tried to memorize the words Fenelon was whispering to make it happen.

“Demons are always sent, Alaric,” Fenelon said and seized the younger mageborn’s arm. “They rarely have enough wherewithal to come into this world otherwise.”

Before Alaric could ask anything else, he was whisked through the whorl, back into the gloomy Keltoran weather. He found himself standing on the very cobbles he had come across when he first entered the outer gates of Dun Gealach, looking at a pair of mageborn guards who were looking back. Fenelon spread his hands in a gesture of submission, and Alaric realized he was being scried by one of the two. They said nothing, merely stepped aside and allowed Fenelon and Alaric to move on towards the keep.

He was just about to enter the inner gate when a bit of black flitted past the corner of his eye. Alaric sensed the bitter tang that had burned his tongue last night. He gasped and turned, but it flitted away, and all he saw was what looked like a raven as it disappeared behind one of the towers.

“Something wrong?” Fenelon asked.

Alaric frowned. “Nothing…just a raven,” he said.

“The city is full of them,” Fenelon said. “You’ll get used to seeing them. Let’s get inside. We’ve little time as it is…”

He whisked Alaric on through the doors. 

~


That was too close, Vagner thought as he dove for the ground and waited. The young one was overly sensitive to demon essence. Vagner had barely managed to get himself below the level of the towers in time. He could only hope the other one had not sensed him too.

Vagner had taken raven form to hide among the many. Keltora was full of the scavengers. Whole flocks of them roosted about the King’s city, and Vagner figured one more would not be noticed.

Of course, he had discovered ravens had terrible singing voices. Rough as sandstone, they sounded. Still, the demon had not been able to resist qworking a few strains of “The Merry Lad of the Lea” as he flitted among the rooftops.

He had already circled Dun Gealach twice when he felt a familiar essence invoking a spell that was not hidden, and had been pleased to see his quarry was returning to the nest. But there was still the problem of getting to him, and it would do no good for the demon to be noticed now. The young one would likely become suspicious and avoid coming outside if he thought the demon was waiting for him.

But wait I must, Vagner thought. Tane Doran would be displeased if the demon failed to return with his quarry. So he winged past the walls once more and settled himself atop one of the gatehouse towers when he felt it was safe enough to return. From here he would have a fine view, and be well away from the demon-sensitive wards.

His perch also overlooked the outermost bailey and the practice yard where a group of young guards were trading blows with swords and targe. Their movement seemed almost clumsy to the demon. But then, there were few men alive who had sufficient reflexes to battle a creature like himself. Vagner would have smiled at that thought, but raven beaks did not lend themselves to curving up at the corners.

With a sigh, he qworked a few strains of the melody to “The Lass Who Loved the Heather Downs” and waited for his victim to reappear.

~

Fenelon led Alaric into the musty gloom of the great library of Dun Gealach, and while Alaric could feel a number of wards, he sensed no real magic in this place. This puzzled him, for Marda had spoken of the number of items of power that were supposedly housed here. So where were those powerful items, those scrolls that gave off the scent of magic as much as parchment?

Fenelon stopped long enough to ask one of the mageborn at the entrance a question. Alaric noticed the fellow’s eyes slid briefly in his direction, and heard, “So he’s the one…” But whatever that conversation entailed, Fenelon apparently was not willing to listen to more gossip than necessary. He merely waved the mageborn librarian aside and motioned for Alaric to follow.

They slipped through a number of book-lined corridors before Fenelon stopped at a door where the words “Old Maps” had been carved into the wood in neat letters. He opened this door and peered inside before going on in.

“This is where the demon gated out from,” Fenelon said quietly. Alaric assumed it was because he sensed other mageborn in the area working with various tomes, but no one else was in this library. “According to Master Whitlow, as near as they can tell, the demon took a copy of a map that showed an unknown section of Ranges known as the Shadow Vale.”

“Unknown in what respect?” Alaric asked.

“Well, it was copied from an original, and that map came from a cache of things found in the possession of a bloodmage who died rather nastily back a few hundred years ago.”

“How nastily?” Alaric couldn’t resist asking.

“He lost a mage battle with one of my ancestors,” Fenelon said and grinned. “At any rate, the map showed the area known as Shadow Vale. Alas, no one knows where Shadow Vale is exactly, but there was something about the map that convinced the librarians to copy it and place the original in hiding. Now there should be another copy since our librarians know full well that having only one copy is foolish…”

Fenelon fumbled around a bit. Alaric fingered some parchments on the table as a distraction.

“Ah, here it is,” Fenelon said. He pulled forth a sheepskin that had been etched in inks and unrolled it on the nearest table. Alaric came over and glanced at the map. It was neatly drawn and lettered, showing a lengthy valley with a waterfall, a deep forest and several other unique features. And at the top of the map someone had drawn a stylized sword and written, “Shadow Vale, said to be the resting place of The Dragon’s Tongue.”

“The Dragon’s Tongue?” Alaric said. “What’s that?”

“No one is knows,” Fenelon said. “However…”

Fenelon’s brows drew together, and he touched the sword embellished on the skin.

“You know, this map is not complete,” he said suddenly.

“What do you mean?” Alaric asked.

“Well, they were trying to draw it to scale, and this skin was not large enough for the whole map. See the way these lines down here stop abruptly?”

Alaric looked where Fenelon’s finger brushed the map, and it did indeed look as though the lines on one corner were incomplete. Furthermore, there was what appeared to several marks of an odd sort that Alaric did not recognize. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the marks

“They look like runes,” Fenelon said. “Haxon, maybe.”

“Do you think Etienne could tell us?”

“Quite so,” Fenelon agreed, and he quickly scrounged for a bit of blank palimpsest resting in a corner and one of the ink pots. Quite carefully, he recorded the runes, and blew on the parchment until they were dry.”

“Now, two things,” Fenelon said. “I sense the Council gathering, so we’d best get to the Grand Hall for the meeting before we get chided for being late. After meeting, we can show these to Etienne and see if she recognizes them.”

“And if she does?”

“Well, they may well give us the clue we need as to why this demon risked life and limb and your reputation to get into Dun Gealach to steal a copy of this map,” Fenelon said.

“My reputation?” Alaric repeated. “You’re the one who…”

“This is not the place to discuss that, Alaric, for the walls may have ears now.” Fenelon said softly, and he gestured. A rune began to glow over the door.

“A listening glyph, no doubt being monitored by a mageborn librarian’s assistant with nothing else to do…” Fenelon said. “Having a demon come into their precious stacks has no doubt caused them to increase the security in this place. Come on.”

Alaric sighed as Fenelon hurried from the chamber.

If anything, he was going to get quite a bit of exercise just trying to keep up with Fenelon’s faster pace.






  







NINE
 

Alaric was glad Etienne had brought some of his better things. His forest green tunic with the gold braid was well set off by the white linen shirt and tan leather trews. Even the boots she had brought along were his better pair. These clothes had been reserved for those times when he entertained guest at Gordslea Hold, usually when his father insisted Alaric should show off his bard skills.

He felt comfortable but neat without being overly flashy. A good thing too, for he discovered that those who came to council were well dressed in such a broad array of color. Fenelon was sporting brilliant blues that matched his eyes, and whites as dazzling as his smile. In fact, all the master mageborn who dwelled in Dun Gealach wore similar shades, leaving Alaric to believe it was the means by which they distinguished their ranks and posts. Still others who came from he knew not where, except that they had to have gated in for the meeting, wore clothing as opulent as any courtier. Indeed, Alaric recalled hearing that a number of mageborn were councilors to Kings and Dukes so there was a means of communication between the distant castles of each ruler.

The youngest mageborn in training wore tans with very little ornamentation. Older mageborn in training were apparently given the freedom to wear what they wanted, but their clothing was equally simple, and not one of them wore the blues, whites and silvers of their masters and mentors.

To one side of the chamber, Alaric spied Wendon looking dour as an old maid. Only the master mageborn had chairs at the tables, and the rest were required to stand. Wendon was shifting back and forth as though the act of standing bored him. Other mageborn not included in the circle were filling the spaces around the walls, or stood behind the chairs of the masters to whom they were apprenticed.

Alaric was practically dragged around to where Fenelon sat. “Stand here,” Fenelon said. “When your name is called, you must go into the center where all may see you.”

“Why?”

“Some silly tradition,” Fenelon said. “It lets the others know who you are, so they will recognize you should they encounter you elsewhere.”

Alaric nodded. He would have asked more, but he caught sight of Etienne filing into her place. She was followed respectfully by one young lad and two lasses, all whom smiled and traded knowing glances, much like friends sharing a bit of humor. Etienne glance over, meeting Alaric’s gaze, and she smiled for him. Even that fleeting bit of her attention made him feel warm. He returned the gesture, along with a short bow, then lowered his head in embarrassment. Horns, what would Fenelon think of him…

But if Fenelon noticed the glance, he said nothing. He merely took his place at the semicircular table. All around, the air cracked with the static of so many magical auras full of power crowded into that space. It felt like standing out in an open field while a thunderstorm raged all around him. Delightfully frightening, in a way. It took a great deal of effort on Alaric’s part not to squirm with excitement.

The mageborn present all spoke in muted tones, and Alaric knew why. Mageborn hearing was highly acute. Their eyes adapted to the dark much like those of a cat. Very little escaped a properly trained mageborn’s attention, but Alaric was too overwhelmed by the moment to care what any of them said. His earlier unease at being forced to accept this life vanished in a single deep breath. There was a thrum resonating to the very depth of his soul that told him this was where he belonged.

The voices barely raised in soft discourse suddenly fell mute as one, and all attention shifted towards the dais up front. From his post, Alaric had to lean just a bit to look around Fenelon’s high-back chair. What had not been visible to Alaric last night when he had thought his world would come to an end was now stunningly displayed. The tapestries behind the chairs carried the marks of Arianrhod, the crescent moon and the silver wheel that were the symbols of the goddess of all magic and mageborn, all wondrously wrought in shades of silver, gold and white on a field of blue. Those tapestries parted to reveal a set of stairs. They also revealed the figure wrapped in white trimmed with blue and gold. Turlough Greenfyn descended those stairs with all the dignity of a High King, and Alaric remembered Fenelon’s words on the matter.

Behind Turlough came four master mageborn wearing such severe expressions of formal seriousness, Alaric would have found it easy to believe they came here to announce the death of a royal. But they merely followed Turlough at a respectful distance as he stopped in front of his opulent chair. They staggered themselves to either side of him and waited. Turlough turned so he could look at the occupants of the chamber. As his cold gaze passed over their circle, every seated mageborn rose and bowed, and then waited in silence as Turlough claimed his chair. Only then did one of his four followers—Lorymer, Alaric thought—stamp the heel of an ornate staff against the flagstones.

“In the name of Arianrhod,” Lorymer said with all the dignity of a herald, “You are all charged to put aside your differences and keep the peace until given your say. Do you so swear?”

Aye,” came from every mouth, and Alaric intoned it just because he though it must be the right thing to do.

“Be seated,” Lorymer said. He tapped the floor with the staff, and those who had chairs quickly claimed them.

From that point on, matters were rather dull and routine. There were reports of various magical problems around the whole of Ard-Taebh. A bloodmage had been executed in Gwyrn, having made threats against the king, but the evil mageborn’s pyrotechnical curse was lingering in more than one hearth, making them dangerous to approach. Even the mageborn councilor of that court was having a demon of a time suppressing it, and would welcome the assistance of one more skilled in dealing with fire spells to assist him. Turlough assigned a mageborn to do just that. 

Another complaint was that a magic had been vexing the fishing off the northern coast of Mallow, and that yet another attempt to capture the Demon of Mallow had gone awry. Again, Turlough assigned mageborn to study the matter after quipping that perhaps if Mallowens drained the swamps, the Demon would leave. Some villagers from Elenthorn were complaining of the Haxon raids, and having received no satisfaction from the High King, Fergus of Mallow, were now looking to the Mage Council to perform spells to keep the barbarians off of their farms. Turlough obviously took little interest in their distress, but he promised the matter would be investigated in short order.

The demon’s invasion of the library was brought up then, and Turlough allowed the worried babbling to run its course before assuring everyone there was no cause for alarm. The demon’s presence was under investigation, and those in charge would likely have an answer to the problem soon enough. His eyes slid briefly over in Fenelon’s direction, and the look they carried was enough to make Alaric shiver.

Finally, the complaints were set aside, and the list of names was called. There were two mageborn who had achieved the master class and they were told they could now claim the status with pride. Several new apprentices were introduced and assigned masters to take over their training. That was when Alaric heard his own name called. He joined the others in the space within the circle of tables, still feeling edgy under Turlough’s gaze. But he answered all questions put to him in a clear voice, and took the vow of noninterference in mortalborn doings unless asked. His master was named, and Fenelon rose as other mageborn had to say he accepted the charge to train Alaric to the ways of greater magic. And Alaric was relieved nothing more was involved. No bloodletting or foolish gestures of obedience. He did, however, catch the look in Wendon’s eyes, a dark sort of disappointment. Either Wendon was jealous or he simply did not approve.

It seemed more the latter, for once the naming and assigning was done, Lorymer announced all were free to leave and to remember their vow to the cause. Suddenly, Wendon was there, pushing his way through the crowd to reach Alaric’s side and to seize him by the arm in a meaty grasp.

“I pity you Alaric Braidwine,” Wendon whispered into Alaric’s ear. “You should have heeded my warning and kept clear of Fenelon. Now, he will lead you to your doom. Beware!”

Wendon let go then, and started to walk away, only to pause. A new light entered his eyes as he came rushing back to seize Alaric again.

“However, because I like you,” Wendon said more gently, “I feel impelled to tell you that should you need someone to talk to or should Fenelon use you ill, don’t hesitate to come to me. I will gladly be an open ear…”

“But not an open mind,” Fenelon said suddenly from behind Wendon who gasped, releasing Alaric to spin about and look up. “Hoping to find a new avenue for gossip, Warthog?” Fenelon said.

“You!” Wendon sputtered three or four unintelligible syllables before finding his tongue again. “Gossip was not my intention!”

Fenelon merely smiled, blue eyes bright with mischief. With a rough snort of indignation, Wendon stalked away.

“Gossip is always Wendon’s intention, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “Remember that. Now let’s go find Etienne so we can show her these runes, and afterwards, I think we should see about some physical exercise. Sitting in that chair with so much warm wind blowing around me cramps my muscles…”

Alaric nodded, trying to figure out “what wind” as he followed Fenelon through the still milling crowd. A few folk sputtered sincere congratulations to Alaric on his good fortune. Others watched him pass with looks of disdain. Were they just jealous, he wondered, or could there be a tiny bit of truth in Wendon’s warnings? Perhaps they merely thought Alaric was a vagabond for consorting with Fenelon.

“Etienne, my love,” Fenelon suddenly called.

Alaric’s attention was brought forward, and he could see her just ahead of them, conversing with the three youths. She turned when her name was called, eyes sparkling with warmth, and she smiled in such a way that Alaric started to wonder about this pair.

“Ah, Fenelon,” she said. “You will be a kind master to our young friend, I hope. Congratulations, Alaric.”

“Thank you,” Alaric said and smiled.

“Oh, of course I’ll be kind,” Fenelon said. “Why I’ll wager I can turn Alaric into a master mage in under a year.”

Etienne raised eyebrows and wagged a finger at Fenelon as she said,” Don’t let him push you, Alaric.” She reached over and touched Alaric’s arm. “If he ever becomes a bully, you come tell me, and I shall put him in his place right and proper.”

“I say, that sounds deliciously promising,” Fenelon said with a leer. “Fun and games another time, my love. Have a look at these for us, will you?”

Where Fenelon had stored the palimpsest, Alaric could not be sure, for it appeared in his hand almost out of nowhere. He unfolded it and offered it into her hands as though it were a rare flower. Etienne looked at the marks and frowned.

“Old Haxon, to be sure…” she said slowly in thought.

“Old?” Fenelon encouraged.

“Well, the language of the Haxons has but one root, but the tree growing from that root has many branches. In Ross-mhor, we used one kind of mark which was influenced by the Woodfolk with whom our Haxon ancestors interbred. The Haxons who ended up in Carn Dubh evolved another. But all runes we use descended from this set. Where did you find this?”

“Copied it from the remaining copy of the map Alaric’s demon stole…”

“It was not my demon,” Alaric interjected with a frown.

“He’s just teasing you, Alaric,” Etienne said reassuringly. “Ignore him.”

Fenelon smiled. “Anyway, we thought it might help us to figure just why the demon stole this particular map.”

“Interesting,” Etienne said and studied the marks again.

“Can you read it?” Alaric asked.

“Well, it looks vaguely familiar,” she said. “But I would need to study it a while and compare it to some of my books. May I keep this?”

“By all mean,” Fenelon said. “And you can tell me what you’ve learned about it over dinner tonight.”

“Only if you promise to bring Alaric,” she said with a coy arch of her brows.

“Well, of course,” Fenelon said. “I would not dream of leaving him behind.”

Still, Alaric saw just a hint of disappointment flicker across Fenelon’s expression, and its presence brought a powerful truth home. He’s in love with her too, Alaric thought. A heavy truth indeed and it went to his stomach like a stone.

“Good,” Etienne said. “Tonight then. My apartments at evening bells…”

“Oh, we’ll be there with bells on,” Fenelon said.

“I always knew you were a jester at heart, Fenelon,” Etienne said and smiled. 

Then she slipped away, herding her students as a mother goose would herd her goslings. Fenelon’s gaze lingered after her for a moment. Alaric glanced at the floor and cursed inside. No use in tying your trews up higher than your own waist, as his father would say. Etienne was apparently too lofty for someone like Alaric.

“Ah, well,” Fenelon said, interrupting the moment of gloom. “What say we get out of this dreary place and get a little exercise, Alaric? Work up an appetite, eh?”

“What sort of exercise?” Alaric ventured.

“How good are you with a sword?” Fenelon asked.

“Well, I do know which end is which,” Alaric said and grinned. “My father insisted I take fencing lessons. I may not be up to a master’s skill, but I can hold my own.”

“Excellent, Fenelon said. “Let’s go out into the yard.”

“Shouldn’t we change clothes?” Alaric asked. “You’re not exactly dressed for rough play.”

“I always dress this way,” Fenelon said and started through the thinning crowd.

Alaric sighed and followed.

Why am I not surprised?














  







TEN
 

Vagner was getting tired of being a raven. For one thing, other ravens had started to notice him. He was in the middle of their territory, and they didn’t like it at all. More than once, he’d been forced to desert his perch on the merlon because three or four of them would dive down at him, smacking him from behind with their talons and ruffling his feathers in the act. Circling the tower did no good at all. They would just follow him, calling challenges and tormenting him. And when he tried to settle on a different perch, they would come after him there.

As much as he wanted to chance forms and feed on the irritating fowl, he dared not. His magic would just catch the attention of some nosy mageborn, like as not.

He was forced to perch up under the rim of the tower’s eaves. There at least, the real ravens could not get at him, and he was able to use beak and talons to fend them off without fear of a posterior assault. Eventually, they tired of the attacks, though it might have been the fact that yet another raven began circling their territory. Vagner didn’t care what reason drew them elsewhere. He was just pleased to see them go away and leave him along.

So now he was crammed under the eaves of the tower, bored and hungry. He hoped the mageborn bard would come soon before demon tendencies took over and forced Vagner out to see other prey…

If wishes were fishes… A line from some ballad, he thought.

But then, fate proved, that sometimes, it could be kind even to demons. Vagner sensed the sweet essence of his intended approaching from the keep.  Two familiar figures stepped into the practice yard.

Ah, now all he had to do was wait for the right moment to pounce. The thought made Vagner giddy enough with joy that he risked qworking strains of “When the Old Wife Fell Down…”

~  

Alaric felt just a little uneasy being out in the open like this. He could tell they were outside the protection of the mages wards, for the sense of security he had felt indoors now faded. That lack of magical protection made him almost feel exposed…that and the fact unfocused hints of the demon lay everywhere. But looking around, Alaric saw nothing more than a flock of ravens doing battle about the towers of the outermost gatehouse. And he would have sworn one of them was qworking the melody of a vaguely familiar song…

“Alaric, over here,” Fenelon called, and Alaric started. With a groan, he began to check his practice padding and helm as he ambled across the courtyard. “You really won’t need all of that,” Fenelon had insisted just moments before, but Alaric felt like his body had been punished more than enough over the last couple of days. He was taking no chances.

Alaric stretched a bit to warm his muscles against the Keltoran damp that seeped through his woolens. They started with simple drills, and that gave him a chance to see how swift Fenelon was with a blade before the actual matches began. The light blunted weapons were moving at a fair clip when Fenelon suggested they try a bit of freestyle work. By then, Alaric was warmed up and felt confident enough to agree.

Confidence, however, was of little use after that. Fenelon was fast on the attack, and equally skilled at the defense, and he had that longer reach to his advantage. While Alaric was no poor hand with a blade, he recognized when he was heavily outclassed. Still, he strove to keep up, feeling every light touch of Fenelon’s tip as it found a target. Alaric’s own blade managed a few good shots, but he was starting to attribute those more to luck than skill as the bout wore on.

Finally, Alaric realized his lungs could manage no more, and he signaled for a halt to catch his wind. He stepped back, pulling off his helm, and glanced around the yard. Horns, they had quite an audience now, he noted much to his chagrin. Several of the Keltoran guards who were off duty had gathered to watch the bout. One tall fellow wrapped in many ells of plaid grinned and jerked his head towards them.

“Hey, sassenach,” he called. “May I have the next dance?”

“Me?” Alaric asked, looking puzzled. What in the name of Cernunnos was a sassenach?

The Keltoran shook his head. “Nay, laddie, you’ve much to learn. I was speaking ta the peacock…”

Fenelon merely smiled. “Why certainly, I would be happy to have a go at you, sir.”

“Excuse me,” Alaric began, not sure if he felt affronted because he’d been refused or because of what the Keltoran called Fenelon. “Are you aware of whom you are speaking to?”

But Fenelon clamped a hard hand on Alaric’s shoulder and shook him to stop his speech. “It’s all right, Alaric. No harm’s done. It’s just a Keltoran manner of speaking. You’ll get used to it.”

“Your young lad’s in a wee bit of a blether far naught,” the Keltoran said. “I’m Sargeant Rory MacRae of the Outer Bailey. And you be?”

“Fenelon Greenfyn at your service, sir,” Fenelon said with a bow. He patted Alaric’s shoulder a little more gently this time. “Go get some water, Alaric. This won’t take long, I imagine.”

Alaric sighed and nodded. It would be a short match, considering the odds. Sargeant MacRae was a good stone heavier than Fenelon. Either one of those strapping fists was probably able to make short work of the master mageborn with a single blow. With a sigh, Alaric headed towards the water barrel set to one side where a number of the guards stood drinking. And as he approached, one of them dipped him a mug of clear liquid and offered it to him. Alaric accepted it with an embarrassed, “thank you.” Perhaps Fenelon was right. Alaric was not used to Keltoran ways. They seemed brusque and rough mannered to him, yet they did not act like he was less than their equal. Nodding, Alaric stepped away so he could watch the match.

~

The young mageborn was stepping away from the crowd of Keltorans. Vagner leaned forward on his perch with the eagerness of a predator. As soon as there was enough open space, he would fly down and snatch up the young bard, and be well away before any of them could toss as much as a magebolt. The demon bunched his muscles and prepared to launch and shift forms…

~

Does he ever get winded? Alaric wondered. Sargeant MacRae was clearly the stronger man, and he was swift for his size and possessed an envious skill. There were a number of his attacks that left Alaric wincing, though Fenelon never flinched. Alaric had always heard Keltoran’s were fierce fighters and few men wanted to see one of them behind sword and targe, but this was the first time he’d had the opportunity to witness that legend for himself. Horns, he would have been on the ground begging for mercy long ago and suddenly realized how fortunate it was he had not been selected as the next victim.

Even so, Fenelon’s own actions remained just as impressive to Alaric. MacRae did not let up, and Fenelon was having to work for every touch he got as well as to keep his own hide intact. Many of his attacks rarely found their intended target, but he continued to smile and move about with little effort. Nor did the fight stay in one place. It ranged about the practice yard like a full-scale battle. One moment, Alaric had a clear view from his place near the water barrel, and the next he was suddenly being blocked by a wall of bodies much larger than his own as some of the guards shifted to follow the bout.

Alaric cursed to himself and sprinted aside, eager to find open ground. The space on the cobbled path that led from gatehouse to gatehouse seemed his best option now. He dashed around behind the crowd and stopped in the center as the fight pulled his way.

But the battle quickly lost his attention, for Alaric felt a shift in the air. Magic swirled about him, and on the wind, he tasted that familiar, bitter taint. Horns! Movement flashed from the corner of his eye. He spun towards the source and froze. A raven was speeding straight towards him, filling the air with bitter demon essence. Alaric swore as those spreading wings grew wider and the black creature shifted and grew into some hideous cross between man and bat, a mass of fur, scales and wings with murderous eyes and large jaws…the very vision he had seen in his dream.

“No!” he shouted and started to back away, only to catch his heel in a rut between the rough cobbles of the path. Flailing his arms for balance, Alaric fell.

That sheer twist of fate was a blessing in disguise. Tripping actually dropped him out of harm’s way. Claws raked past the point he had previously occupied and snatched only air. The demon uttered a very human curse as it sought to gain altitude before it could be thrown into the next gate where wards of magic burned in protest of its proximity. It flew upwards, then circled and spun back towards Alaric. He would not be able to get to his feet before it would have him.

“Gath saighead buail!” a voice shouted.

The demon shrieked as a magebolt slammed into the side of its head, throwing it off course, and Alaric was once more saved. He could hear a number of boots thundering across the ground towards him. Other men were shouting similar spells. The demon’s essence rose high into the clouds, briefly fading only to come back full force. Gouts of fire fell from the sky, and the guards were forced to swiftly disperse before they could be burned.

“Alaric, head for the inner gate,” Fenelon shouted. “Go on! Dealanach buail!”

The hot breath of lightning hissed through the air. Alaric scrambled to his feet and ran, more than willing to obey. He tore off the armor padding as he fled, eager to shed anything that slowed his escape. The demon’s essence was everywhere now, and Alaric could no more focus on where the beast was than he could hold clouds in his hands. Head for the inner gate, he told himself. Head for shelter.
Head for the one place the demon could not follow…

Fire suddenly spurted down from the sky again, and this time, it slammed into the path before Alaric. With a startled cry, he skidded to a halt and threw himself back, raising his arms against the sting as it splattered. Horns, the demon was casting spells and cutting off Alaric’s route of escape. Its essence nauseated him. He could hear others shouting his name, telling him to run—to drop. If only they would make up their minds for as they added to his confusion, blackness descended from the sky and landed on the path before Alaric. He turned to flee again, but even the ground beneath his feet came alive with demon essence and grew unsteady. The cobbles broke apart and jagged stones thrust out of the ground, tripping Alaric. He barked hands and knees going down, and felt the hot tear as a stone raked hard into his leg, ripping cloth and flesh. With a cry, he was thrown over on his back by the bucking of the ground.

The demon reared over him. The hideous, bat-like face split with a smile that revealed an under-bite full of fangs.  It reached for him.

“Alaric!” Fenelon shouted. “Horns, don’t lay there like a lump!”

Easy for you to say, Alaric thought because as he tried to draw his legs under him and rise, the left one burned with blinding pain. Only the proximity of such terrifying death was enough to spur him. Marda may not have known the greater spells, but she knew enough to teach him offensive and defensive ones. He reached into his own pain for power. Stretched one finger towards the fiend and shouted, “Loisg saighead buail!”

The fiery magebolt caught the demon by surprise, hitting it square in the face. Clearly, the beast had not expected such ferocity from injured prey. It shrieked and jerked back from Alaric, nearly stumbling over its own tail.

“Loisg mhor!” Alaric heard Fenelon shout, and white fire flashed over Alaric so swiftly, he barely had time to raise his arms and protect his face. There was a hideous scream, and only then did Alaric lower his arms in time to see the demon rising into the sky, engulfed entirely in flames. It disappeared over the wall where screams of human horror could be heard echoing before a great hissing filled the air.

“Horns, it found water!” Fenelon growled.

Alaric tried to get up again, but his leg continued to scream in pain. He looked down and found his knee and calf saturated in blood… his own, alas. But suddenly, there were bodies around him, and while he felt the old panic down in his chest, he was also grateful. Voices rose in a shouting match, while Fenelon cut through their ranks to get to Alaric’s side.

“Lie still,” Fenelon said, putting a hand to Alaric’s shoulder to make certain the younger mage obeyed. “That doesn’t look good…”

Alaric started to agree. Sargeant MacRae barked an order to let “the lad” breathe. He tore a bit of his own shirt and pressed it to the wound. All Alaric could do after that was grit his teeth and wince. He sensed other mageborn had gathered in the courtyard. Everyone fussed and bickered about what should be done.

“We’ll follow it,” one said.

“Not me…You can go after it if you like, thank you very much.”

“Let’s put the wards further out.”

“That takes too much effort and you know it. Besides, there a small void in the corner that won’t hold…”

“Come on lads,” Sargeant MacRae said, ignoring the mageborn as he nodded to his men. “Let’s get this lad into the infirmary.”

Before Alaric could protest, a number of Keltorans were lifting him as gently as one carried a baby.

Horns, why me? Alaric thought. What had the monster wanted with him? It was certainly the same one that had crept past the wards inside his psaltery, but didn’t it have what it wanted? Why in the name of Cernunnos did it want to kill him?

A flicker of demon essence touched the edge of Alaric’s perception. He looked just before the human gurney bore him under the second gate and into the protection of the wards. Floating above, he saw a smoldering cloud letting off hints of steam, and two eyes narrowed in silent rage glared at him before the mist vanished, melding itself into the grey sky.














  







ELEVEN
 

A demon having a fit was said to be the most terrifying sight mortalborn and mageborn alike could ever behold. Vagner became the perfect example of that as he ranted and raged above the clouds in his true form. Fire! White fire! By the deepest pits, he should have expected the young mageborn to know that much simple magic. Of course, the bard would have known how to defend himself. Vagner should have been ready for such an assault. Never trust anything to chance. Mageborn were full of surprises.

It was good fortune there had been a large public well just over the wall, though the washerwomen Vagner disturbed as he plunged into its cooling depths would hardly have agreed. White fire was dangerous to demon flesh, though it would have taken much more than that single blast to kill Vagner. Had the demon not been so familiar with the outer area around Dun Gealach—had he not fled when he did—he would have suffered serious damage.

Such generosity on the part of fate was the last thing on Vagner’s mind. He wanted revenge for this humiliation, and he would have it in time.

For now though, the young bard was safe inside those warded walls, and Vagner still had enough fury in him to scorch the land to a desert. With a roar, he flew northward, searching for something—anything—on which to spill this wrath.

He found a small farmstead on the moors, the perfect place to spill his anger. Sheep fled as Vagner increased the hideousness of his visage as well as his size. He dove on the panicky herds. Humans came running only to flee when they saw the monster in their midst. A few bravely took pitchforks to the fiend who snatched up their livestock and tore off the heads to drain the blood from their necks before gobbling them down. 

Vagner was in no mood for their company. He swept them aside with tail and claws. One man fell dead when the poisonous black ichor from Vagner’s tail barb drove into his chest. Others tried uselessly to defend his corpse, only to be knocked away. Vagner snagged one man and bit off his head. The demon was too furious to care what the consequences of this slaughter would be. These puny mortals would be too fraught with fear and grief to even remember what had attacked them…

The cold that suddenly burned into Vagner’s limbs brought some vague sense of sensibility back. He knew immediately that what he felt was the raw thread that bound his essence to that of the bloodmage. The sweet string of Vagner’s True Name was being plucked harshly by Tane Doran’s rough hand.

By the darkest pits of the Void, Vagner knew he should have cloaked his rage. Too late now. Tane Doran knew, and his summons was filled with the threat of hideous pain. Vagner had no choice but to cease his tantrum. He dropped the body he clutched in one claw and lunged skyward to answer that dreadful call.

Tane Doran was more than a little angry, the demon winced and reflected. This was not going to be a pleasant encounter.

~

They kept telling Alaric he was fortunate the cut ranging up and down his left leg was the work of mere rocks and not demon claws. He, however, did not see how those ragged gashes could be fortunate. They hurt, and that pain was made all the more obvious by Mistress Miranda Ni Tobin, the chief healer of Dun Gealach’s infirmary, whose probing fingers and instruments were finding their way into the smallest crevices of his tortured flesh. “Wheesht,” the woman would say each time Alaric yelped and jerked. “The sooner I get this filth out, lad, the sooner I can stitch this and heal it…”

Alaric wanted to tell Mistress Miranda what to do with her bedside manner. The men who carried him into the surgery had treated him more gently than this tall, auburn-haired creature with the thick streaks of white running from each of her temples to blend with the long braid that ranged down her back. She was handsome too in a raw sort of way, usually when she ceased to scowl at him for moving again. In a moment of impatience, she finally gestured to a couple of the men, and silently, they seized Alaric’s limbs and shoulders to subdue him so the healer could finish her work.

“Blessed brother, I’ve ne’er seen a grown man behave as such a wee bairn,” Mistress Miranda groused and probed yet again, causing Alaric to nearly bite his tongue. “Ye’ve a bit of stane lodged doon in here which I must remove first. I canna wait to see what happens when I take needle and thread to ye, lad…”

Needle and thread?
Oh, Horns! Alaric thought. He’d been stitched once before, when he tore his arm climbing in the barns and slipped, and he remembered all too well how much it had hurt. At least, the village healer at Gordslea Hold had given Alaric wine to dull the pain. This barbaric Keltoran she-wolf had yet to show him any such courtesy. He bit his tongue and tasted blood as her small ivory probe hooked something that raked a raw nerve before drawing away.

“There,” she said. “That be the last of it, lad, and you’re none the worse for the experience, I’ll wager. Bless the Brother, I’ll have ye stitched up proper now, and back on yer feet in no time. You’ll hardly ken there was anything more than a wee scratch before I’m through…”

Alaric merely gasped, relaxing for the brief interval. He could feel pain tears in the corners of his eyes and gliding across his cheeks which were flushed with embarrassment. If the men noticed, they said nothing, though he felt the one holding his right hand give him a reassuring squeeze, and when he looked up, the brawny face of Sargeant MacRae offered a wink and a smile.

Mistress Miranda quickly returned with one of her assistants. Her stoic look appraised Alaric, and she shook her head. “This ‘twill nae do,” she said, clucking. “Lilly, fetch the poppy wine. Otherwise, I’ll ne’er get the work done proper.”

One of the lasses who had hovered in the background to assist now hurried away. Poppy wine. That sounded good in Alaric’s estimation. Perhaps there was a kind bone in the woman’s braw, narrow body after all.

The lass called Lilly swiftly returned with a small mug. Alaric was released and assisted upright. In that moment, he got a glimpse of the surgery, wryly noticing Fenelon was not in the room. Mistress Miranda clucked and helped Alaric with the mug. The sweet nectar of the poppy wine glided down his throat and rolled warmth through him. And under its sudden and pleasant haze, Alaric realized he could hear Fenelon having words with someone in the next room.

“I told you…” That sounded like Turlough.

“Aye, you told me, and you know I would gladly have obeyed, but this was an emergency,” Fenelon said. “What was I supposed to do. Let the demon eat him?”

“And just why did the demon go after your new apprentice,” Turlough huffed. “Or is there something you haven’t told me? Could it be, the demon is his familiar after all?”

“No!” Fenelon said.

“Lie down, lad,” Mistress Miranda said firmly.

The mug had been taken from Alaric’s hand, and he was feeling a bit more at ease…maybe too much so because when she released him, he dropped hard, and had there not been others to catch his head before it banged the surgery table…It was getting harder to feel his body now. The needle was going in and out as the healer continued her work, but now Alaric didn’t care. He fought instead to train his hearing on the argument.

“You frightened half the city, throwing fire spells around like that,” Turlough went on. “I warned you that if I felt your essence and a fire spell in the same place…”

“Oh, will you shut up and listen to me!” Fenelon retorted, and rage was clearly filling his voice. “I didn’t start the bloody fire fight! I was using magebolts and lightning. It was the demon who cast the first fire spells, and Alaric himself who cast the second. I only resorted to fire after that because nothing else seemed to deter the monster. If you don’t believe me, ask the guards who were assisting me…ask Alaric.”

“Oh, I shall,” Turlough said. “If even one of them tells me otherwise…”

“And I did not frighten half the city,” Fenelon continued. “Just a few old washerwomen who were not hurt in the least. Now would you rather I had let the demon finish us off and go raging about the city?”

“I would have used more lightning,” Turlough said. “I would have blasted the beast into collops—or better still, I would have found a way to imprison it so I could prove once and for all your new apprentice is truly in league with the monster…”

Alaric felt his heart lurch. He still blames me!
Horns!

“I really do hope that poor Etienne never hears how you have just besmirched her fine reputation by implying her truth touch spell was wrong…” Fenelon said. “Why like as not, she would pack her possessions and leave Dun Gealach for good…and take with her that vast store of native spell casting from her homeland you so crave, all because you dared to distrust her skill.”

“You insolent…I can predict exactly how she would hear such a tale, can’t I?” Turlough growled. “You have stooped to some low and mean pranks in your day, Fenelon, and I suppose this should come as no surprise to me.”

“But it would not be a lie, Uncle,” Fenelon said. “And if you insist on falsely accusing Alaric of consorting with this demon again, I fear I would have no other recourse but to share the whole affair with her.”

“Really,” Turlough said, sounding triumphant. “And what if I were to ban you so you could never step foot in Dun Gealach ever again? I could do it now, and she would never know. I could tell her your research of this matter has taken you elsewhere.”

“Interesting challenge, Uncle. You could indeed keep me out of Dun Gealach and away from Etienne for a time, but in my vast experience, magic has no power to stop a mere piece of paper delivered in the hands of a mortalborn messenger and bearing the seal of the King himself…or have you forgotten that I have many friends in the palace where you do not?” There was grim triumph ringing with Fenelon’s words. “Once Etienne got such a message, I suspect she would leave this place so fast, you’d barely feel the wind of her passing. And I shall enjoy hearing how you convinced the rest of the council her departure was not your fault. Too bad I won’t be there to see it, but I’m sure I’ll hear all about it from any of a number of the mageborn who will be here long after my departure, considering how many of them are friends of my father, grandfather and great grandfather. In fact, there are still a large number of mageborn on the council who were much opposed to putting you in charge when your own brother, who was much in favor, declined. Or do you plan to ban the entire council and tell the King that you alone rule magic in his realm?”

“You…what do you want?”

“I want you to back off, old man, and leave me to do what I do best,” Fenelon said. “You and I both know perfectly well I am the only mageborn here who is capable of handling this matter with any real satisfaction.”

“You are an arrogant knave, and I curse the day you were born to our illustrious line…”

“Well?” Fenelon said, apparently ignoring the insult.

Silence briefly filled the air. Alaric frowned, sensing a crackle of magic. Then the door to the surgery opened, and Fenelon stepped quietly into the room. His face was set in a hard mask broken by just a hint of a ragged smile.

“There now,” Mistress Miranda suddenly said, startling Alaric. “All neat and new. Now, lad, just close your eyes, and I’ll give you a healing so you’ll be up and about on that leg in no time.”

Alaric sighed and did as she asked. He felt her hands settle on his leg, but it was as though the touch were not really there. Softly she began to speak. “Blessed Brother, hear my plea…”

The rest of the chant was lost to him. A cool sensation flooded his leg, removing the last remnants of the pain. But Alaric’s mind was set on other things.

Turlough still believes I brought the demon here.
Horns.










  







TWELVE
 

Pain filled Vagner as the demon crouched on the floor. He had pulled every ounce of reserves into play against it to no avail. Tane was using the demon’s True Name, sending fire raging through essence and flesh, and all Vagner could do was scream.

Tane’s anger was not silent either. “You idiot fiend! I told you to bring me the bard, but you could not obey a simple order if you tried. You did not have my permission to go rampaging about the countryside. The damage you did to that farm could cost us dearly. If word should get back to the Council of Mageborn about what you did there, all hope for my success would be in vain. They would hunt you down, and in finding you, they would find me!”

With each statement, the pain grew. Vagner could hardly breathe…

“And if they were to find me before I am able to find what I desire…” Tane continued. “I shall have to see to it now that they never find you, demon. I shall bury you in the deepest hole for what you done, but not before I have finished torturing you. A simple task and you failed…”

“I had no choice!” Vagner screamed through his pain. “I tried to take the bard, but he was too well versed in fire magic…and there were the others…”

“What others?” Tane shouted.

“The master mage!”

Tane reached down and seized the demon’s jaw, drawing the bat-like head around. Vagner felt the blood mage’s power as it bore into his eyes, tore into the demon’s brain and ripped forth images from Vagner’s memories.

The scene played itself behind the demon’s eyes. A youth on the verge of true manhood, his blond hair thrown about in disarray, his leg bleeding, crouched on the path. He stretched forth a hand and threw white fire into the demon’s face, blotting out the scene. Then the world reversed, showing the demon’s aerial ballet about the outer bailey, sweeping past the guards and the mage with hair like fire and eyes richer than a summer sky…

Tane broke off both physical and mental contact and abruptly stepped away. The torments stopped as the bloodmage crossed his arms and covered his mouth in thought. Vagner slumped to the floor, every inch of his flesh shivering with the aftermath.

“Horns, it would have to be him,” Tane said and drew a deep breath as he stalked over to the window to stare out at the gloaming.

“Him, master?” the demon said in a weary voice and slowly pushed upright to watch the bloodmage from hooded eyes.

“Fenelon Greenfyn,” Tane replied. “Son of Garreth Greenfyn, grandson of Colm Greenfyn, and great grandson of Phelon Greenfyn…damn them all…”

“I have heard that name mentioned in my search for what pleases you, Master,” Vagner said. “I heard the others in Dun Gealach speak of him from time to time. He and the young bard appear to be friends.”

“Friends?” Tane said and turned to glare at the demon. Vagner hitched back a fraction in response. “This does not bode well at all. If Fenelon Greenfyn should figure out what I am after before I can find it, the bastard will likely go after the Dragon’s Tongue for himself.”

“But he is not a bloodmage,” Vagner said. “What use could he possibly have for the item you seek?”

“You truly are a stupid beast,” Tane said. “The Dragon’s Tongue is power. With it, a bloodmage could bring back the darkness that spawned the age of the Shadow Lords. He could become one of the Shadow Lords and be worshiped as a god!”

Vagner cringed, unsure why anyone would want to become what the Shadow Lords had been. While it was true that they were looked upon as gods, they were evil and some were rather ugly…not unlike demons, only nastier. It was said Arawn was the most beautiful of them, and now he was a god of death, trapped in the dark realms of Annwn where he filled his Cauldron of Doom with the souls of the damned. There he waited for the day the Dark Mother would set him free.

“Fenelon Greenfyn, like his illustrious ancestors, would not use the Dragon’s Tongue as it was intended. He would study it, ascertain its power and seek to pervert it for some good, and if that proved impossible, he would bury it in the coldest, deepest vaults beneath Dun Gealach. And if he is so fortunate as to find it before I do, creature, rest assured, I will never forgive you!”

Tane’s words increased in fury.

“In fact, monster, I do not forgive you now, and for your bungling, you will pay…”

Tane stretched his hands and words began to spill across his tongue. “Bi ann na caileige…” he charged. “Falaich do fior na naduir…” Magic fingers stretched from the ends of his hands. They seized hold of Vagner before he could rise in an attempt to flee. He felt them literally reshaping and molding him into form against his will. Pain filled him as the scales and fur of his normally chiropteran shape were stripped and changed into soft flesh. He writhed on the reeds, unable to resist as his form shrank to a smaller size. 

At last, it stopped and Vagner lay panting, prying open eyes in time to see Tane touch his own face and whisper another spell. Youth fled those aqualine features. The bloodmage’s hair turned white and thinned. Wrinkles covered his face, and a beard of equal luminescence tumbled from his chin.

“There, now,” Tane said. “If you want something done proper, you must do it yourself.” 

Vagner groggily pushed upright and froze at the sight of his own hand. Instead of claws, he had thin fingers, beautifully tapered and lithe. His chest appeared to have sprouted budding breasts, small and firm in their ripening. And when he gasped, he no longer heard the demon baritone, but a sweet feminine coo.

“What have you done to me?” the demon wailed.

Tane smiled from his ancient face and helped Vagner to rise, leading the demon over to the mirror. “Behold, my granddaughter, Vagnera…” Tane said.

Vagner beheld a winsome face, mouth open in utter astonishment. Beauty stared back at the demon, the fresh face of a lass with thick curling tresses the color of straw and rich green eyes. A child on the verge of womanly bloom, still thin in adolescence.

“What have you done?” Vagner repeated.

“Why this is your punishment,” Tane said. “And part of my new plan. I am now to be called Baron Tallos of Grune.”

“Grune?” Vagner said. “Where’s that?”

“It’s a small village in the far east of Elenthorn…I’ve been there once or twice in my life. Hardly anyone there, actually, and the old border keep is in ruins now, but that does not matter. I am a traveling scholar and I have brought my fair granddaughter to Caer Keltora as we travel the world. And always conscious of broadening her education, I seek a bard to give her music lessons, and I was told that a certain…” Tane paused.

Vagner sighed. “Alaric Braidwine of Gordslea Hold…” The demon remembered that much from the first night at the inn.

“Master Braidwine has come to Caer Keltora as well, and I would be most appreciative if he would consent to give the child of my dearly departed son a few lessons on the psaltery.”

“This is an outrage!” Vagner said and felt the tiny body begin to shiver in protest of the cold his old form never seemed to notice. The rushes on the floor were digging into his bare feet, stinging like nettles. By the deepest pits of the Void, all this discomfort, and for what? So Tane could play games. Vagner could not even summon his own magic. It was locked inside him like a cold stone. “I do not like this form, Master. Unbind me…change me back!”

Tane chuckled as he pulled off his cloak and wrapped about the slender shoulders. He brushed the pale tresses aside, his hand suddenly catching the demon by the now-thin throat. Vagner stiffened, startled by the alien sensation of human-like physical pain.

“Be grateful, monster,” Tane said. “I had considered turning you into a lapdog. Now, go find yourself some clothes. We have a long journey ahead of us. In order to keep them from detecting the origins of my spells, we must travel as mortals do.”

As mortals…? Vagner reached inside himself and uselessly battered the cold wall that separated him from his center of power. “My magic! I cannot feel it! What have you done?”

“Your magic is buried deep within this mortal flesh, as is the essence of your true self, and only by your True Name uttered by one bound to you as master can the binding be broken,” Tane said. “It’s a precaution, you see. Master Braidwine, being sensitive to your essence, would know you immediately if I did not take this step…after all, we don’t want Master Braidwine to fathom out little trap, do we? If you wish your true form back, Vagner, you will have to earn it. Once we have Master Braidwine, I will consider changing you back…perhaps. Then again, I may enjoy keeping you in this form for a time.”

The hand on Vagner’s throat lightened its grasp and stroked across the demon’s chin. That touch sent wild and fearful shivers coursing through the demon. He closed his green eyes—her eyes—and sighed.

I will have revenge for this, Tane.
One day, you shall pay for this indignation.

But for now, the demon had no choice but to obey.

~

His leg felt good as new now, but Alaric was still a bit woozy from the poppy wine as he followed Fenelon into the private sectors of Dun Gealach. This was one of the places Wendon had said was forbidden to apprentices and students and even master mageborn of the wrong gender. Yet Fenelon strode into the entry corridor without a hint of unease. Alaric felt magic buzzing, like a warning of some sort. He frowned and looked around as they were stopped and met by a pair of formidable matrons, one of whom was three times Alaric’s width. She eyed the pair with a critical eye.

“State your business,” she said.

“Good evening, Mistress Wallace,” Fenelon said with a short bow. “I and my companion Alaric Braidwine are here to see Mistress Savala and join her for dinner.”

Mistress Wallace looked most disbelieving, but she closed her eyes and grew still as stone. Alaric felt the tickle of magic again, and the woman opened her eyes. “Yes, Mistress Savala is expecting the both of you,” she said. “Come with me.”

The woman turned and started to lead them through an impossibly narrow hall. There was barely room on either side of her, and Alaric wondered if she had been chosen for this task for that very reason. It would be difficult for any man to get past a woman of her size. She had a good thick staff and a powerful arm rippling with muscle was visible under the loose sleeves of her overtunic. I’d be afraid to have her hug me.
I bet she could probably break the ribs of a horse.

Mistress Wallace took them straight to the door and knocked. It opened and revealed the familiar face of one of the lasses Alaric has seen in the hall earlier in the day.

“Your visitors,” Mistress Wallace said.

“Thank you, Mistress,” the lass said as the older woman stepped aside. “Mistress Savala said to tell you she would escort them back herself.”

“As she wishes,” Mistress Wallace said. She cocked her head at Fenelon. “Well, in with you two or I shall be unable to return to my post.”

“Do come in,” the young lass said with a smirk.

Fenelon led the way, and Alaric followed, quietly musing Mistress Wallace’s declaration. Of course, if they did not go in, she could not go back. However, she must have seen his slight smile before he looked up to thank her, because her gaze narrowed in warning. He could do little more than whisper his gratitude and hurried on inside, relieved when the door closed to his back.

“Never mess with the Wall, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “She’ll just tie you into a little knot.”

“The Wall,” Alaric said and grinned. “That’s an apt name for her…”

“We only call her that behind her back,” Fenelon said. “A lot of woman, eh?”

“Her name is actually Cora Ni Wallace,” Etienne’s voice sounded from a short distance away, “and if you are wise, Alaric, you will never be disrespectful to her as Fenelon is…”

“But I’m disrespectful of everyone,” Fenelon said cheerfully. “It’s one of my better traits.”

Etienne came out to greet her guest. She wore a black gown trimmed with blue and silver. Quite lovely in spite of its severe nature.

“This way,” she said. “Let me introduce you to my students.”

She took Alaric’s arm and gently led him into the next chamber where a table had been set for six before the fire. This was different in Alaric’s opinion. He was used to sharing meals at Gordlea Hold with a number of folk. Family and servants generally dined together and it was always noisy. He clutched the psaltery case which Fenelon had insisted Alaric bring and glanced at the three who gathered dutifully in a line.

“Alaric Braidwine, welcome to my chambers,” Etienne said. “This is Shona NiWarden…” The lass who had met them at the door bobbed in a curtsey then set off to finish the table. “This is Katriona Greyweaver…” The second lass smiled shyly and rushed off to help the first. “And this young lad is Tobin Mallowell…”

The youth was probably five years younger than Alaric, but much taller. He thrust forth a hand, and Alaric shook it, then Tobin rushed off to assist the lasses.

“Well, come on now,” Etienne said. “The meal is ready. Fenelon, you may sit there at the far end. I want Alaric beside me at my end. Katriona, you may sit to Alaric’s right. Shona, you will sit to Fenelon’s right and Tobin will sit over here. This way, we shall be evenly dispersed in gender.”

Alaric moved to his seat, waiting until the ladies were in place. He assisted Katriona with hers since Tobin moved quietly to hold the chair for his teacher. That left Fenelon to play gentleman to Shona.

With all the excitement of the day, Alaric fell on his trencher like a wolf. He didn’t realize how hungry he was.

“So, Alaric,” Etienne said. “I hear you fought a demon and survived.”

“Hardly,” Alaric said, glancing at Fenelon who wore a smirk.

“Well, now, I thought you survived Mistress Miranda’s healing quite ably,” Fenelon said. “Believe me, that woman made the other demon who attacked you look like a child with a tantrum…”

Etienne fixed Fenelon with a brief disapproving scowl, then shook her head. “So why did the demon attack you, Alaric?” she asked.

“I have no idea,” Alaric said with a shrug. “Perhaps he disliked my songs? I have no idea how long he was riding around in my psaltery.” 

“I’m willing to wager it has something to do with the fact you’re so sensitive to demon essence…” Fenelon said. “And that map the creature stole. Which reminds me, love. Did you have time to decipher those runes?”

“Indeed,” Etienne said, “and I am not pleased with the results.”

“How so?” Alaric said.

“They are indeed old Haxon runes, but the words they spell out, they are not all in the old Haxon tongue. Some are in another, even older language.”

“So what do they say?” Alaric asked.

“Wyrm tongue,” Etienne said. “Though I think in this language, wyrm is synonymous with dragon. And a word I was not familiar with, though I think it had to do with a key or a riddle. But what bothered me more was the second row you copied, for they spelled out a name I have heard before in my studies. Na’Sgailean.”

“Na’Sgailean,” Alaric repeated.

“Horns,” Fenelon said. “I know that name too. It literally means In Her Shadow.”

“She was the mother of the Shadow Lords,” Etienne said. “The mother of Arawn, some say. She was also called the Dark Mother, and she was said to rule in the times before the Great Cataclysm. She spread darkness and death before her, and all lived in fear of her. In different cultures, she had different forms. Haxons called her Hellas, and say she was shadow and death. In other lands, she is called Dark Mother and cannot bear the true light of day. Some say she had demonic countenance while others called her a dragon. Her true shape has never been known. But what all stories agree on is that her destruction cost the lives of many gods.”

“What had that to do with the map?” Alaric insisted.

“Everything and nothing, perhaps,” Etienne said with a frown. Alaric glanced down the table. The others were eating quietly, while Fenelon was staring into his wine in thought. “In this part of the world, the tales of the time before the Great Cataclysm are only remembered in stories and songs. Very few of the tales of the Old Ones who walked among men, and the Dark Ones who were their enemies have survived to this day in written form of which we are aware. However, among my ancestors who came from Haxony before it was known as The Ice Plains were scholars and priests and healers. They kept the stories of the time before alive in the runes. And some of those tales would indicate that the death of Na’Sgailean was the cause of the Great Cataclysm.”

“One of many factors,” Fenelon interjected, still looking thoughtful. “What has never been clearly proven was how the gods killed Na’Sgailean…Hmmmm. You know, I think we need to go visit the real map of the Shadow Vale first thing tomorrow…after lessons, of course.”

“I would agree for I think this key may hold the clue as to what your demon’s master wanted it for,” Etienne said.

“He’s not my demon!” Alaric insisted.

She smiled and put a gentle hand across his. “I speak metaphorically, Alaric,” she said. “Now, let us finish this meal. I hear you wrote The Ballad of Ronan Tey, and I would love to hear you sing and play.”

“All right,” Alaric agreed. “But only if you promise to tell me one of the stories from Ross-mhor, preferably one of the popular ones.”

“Done,” she agreed. “A story of my countrymen for a song about one of yours.”

Alaric smiled, but he could not shake a chill.














  







THIRTEEN

“Ronan Tey, Ronan Tey

There he did lay,

Stabbed to the heart,

His life ebbing away
 

They took his hand,

And a string from his harp,

And left his poor corpse

For the ravens…
 

Oh, Ronan Tey, Ronan Tey

Where have you gone?

What joy you have brought us

With story and song.
 

We miss your sweet voice

And the ring of your harp.

Farewell to thee, Bard of

Far Roaming…”
 

Alaric ceased to sing, feeling the old remorse trying to force itself out of him. He touched fingers to the strings of his psaltery to still it, and slowly glanced up at his small audience.

“That was beautiful,” Etienne said and clapped her hands. “And yet so sad.”

Shona and Katriona had put down their needlework to join their applause to that of their teacher. Across the room, Tobin looked up from the game board where he was mentally and magically wrestling Fenelon in a game of Knights and Crowns. The youth offered an approving smile.

“Well done, Alaric,” Fenelon said. Without taking his eyes from the board, he caused one of his knights to shift into a row with the rest to block the advance of Tobin’s crowns. Fenelon smiled and added, “Sorry, Tobin, you lose again.”

Tobin turned back to the board with a look of utter astonishment and began to study it to see where he might have erred.

The whole scene was very peaceful and homey in Alaric’s opinion. Such familiar events after dinner could have easily passed for any evening at Gordslea Hold, except Father would have played Knights and Crowns with the husband of Alaric’s eldest sister, and they would have moved the pieces by hand.

“Now, my lady,” Alaric said, smiling. “You promised me a story.”

“I did indeed,” Etienne said. “Well then, where to begin?”

Alaric pushed his psaltery back into the case and took up his wine. He was seated on the furs that scattered the floor before the hearth because there was a shortage of chairs, and now he drew his knees to his chest. “Well, the beginning would be nice,” he said.

“Horns, don’t tell her that, Alaric, or we’ll be here all night,” Fenelon said. He waved a hand over the board and whispered, and the game pieces restored themselves to their proper starting position.

“Oh, that was very amusing, Fenelon,” Etienne said and sneered at him. “As if you would never keep us up all night with a heated discussion on your theories of magic.”

“I thought you liked my theories,” Fenelon said reproachfully, though his smile belied his tone.

“And I thought you liked my stories,” Etienne replied, arching her brows.

Alaric watched the exchange for clues. It seemed harmless enough, like childish prattle. “Well, if you two are going to start arguing, I suppose we will be here all night,” he said in a mocking manner.

“Oooo, no more wine for you, my young friend,” Fenelon said and wagged a finger. “You’re getting too bold and cheeky.”

“I’m learning from the master,” Alaric said and saluted Fenelon with the wine glass

“Horns!” Fenelon said and laughed.

“Ah, repartee and a wit to match your own, Fenelon,” Etienne said. “You’d best be careful, lest you lose your place as Dun Gealach’s chief jester. Spoken like a true bard, Alaric. For that, I shall grace you with the full tale, and Fenelon can just go find a corner to doze in, if he likes.”

“And miss all this fun,” Fenelon said. “I salute you, Alaric. I can see you are not at all dull.”

Being here at Dun Gealach did seem to be changing that, Alaric was wont to admit. There was a time when he would have denied the charge. But not tonight. Perhaps it was the wine and good company that made him feel bold…or the fact Etienne did seem to be siding with Alaric. Perhaps there was hope she saw him as more than a callow youth after all.

“The whole story, then, from the beginning,” Etienne said. “And any who are tired and do not wish to hear may feel free to leave.” She glanced expectantly at her students. The three of them rose almost in unison, presenting curtsies and bows as they muttered their goodnights to all present. Alaric looked a little surprised as they made for the chambers off to the side.

“Oh have no fear, Alaric,” she said and smiled when she caught his look of uncertainty. “They have heard my tales many times before. Besides, they have early chores as part of their schooling here, and this way, you can sit in a chair.”

“Tobin stays here too, there?” Alaric said as he rose and claimed one of the deserted seats. “Isn’t that against the rules?”

“He is my student, and my apprentice,” Etienne said, “and by the rules, he is allowed to stay here, but as a young man, he is still forbidden to leave these chambers and wander the halls unaccompanied.”

“Oh,” Alaric said. “You have three apprentices, then?”

“Yes,” she said. “It is not unusual. Fenelon is the unusual one.” She glanced over and Alaric followed her gaze. Fenelon had stretched out, and now leaned back with his eyes closed. “You are his first apprentice, you know.”

“I was starting to get that impression,” Alaric said and smiled.

“That’s right,” Fenelon said. “Talk about me when I have my eyes closed.”

Etienne sighed and smiled. “Well, now, Alaric, you must forgive me if my eloquence does not match your own. As a child, I loved to listen to the skaldi of my homeland, and I used to memorize their tales to share with my own cousins. Alas, my delivery is not so refined as your own.”

Alaric smiled. Skaldi. He would remember that word, for it had a nice ring.

“In the beginning of time,” Etienne said softly, “there was only the void, a place of mist and stone, and it was cold and without form. Now these stones floated around, crashing into one another, and when they did, there were sparks that ignited the mist and made it swirl and dance around. One day, two of the largest stones crashed together and a huge spark flared, and the mist convalesced into the form of a great white cow. She was very hungry, this cow, so she began to chew on the stones that floated in the void, but they were tasteless and only gave her indigestion. So she spat them out and walked away into the mist in search of nourishment.

“Now from the stones that she chewed and spat out, several giants were born. Like the cow, they were hungry, but unlike the cow, they could eat the stones in the void, and that made them grow until they were taller than the tallest mountains we have ever seen. And tallest among them was a giant named Ymir.

“Like most his kind, Ymir had little to do other than eat stones and shat them out again, and sometimes where he shat them, they would lock together and form ranges of floating mountains. And like all giants, Ymir was bored with his existence, so he and the other giants often quarreled and stirred the void. Their battles were colossal, and one by one, the lesser giants fell. Their bodies became stone again, so that only Ymir remained. He was quite content to have the void to himself. But it was a lonely life too, and giants are so easily bored.

“Now, one day, Ymir began to stir the mist to amuse himself. And as he stirred, the mist rubbed against itself, creating little sparkles of light. So Ymir began to capture these bits of light as they appeared. Soon so many of them gathered together, they caused the darkness to draw away in fright and filled half the void.

“For a time, Ymir watched the dark and light move about him as day and night. But soon enough, he bored of this game and sought to play another. Ymir began to seize pieces of light and crush them in his mighty hands until they took solid form, and in this way, he made the sun which grew so hot from the pressure it burned even more of the darkness away. He then took pieces of the dark and crushed them in his hands, and it became the moon whose cold surface turned white as he polished it with his hands. Finally, he took pieces of the light and the dark, and he tried to crush them together, but they would not mix so easily, and fell sparkling into the void to create the stars. 

“Next, he crushed bits of stone and mist, and little beings squeezed out of his hands. These were the demons, and they were said to be first born. Some of them were as beautiful as the light, but others were malformed and ugly, and he quickly noticed that the ugly ones would hide in the shadows. Finally, he took a great ball of light and formed a white she-dragon as brilliant as the sun, and from stones and darkness, he formed another she-dragon as black as the darkest corners of true night. And these he set to guard the path between light and the dark. But as soon as the dragons were set loose, they began to quarrel. So Ymir was forced to separate them with his great bulk.

Alas, giants are rather short witted, and in no time, Ymir tired of this game. So he lay down in the space between the dark and the light, and he fell asleep. And while he was sleeping, the white cow came wandering out of the light. She saw the bits of dark and light that Ymir had dropped in his work which were scattered about among the stars, and because she was still hungry, she began to lick them. And as she licked them, they took form until there were birds and beasts and reptiles and fish. Still others, she bored of licking because they did not taste as well, and these misshapen creatures went scuttling off to hide in the dark places from whence they have plagued man ever since. 

“Now Ymir awoke from his long sleep, and he was startled to find all these different creatures wandering about his domain.At first, Ymir was amused, for these new creatures of darkness and light proved rather quarrelsome like the dragons and the demons, and did fight one another. But after a time, he grew bored of their bickering. So Ymir smote them, dark and light alike, mortalborn and magic born, killing some and wounding others.

“Finally, Ymir bored of killing, and so he went to sleep. The dragon of light, though grieved by the loss of her beautiful ones, kept her place as she had been bid, but the dragon of dark was not satisfied to be so confined, and so the dragon of darkness would push at the edges of the light on one end or another, and the light would yield, only to swirl into the dark and fill it with her glow. Round and round they went, and their perambulations awoke Ymir again. He was so angry at being disturbed that he set himself in the middle and divided the void with his presence.

“The dragon of light was content to remain this way. Some of the beautiful demons came to her, and she gifted them with light and magic and music, and looked after them as her children. The dragon of darkness was not happy and hated Ymir for keeping them apart, so she too began to gather the demons that preferred to hide from the light. She corrupted them with tales of woe and formed them into an army and set them against Ymir as he slept. Those dark demons slew Ymir and cast his great body aside…but as soon as they did, the dragon of light threw her brilliance into the air. Some of the dark demons died, and others merely sought the shadows of the dark dragon in which to hide. And the dark dragon was driven back by the brilliance as well.

The dragon of light then took the body of Ymir, and she built the world from his flesh and bones, and filled the rivers with his blood. His skull was the dome of the sky to keep the void at bay, and to force the stars and sun and moon to follow paths instead of wandering aimlessly. It was said worms crawled out of his marrow and became the Stone Folk, and the moist breath of his lungs mixed with the cold air to become the Hidden Folk. But his heart, it is said, she buried deep within the earth his body formed, and set Stone Folk to watch and protect it so the heart of Ymir could make the rivers flow and the world turn so all parts of it saw darkness and light. The darkness she called the realm of night, and light became the realm of day. And she and her creations vowed they would keep this balance of all things for all time.

“But the promises of fathers and mothers are not always kept by the daughters and sons. And so it was the children of light continued to quarrel with the children of dark. Each sought to overthrow the other with magic and mayhem. Quite often, their fighting caused earthquakes and floods and volcanoes to erupt on the earth their parents had made. And like the giant Ymir, they quickly grew bored.

“Now according to the Haxons, one among these children of light and magic was known as Wotan, and unlike his brothers and sisters, he was curious about many things, and because he liked to create things he was rarely bored. One of the tasks he had performed was to take ash and oak and make woman and man, and breathe life into them so they became the first mortalborn. He knew when Ymir was killed, a great tree had grown from the giant’s brain, and so Wotan decided to climb to the highest spot in that tree. There he found three old women, and they were spinning at an enormous wheel and snipping the thread to various lengths. And when Wotan asked them what they were doing, they answered as one that they were spinning lives for his mortalborn as well as for himself and the other gods, and the children whom these gods would breed. When he asked how they knew what length to cut the threads, they told him of the Well of Knowledge, and how drinking water from that well let them see many things. And when he asked for a drink from this well, they told him he would have to pay the price.

“What price?” Wotan asked them.

“One of your eyes,” they replied. “For seeing truth requires only one.”

“And so it was that Wotan gave them one of his eyes, and in exchange, they allowed him to take their dipper and go drink from the well. But they warned him he could take but one dipperful, and no more. Wotan filled the dipper full and poured a great draught into his mouth, but some of it, he allowed to pour down his chest and caught in a cup he had hid beneath his beard. And suddenly, he saw the world more clearly with one eye than he had ever seen with two. He saw the past and the future as one. He saw how the lines had been snipped for him and the other gods, and knew when each of them would die. And he saw that wrapped about the roots of the great tree there slept a wyrm who would one day bring terrible darkness upon the land of mortalborn men.”

“Na’Sgailean,” Alaric whispered.

“Perhaps,” Etienne said and sighed. “My land tells a tale of the final battle that took place among the gods, when the dark wyrm rose to blot out the sun. She killed Wotan in that battle and Wotan’s son Thunor struck her a mighty blow with his war hammer called Mjolnir. Everyone thought she was dead, and that Thunor fell poisoned by her breath.

“But she had not died, for the thread the hags of destiny had woven for her and the dragon of light had never been cut. She could never die, not so long as there was warm darkness for her to lie in and regenerate herself. And that one who had been the avatar of Thunor, she who was called the Hammer Maid, knew this and so did strike the dark wyrm again, over and over, smashing her into tiny pieces and scattering them across the land and sea.

“Alas, it is said that one of the dark wyrm’s was creeping about the shadows as the Hammer Maid worked, and that this child of darkness stole a piece of the wyrm and hid it in a secret place, and that to punish this child, the gods who survived turned the land of the Haxons into ice that the dark wyrm’s grave might never be found.” 

She fell silent, blushing and smiling.

“My word,” Alaric muttered in awe.

“Well, at least that’s the story I have been told,” Etienne said. “And I may not have remembered all of it as well as I should.”

“Oh, no, it was wonderful,” Alaric said. “You could be a skaldi yourself.”

“You are too kind with your flattery,” Etienne said.

Alaric glanced over at Fenelon. The master mageborn had shifted so he could stare thoughtfully into the fire. And now he stirred.

“Well, now,” Fneleon said with a sigh. “It is getting late, and if we are to officially teach you the ways of greater magic, Alaric, I think we’d best take our leave. Etienne, would you be so kind as to escort us back to the Wall?” He grinned as he said that.

“Fenelon, one day she will sit on you, and you will deserve it,” Etienne said as she rose. Alaric scrambled to his feet as well, snatching up his psaltery.

“Oh, I’m not that desperate for attention yet, love,” Fenelon said, flashing a lascivious smile. “Unless you are planning to toss me over for the affection of another…”

“You,” Etienne said, shaking her head as she started for the door. “Why do I bother?

“Because you’re such an optimist, and no matter what, you love me a much as I love you,” Fenelon said, catching her arm and pulling her into an embrace that went beyond polite affection. Alaric stood back, stunned as he watched Fenelon kiss Etienne, and she did not bother to fight or pull away. Face burning hot, Alaric suddenly turned away. Oh, Horns, he thought. It was true. They were lovers…

“Just as long as you remember that, you rogue,” he heard Etienne say in a breathy voice. “Now, enough of this nonsense. You’re embarrassing poor Alaric, and you’re likely to give him the wrong idea about us…”

And what would be the right idea? Alaric wondered curtly. He started when her hand touched his arm, and he turned to find her smiling. 

“Come,” she said. “You may escort me.”

She drew Alaric towards the door, leaving Fenelon to trail behind.

“And I hope one day Cora does sit on you, Fenelon,” Etienne said. “Then you might learn some manners.”

“Oh, I’m so frightened,” Fenelon said.

Alaric held his tongue rather than let it be known how much he agreed with Etienne.
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Alaric had been having dreams from the time he was about seven. Not the ordinary dreams, but those that thrummed with magic and dark prophecy. Nightmares so real, he would often wake up screaming and earn himself the animosity of his sisters. When Marda came to Gordslea Hold to be his tutor, she told him it was perfectly natural. She assured him that all mageborn suffered from bad dreams. Knowing this did not make Alaric like dreaming any more.

The wine that evening made him tired as it always did. When they left Etienne’s apartments, Alaric was stumbling more than usual. Still, Fenelon had insisted they should stop at Alaric’s chamber to collect the rest of his personal possessions. “You’re my apprentice now, and I’ve more than enough space to house you at Eldon Keep, and once you learn the gate spell, you’ll be able to pop back and forth as you please,” Fenelon said. “And this way, you won’t have to sleep in that tiny little garderobe…”

The last suggestion held more than enough appeal to Alaric, though at that particular moment, he was too tired to express gratitude. He dutifully gathered all he owned with Fenelon’s assistance, and carried the lot of it out of Dun Gealach. On the way, they passed Wendon who looked rather disappointed, and Alaric wondered if it was because Wendon actually thought of Alaric as a friend, or because he was losing what he considered a gullible source of information? Fenelon’s words of warning to that end were still firmly in mind.

Outside the demon wards, Alaric glanced around, stretching mage senses as unease slid through his thoughts, but he did not sense the demon anywhere. Not a trace. So he relaxed a little more as Fenelon entered the gate spell circle and split the world open to Eldon Keep.

Alaric was given the chamber across from Fenelon’s own. It was a large room, clean and airy. The bedclothes had been turned back as though Alaric was expected, and a fire was already lit. Loughan’s weather was decidedly better, in spite of being further north, but nights were still chilly, so Alaric was glad for the warmth. Fenelon graced him with directions to the nearest garderobe should the chamber pot prove insufficient, and then bid Alaric goodnight. He was left alone, and took a little time to look through the mullioned windows at the crenulations, the walk and the forest turned indigo and silver under the light of a full moon. Beautiful, peaceful, and more space than he really needed, he mused. Still, he was not going to complain of this blessing. He shucked out of day clothes and into a sleeping shirt, and crawled into a bed at least four times the width of his cot in Dun Gealach.

Sleep quickly claimed him then, and with it, the dreadful dream…

He heard his own voice singing The Ballad of Ronan Tey, but instead of entertaining in a chamber, he appeared to be hovering over a lonely road. In the distance, he could see a craggy black range of mountains that interrupted the rolling green, and nearby, he could see the stones that littered the wayside, as well as the ruins of an ancient rath which topped the nearest hill.

A figure moved towards him, following the winding road. It was a man all wrapped in hunter green and gold, and carrying a harp sack over one shoulder. He had long black hair braided back, and intense blue eyes set in an eldritch face that seemed both young and old. Alaric felt his heart lift with joy to see Ronan Tey ambling towards the younger bard as he sang.

“Ronan!” Alaric cried… or so he tried. But his voice continued to issue the words of the song.
 

“Ronan Tey, Ronan Tey,

Crossing the moor

Bright was the moon

With her milky white lure…”
 

“No!’ Alaric thought. He was singing the ballad, and knew too well the next line.
 

“Dark were the shadows

That hid by the stones

And shielded the blades

Of the bandits…”
 

In his dream, Alaric tried to move forward, to warn the man who had fed his own love of music, but Alaric quickly discovered he was no more than a shadowy observer to this tale, unable to interfere in any way. Ronan passed the uneven row of the lower wall of the rath when a figure leaped out of hiding, brandishing steel. The bard stepped back and held up his hands.

“Your purse or your life,” the bandit said.

“Be careful what you try to steal, mortalborn,” Ronan replied. “Either will cost you dearly.” His hand suddenly went to his own sword, drawing it free. Moon turned the blade into a strip of brilliance in the bard’s hand just as several more bandits cleared the stone wall, surrounding him.
 

“Ronan Tey, Ronan Tey,

Wild as the wind,

Fought like a falcon

And laughed like a djinn…”
 

Their numbers seemed to grow, and still, Ronan battled them with steel. Alaric was crying out words unheard, begging Ronan to use magic—to save himself with spells.

But the scene began to slither askew, running away from the tale Alaric knew. According to the ballad, Ronan, exhausted by the sheer number of foes, had been stabbed in the heart. But as Alaric watched, the bandits crowded Ronan instead, seized his arms and pulled them back, and deprived him of his weapon. Only then did he start to cry out the words of a spell, and Alaric felt the drawing of essence from the world to feed it. However, one of the bandits was well versed in mageborn ways, and the heavy hilt of his dagger lashed across Ronan’s mouth, cutting off his words with a wicked blow that left blood trailing down his chin. The bandit followed by slamming the pommel of his dagger into Ronan’s stomach. Ronan doubled in pain, dropping to his knees in the grasps of his enemies. He was helpless to defend himself as the bandit reared back to strike down.

A sonorous voice shouted, “Hold!” and the bandit froze.

Alaric’s singing had ceased, and his dream vision turned towards the source of the sound. A tall figure wrapped in black leather and furs whose face was hidden in the depths of his hood now emerged from the shadows of the rath. Bits of long blond hair slithered from the dark. They had been braided and weighted with odd-shaped beads that gleamed like bone under the moonlight.

“He will be of no use to me if you break his head and addle his brains, you insolent rogue,” the man said, stepping forward.

The bandits parted to let him through their numbers. His gloved hand snaked out to capture the bard’s chin and pull his face up. Ronan recoiled from the grasp, eyes wide with revulsion and recognition.

“You!” Ronan hissed through lips left swollen by the bandit’s blow. “You’re dead!”

“Aye, it is me, Ronan,” the figure said venomously, stepping back. “You were a fool not to make certain, you know.”

“I will make certain now,” Ronan said and sought to gain his feet. His captors proved well versed in the ways of giving pain. Alaric’s silent cry echoed Ronan’s as the bard’s arm was twisted back to a nearly impossible angle. The figure waited a moment then reached out once more to cup Ronan’s face in one hand.

“You have only to give me what I want,” the man said, “and the pain will stop, and I will set you free so that you may continue your merry way.”

“Never!” Ronan snapped through gritted teeth. “As long as I live and breathe, you will never have the key…”

“Hmmm,” the man said and sighed. “So you would force me to do this the hard way. Very well. Since you will not give me the key, I shall have to find it on my own…now where is the map?”

“Gone,” Ronan said.

“Liar!” the man hissed and struck out with the back of a hand, rocking Ronan’s head back. “I know perfectly well you were careless with it. Eleron Blackwind stole it from you a hundred years ago.”

“He is dead and has it no more,” Ronan said with a tight smile. “Colm Greenfyn saw to that. The thing has been buried in the catacombs of Dun Gealach where none of your kind will ever be able to reach it.”

“Pity,” the man said, shaking his hooded head. “Are you sure you want to go through with this? It’s won’t be pleasant.”

“The key will never be yours,” Ronan said. “I have already seen to that. I will keep it from you, no matter what the cost to myself.”

The figure sighed and turned to the bandit leader. “Take him into the ruins,” the man said.

Ronan was dragged into the rath to one of the flat stones that had served as a bench in ancient times. He struggled, but his captors were many and strong. They forced him to his knees beside one of the stones and stretched his arm down the length of it. The twang of a string being cut from his harp made Ronan flinch. They wound the length of bronze wire about his wrist and used its cutting tightness to keep his hand in place.

The hooded figure moved around, and with delicate ease, he drew a slender dagger from his belt and slipped its length under one of Ronan’s fingernails. Ronan shrieked, bucking in vain. The dagger was withdrawn and quickly pushed under the next finger, invoking the same response.

No, Alaric’s dream self cried, and his own hands hurt in sympathy. No! He might as well have screamed at the moon.

“Well?” the figure said. “Tell me, and I will stop. A bard needs his hands, Ronan, as much as his voice and his wits. Tell me what I want to know, before I am forced to start on the other hand as well.”

Ronan sobbed, but he shook his head. “Cut them off, for all I care,” he said. “I will never give you the key, and you will never know where I have hidden it…”

“Fool!” the man snapped. “Then I shall take that secret from you!”

He seized Ronan’s hair, forcing the bard’s head back so their eyes locked. Yet Ronan smiled grimly as the force of their wills and essence locked in magic battle. Alaric could feel their skirmish dancing through his very being. Ronan trembled hard for what seemed like an eternity as the two traded glares, and the cloaked figure’s hand was becoming a tight fist that threatened to rip open the leather of his gloves. Then abruptly, the man in black cried out with a mixture of frustration and pain, and released his grasp, falling back to brace himself against the corner of the stone.

Ronan bowed his head, gasping for breath. The cloaked one staggered then righted himself with a bestial snarl. He suddenly drew a sword.

Alaric raged in vain. He had no control of the events he watched. The figure turned and with an angry shout, he lashed downward with his blade. There was a clang as the steel struck stone, severing Ronan’s hand at the wrist. Ronan cried out and stumbled against his captors, no longer retrained by his harp string. The cloaked man roared and rushed the bard, and the bandits let go of him in a panic and pulled away. The sword flashed straight at Ronan, it point thrusting into his chest. That fine point found Ronan’s heart, and the tip suddenly protruding from his back. Such wounding would have killed a mortalborn outright, but Ronan was mageborn, and because of that magical blood, he would not die so swiftly.

The cloaked one turned and seized up the severed hand. He rushed back, thrusting it against Ronan’s chest, and whispered words of power. “Mi glac do beatha…”

Alaric was screaming too loud in his own head to hear the rest of the spell. He only knew that Ronan stiffened as the remainder of his life essence was torn from his body. The severed hand glowed like a fire in the twilight. Ronan fell. His corpse stared blankly at the night sky, while the cloaked one stuffed the hand into a sack and turned away, glaring at his trophy.

“Thought yourself clever, did you, bard,” the cloaked one said. “I will have that key, Ronan, if I must search to the ends of the earth to seek it. Once I have found it, I will be a god, and I promise I will use my power to punish your spirit for an eternity…and as for you…”

The figure suddenly strode towards Alaric’s dream self, seizing his shoulders and forcing him to the ground to shake him hard. Blue eyes glowed from the depths of the hood where the bones rattled like a last breath before death.

“Wake up, Alaric, wake up!” the voice commanded.

Alaric threw up his hands, flailing at his captor and continuing to scream in mad rage and terror. He heard curses, a woman’s worried voice, and other men murmuring about possession.

“Alaric!” How did the cloaked one know his name? He had no time to think on this for the call was punctuated by a powerful backhand blow that rocked his head over against a soft surface.

Alaric gasped and opened his eyes.

Fenelon’s face hovered over him, drawn into a grimace. His red hair was disheveled. That he had pulled on a robe in haste was apparent, for it was quickly tied and hung unevenly open to reveal a bare chest.

“Horns,” Fenelon said and sat back, pushing his hair out of his face. “Do you always have such lively dreams?”

Dreams? Alaric felt tears streaming down his cheeks, and one side of his face smarted. His throat was raw, and he shook his head unable to gasp out a single answer as the pressure that had been pinning his shoulders was released. Cautiously, he sat up, wiping his face and bowing his head in shame when he realized there were others in his chamber. Horns, what had he done to cause all these folk to come here…

“Are you all right?” Fenelon asked. He pushed Alaric’s hair back, seeking to catch his gaze.

Alaric closed his eyes. His memory was still full of pain and fear, and the taint of blood and magic folded as one. He heard Fenelon whisper instruction and then murmur, “All right, everyone, out. I’ll handle this…” A shuffle of bodies faded in the distance. Gentler hands took hold of Alaric then, pulling his chin from his chest as though he were five. He almost expected to look up and find his father as he opened his eyes once more.

“Come on, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “You’re safe now. Was it a dream?”

Alaric nodded. “Sorry…” he whispered.

“Do you want to tell me about it?” Fenelon said and grinned. “After all, if you’re going to keep waking me and my household every night by singing The Ballad of Ronan Tey and then screaming like a dock whore who’s been stiffed of her fee, I’d like to know why…”

Alaric blinked, unable to stifle a small chuckle. “Do I sing as well in my sleep?” he asked, trembling as a chill took his limbs.

“Well, I will admit it sounded like a fairly passionate rendition,” Fenelon said. “Come on. Let’s get you over by the fire. Mistress Nora’s gone to fetch some tea to soothe your jitters, and then you can tell me about this dream.”

Alaric nodded, allowing Fenelon to help him from the bed. A blanket was tossed around his shoulders. Fenelon guided Alaric over to the hearth, then waved one hand at the lowering fire and whispered, “Loisg” to feed new life to the flames. Alaric settled into a barrel chair, and soon enough, Mistress Nora returned with tea that smelled sweetly of blackberries and sage. Alaric drank deeply of the warmth that settled comfortably into his soul. He leaned back as Fenelon poked at the fire.

“Well?” Fenelon said.

Alaric took a deep breath and frowned. He opened his mouth to speak when someone whispered, “Remember not…”


“I…I don’t remember…” 

“What?” Fenelon turned and looked at Alaric. “You just said you were dreaming…”

“I know…but…” Alaric shook his head. “It’s as if what ever dream I was having…just vanished…”

He stared into his cup, unable to make himself look up now, for the fire of embarrassment burned under his skin. He probably thinks I’m as cracksie as an old loon…He was beginning to wonder himself.

Fenelon seated himself in the other chair and sighed.












  







FIFTEEN
 

The carriage stopped just after the dark hour to trade horses at a post inn. Tane had dozed off earlier, but Vagner could not. This small body felt every jostle and jolt of the carriage as it stumbled over every rut and stone in the road. Sleep was impossible, and while demons did not always need sleep, Vagner was tired and hungry.

Back at the inn, before they set off, he’d been presented with a charred bit of rabbit lavished with cooked roots, and some bread and cheese and ale on the side. Demon appetites found these things repulsive, and Vagner said so. Still, Tane ordered the demon to eat, and Vagner took mouthfuls and chewed, but as soon as Tane’s attention turned elsewhere, Vagner would spit the mash into a linen napkin. Later, the demon dumped the mess under the table, not the least bit concerned about what the innkeeper would think when he found it.

When the carriage lurched to a halt, Tane awoke and yawned. “Stay here,” he said and got out to oversee the changing of the animals as well as stretch his legs.

“Of course,” the demon muttered and winced, still not use to the dulcet whisper of the woman-child whose form he wore. He leaned back with his arms folded across the soft chest, and waited only long enough for Tane to move out of line of sight before throwing off the woolen cloak and quietly slipping out the other side of the carriage. Hitching the skirts up between his knees in the manner he had seen washer women wear theirs, Vagner sprinted for the nearest copse. There, the demon crouched and waited, making certain he had not been seen. So far, no one seemed to notice. Good. Satisfied his escape was a success, he made for the deeper woods that backed the countryside around the post inn and listened.

Demon powers may have been firmly locked under Tane’s spell, but demon senses of sight, smell and hearing were as acute as ever. The rustle of a coney in the thicket had all his attention now. Vagner heard the pitter-pat of its small heart and smelled its warm blood. The demon started to drool. Here was a life, small though it might be, but certainly much more to a demon’s taste than something that had been killed, burned and slathered with a slimey mortrews of beets and carrots and turnips.

Vagner crawled on all fours now, and though small stones gouged hands and knees, he was too intent on the prey to care. Perhaps he did not possess demon magic, but demon hunting skills were intact too. If he could just learn to ignore the discomfort…He advanced as a cat would. A step…pause…another…freeze. He could see the coney now. It fed on the seed grasses that grew in patches of open space. And it was not alone. A dozen or so of its cousins and kin were also present, long ears twitching. Little bodies would flinch on guard then resume feeding as though nothing were amiss. Alert little creatures.

A step, pause, a step, pause. Vagner was but a few feet away, crouched like a fox in the shadows. Then he sprang and the conies scattered and rushed about in a panic that never followed a straight line. Vagner was fortunate. A fine fat one ran straight at him then veered, but before it could escape, he had it by the throat. All his weight broke its back as he landed on it. The creature jerked and twitched in his grasp, but was unable to alter its fate. 

Vagner snarled and sank teeth into the throat, tearing flesh and savoring the hot, coppery tang that spurted into his mouth. The teeth of this form were not as efficient as his fangs, but with effort, he was able to rip away the hide and flesh, and feed first on the lights and liver. He ate the brains from the skull and tore the body into pieces. Once the flesh was gone, he sucked the marrow from its bones…

Predator senses went on the alert when a voice coughed, “Ahem…”

Vagner spun, staying low and clutching the leg bones in bloody hands. Like a wolf, he snarled in defense of his prey. The figure that stood in the trickle of moonlight that found paths through the canopy of trees made no attempt to interfere. Tane merely folded his arms across his chest, revealing the talisman wrapped in bronze harp wire that was normally hidden by his robes.

“What are you doing?” Tane asked.

Vagner continued to crouch protectively over the scattered remains of the coney. “I was hungry,” the demon said, disliking the childish whine of his voice.

“You ate at the inn,” Tane said.

“That was dead and charred…I do not eat carrion that has been burned,” Vagner retorted. “I must have live prey.”

“You eat my carrion well enough,” Tane said.

“You give me no choice,” Vagner said. “I would prefer you left a little life in them to feed my needs…I will die without live prey, and then what good will I be to you?”

Tane smiled. “Very well, monster. Finish your coney quick, and then go wash the blood from your hands and face. You look like some mad wild child from a Keltoran bogie tale.”

Vagner grinned. It pleased him to know he could still look horrible. Maybe this form had certain advantages…

“I’ll go fetch you a clean dress,” Tane said. “You can bury that one in the woods. And the next time you want to go feeding, let me know first or I shall let you wear that form permanently and sell you to slavers…”

Tane turned and headed back. Vagner sneered at the bloodmage’s back with even white teeth covered with blood and finished his coney before searching for water. He found a nearby stream, and a pool where moonlight turned the water into a mirror. The surface revealed a wild child covered with blood and tags of fur. Vagner grinned again, the plunged arms and face into the cold water to wash the sight away.

~

“Mind shields,” Fenelon said, haloed in the sunlight that streamed through the upper windows of his conjuring room, which also served as his vast library. “I think we should start with those.

“Mind shields?” Alaric said, looking up from the book he currently perused and copied from. “What are those?”

“Something you seem to lack,” Fenelon said with a grin. He pulled a book from the shelves and brought it to the stone table where Alaric worked. “They’re very useful, especially for protecting yourself from bad dreams.”

Alaric grimaced. Even in the brightness of day, he sensed the dark images still haunted the recesses of his mind. He just wished he could remember them.

He had finally managed to recall that they had something to do with Ronan’s death, but as to what…the rest was blurred shadows eluding him in the corners of his mind.

Once Alaric mentioned that, Fenelon launched into a number of theories as to why the dreams came. “Ronan died two years ago,” Fenelon had conjectured, “and you were eighteen at the time. Had you seen him at all that year?”

“Several times,” Alaric had admitted. “He was a regular visitor. In fact, he was at Gordslea Hold less that a fortnight before he died. He taught me a couple of new songs, and then he went off alone with Marda for a time. I remember feeling stung because he’d never sent me away to talk to Marda before.”

“Did he do anything else while he was there? Give you or Marda anything?”

“Well, he once gave me that psaltery I use, but that was several visits back. Oh, and he did restring the psaltery the last time I saw him, though I remember thinking the strings were just fine.”

Fenelon took a hard look at the psaltery itself then shrugged. “Nothing out of the ordinary about it,” he had said, sounding disappointed. “How did you learn of Ronan’s death?”

“Marda told me,” Alaric had said, fighting the wistful unease of old grief as he stared at the fire. “She came to me and told me she had felt his death… I…I remember crying not just because he was gone, but because I felt left out that he had not let me know of his death. But Marda told me I shouldn’t feel that way, and I should write a song to keep his memory alive. She gave me a melody Ronan had written down just for me, she said, though I didn’t understand why he hadn’t told me about it before. As soon as I started to play it…well, it was almost as though the words were already there in my head…”

Fenelon had mulled this news with interest. “So Ronan Tey wrote the music for his own ballad before he died? But how is that possible?”

Alaric had frowned. “I wrote those words, not him,” he said a little tersely. Though part of him then started to wonder. There were some things about that last visit that were vague in his mind…something he thought he should remember, but could not. “I do recall that when Ronan came by that last time, he was much quieter than usual. And when he went off with Marda, she seemed rather sad for days…”

As if he already knew he was going to die and had told her so, Alaric thought, sliding out of those memories with a frown. And then he realized Fenelon was staring at him.

“What?” Alaric said.

“Just what sort of relationship did you and Ronan have?” Fenelon ventured.

“I don’t understand,” Alaric said. “He was my teacher… my musical mentor. He taught me much about the ways of a bard because he said I had a natural talent.”

“And how did you feel about him?”

Alaric raised an eyebrow. “Well, I loved him…” He saw Fenelon’s brows twitch. “He was the older brother I never had.”

“Were you ever…intimate with him?”

“No!” Alaric said fiercely. “How dare you suggest such a…He was my friend and my teacher, and I’ll not have you suggesting there was something more to our relationship than…”

“All right,” Fenelon said with a chuckle and reared back, holding up his hands. “I only asked because thought it might help us to figure out why you suddenly had this dream about his death.”

“But you’re suggesting that I…I…I don’t know what you’re suggesting, but I don’t like it!”

Fenelon laughed, his voice echoing throughout the chamber. “Relax, Alaric, I’m sorry I brought it up. Ronan was very good at keeping all his secrets.”

“What secrets?” Alaric said.

Fenelon leaned on the table so that he was eye level with Alaric. “I know more than half the brothels from one end of Ard-Taebh to the other and the women in those places like to gossip about their conquests.  I have never once heard of Ronan bedding anyone, to be honest, even though he was a frequent visitor at those brothels. In other words Ronan Tey never slept with a woman in his life.”

“Well, neither have I, up to this point,” Alaric blurted, then grimaced because Fenelon’s grin widened fiercely.

“Alaric, what I’m saying is Ronan may have slept with boys…or rather, young men. And he would have been discreet about it since there are a few places in this grand land of ours where that sort of male bonding is frowned upon.”

“You’re making that up,” Alaric said. “I mean…that’s physically impossible…isn’t it?”

Fenelon laughed again. “I can see that a part of your education is going to involve a certain brothel I know of where the ladies are very clean and well trained in the aspects of educating young innocents to the nature of their sex…no matter what it may be.”

Alaric’s face heated, and he quickly looked away.

“In the mean time,” Fenelon continued, still smirking. “We should concentrate on teaching you how to shield your mind from the prying of others.”

“And just what does one have to do?” Alaric asked a bit mumpishly.

“Observe,” Fenelon said. He stretched across the table and put one hand to Alaric’s forehead and looked into his eyes. The warm touch slid into Alaric’s mind, presenting images of good food. Alaric smiled until something that was all fangs and claws came leaping out of the banquet, lunging for his face. With a yelp, Alaric tossed himself back. His chair suddenly tipped over, and he would have crashed to the floor. Fenelon’s hands snagged Alaric’s, giving the youth sufficient time to get his feet under him and keep from banging his chin on the book open on the table before him.

“Mind shields are useful walls you can build in your head to keep out that very sort of thing,” Fenelon said and let go. “Granted, they are useless against someone like Etienne who is a powerful truth reader, but they can keep others from reading your mind and tearing your secrets from you.”

“I have no secrets,” Alaric said, righting his chair and looking annoyed.

“They are also useful in deflecting various forms of mental attack,” Fenelon said. “Magic isn’t all fun and games, Alaric. There are mageborn and bloodmages aplenty who would use their mind skills to battle yours. For instance, I could make you believe you were being devoured by flames, or that your hands were splitting open and crumbling, and you would actually feel that pain.”

Alaric frowned. “So how do I make these walls?”

“Sit down,” Fenelon said, and Alaric obeyed. Fenelon moved around the edge of the elaborate circle marked on his floor, calling on elemental energy to form an invisible barrier of stricturing. Alaric could feel the tingle of the spell wall as it closed around them and severed them from outside influences he had noticed here and there in the keep. Once the circle was complete, Fenelon stepped around behind Alaric, resting hands on his shoulders.

“First step,” Fenelon said. “Relax and let your mind fold into darkness. Clear it of all thoughts.”

Alaric took a deep breath, closing his eyes as he sought to clear his mind as Marda had taught him. His awareness of his center of power grew as he did, revealing the golden heat that was the core of his mageborn essence.

“Oh, no, don’t even think of that,” Fenelon’s voice whispered inside of Alaric’s head. “Put everything aside. Be nothing in your own mind.”

Alaric took another deep breath and tried again. This time, he succeeded in making his mind a void…except now he could sense Fenelon’s invasion. The master mageborn’s essence poked and pried through memories like a thief… “Gee, an awful lot of stuff floating around in here…wonder why it’s so dark over there…”

“Hey!” Alaric blurted. “Get out of my head!”

Fenelon chuckled most wickedly. “This is a part of it,” he said, and his voice rang around in a mocking song. “Go ahead, close me out…hide your precious secrets from me if you can…”

“How?” Alaric wailed, and realized he was looking around in his own mind at the quicksilver aura that was Fenelon.

“Build walls.”

“With what?”

“With yourself…with me…” Fenelon whispered. “With whatever you can find. After all, you already know the spell for making walls of air or fire or earth…”

Alaric took another deep breath. “Tog balla de…” he whispered in his mind and reached for elemental power. There was little to be found outside him, for the circle of protection kept them locked away. Alaric was forced to reach inside, but as soon as he started to draw from his own power and put up the mental barriers between himself and Fenelon’s essence, the master mage would tear them down.

“You’ll have to do better than that,” Fenelon teased.

Frustrated, Alaric tried harder, seeing a wall laid brick by brick in his mind. But every time he set them in place, Fenelon knocked them aside, invading Alaric’s mind with alarming clarity and sifting through Alaric’s memories. Anger rose in Alaric, and he was exhausting himself drawing the power from his own essence.

And then it occurred to him. He was wasting his own energy with this effort, while Fenelon’s essence glowed strong. So on impulse, Alaric began to jerk and tug at what was there. He seized bits of Fenelon’s own power and used them to mortar the mental bricks. Instead of going down, the wall grew, and while Fenelon continued to batter small pieces of it away, his own essence waned. At last, Fenelon stopped, and Alaric wedged the last brick of power firmly into place.

He suddenly gasped and felt Fenelon’s touch draw away. Opening eyes, Alaric turned. Fenelon leaned on the table, breathing hard and grinning.

“Very good, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “Mind you, I was merely invading. A bloodmage might throw in pain spells to keep you from drawing their essence, but that’s another step. We’ll try again tomorrow. For now, I think it’s high time we paid a visit to the Inner Library and took a look at that map.” He drew away from the table as he spoke and almost casually gestured to break down the circle of protection.

Alaric nodded. He felt more satisfied than he had moments ago. He quickly made notes of the battle’s outcome on the pages of his journal then followed Fenelon out of the conjuring room.














  







SIXTEEN
 

The library at Dun Gealach was as quiet as a tomb as Fenelon led Alaric through the corridors and the stacks. They passed a number of chambers where scholars worked diligently copying scrolls and books, and apprentices and masters surveyed pages upon pages of text. Faint whiffs of magic welled through the air sometimes. Some of it felt wonderful to Alaric, but then he would encounter rare bits of magic or essence that made him itch or feel uneasy.

At last, they came to a heavy set of arched doors, thick oak banded in iron. Over the arch, the stone had been carved with “Inner Library.” In one of the big doors was a smaller one which sat open. Fenelon ducked his head and stepped through. Alaric followed when the dazzle of magic danced sharply across his skin. The sensation so startled him, he whipped around to seek the source. On this side, the heavy door was carved with faces and arms he swore were shifting as though alive. As he watched, one set of carved eyes actually closed, opened and changed focus so they stared straight at him. Alaric gasped and backed away, only to bump into Fenelon.

“Horns!” Alaric hissed, and immediately earned black looks from several mageborn who occupied the chamber. He ducked his head and concentrated on his surroundings, hoping they would go back to their work and ignore him.

The room was long, and the ceiling was high and arched the whole length. Globes of mage light dangled from overhead. Rows of tables and lecterns followed the wall to either side, and it was here that the scholarly sorts now turned back to their books and scrolls to work. The air reeked of magic woven tight. More faces and figures were carved into the wall, and here and there, statuary of wooden creatures stood guard over tables and niches and the occasional alcove that broke the length. Alaric was unnerved to note that even the statues seemed to be watching him now.

“What is this place?” he whispered.

Fenelon pressed a finger to his own lips as a warning that silence was strictly adhered to in this place. He offered Alaric his hand, and Alaric took it with a puzzled frown. At once, he felt Fenelon’s essence slipping into his mind as it had in that morning’s lesson, but this time, there was no probing.

“This is Scholar’s Hole…the Inner Library,” Fenelon’s voice flashed through Alaric’s head. “This is where mageborn come to study books and scrolls and the various items of power that have been gathered over the years. And you’re not allowed to speak aloud in this place. Silence is the rule.”

“But the walls…the doors…the statues…Are they really alive?” Alaric thought back.

“Guardians,” Fenelon replied. “Elementals in most cases. They’re harmless so long as you obey the rules…”

“Rules?” Alaric responded.

Fenelon merely pointed to a wooden plaque, one of several that ranged about the walls. Words had been carved into them. Alaric was gently propelled closer so he could read them.



WARNING

No Speaking

No Reading Aloud

No Spell Casting

No Fire of Any Sort

No Eating or Drinking

No Feeding or Harassing the Guardians

Under No Circumstances May Materials from This Collection Be Removed From This Chamber

Be Advised That Any Infraction of These Rules Will Result In Expulsion From The Library, Termination of Library Privileges, or Being Devoured.



Alaric glanced warily at one of the closest statues. It grinned, revealing rows of fangs, and licked wooden lips with a wooden tongue.

“Come on,” Fenelon whispered in Alaric’s mind before releasing his hand and starting away. 

Alaric obeyed, more than eager to put some distance between himself and the carving. He followed Fenelon the length of the room. At the far end, they stopped before a counter where a heavy-set mageborn peered through spectacles as he marked a sheaf of parchment. This librarian only looked up when Fenelon placed his hands on the counter and cocked his head. The librarian sighed and touched his hands to the counter as well, and Alaric became aware of a faint buzz. Out of curiosity, he leaned against the counter himself, placing one hand on the surface and concentrating. The conversation flooded his mind, and he bit his tongue to keep from gasping with wonder.

“…the original map of the Shadow Vale is in the Deep,” an unfamiliar voice replied. “It may take several days to retrieve it.”

“Several days!” Fenelon protested, and in spite of the fact the words were mere thoughts, Alaric winced at the anger in them. Fenelon’s brows tightened into a single line. “I need to see that map now…the sooner, the better.”

“I’m sorry,” the librarian said, “But I’m short staffed just now as it is, and already have a mountain of requests to fill before I can consider yours. As I said, the original is in the Deep, and that requires several days to find. There is a copy in the map room…”

“I’ve already seen that copy,” Fenelon argued, “and it’s incomplete.”

“Oh, must have been one of the maps we copied during the Shortshank Short Sheep Curse,” the librarian said.

“The what?” Alaric found himself throwing into the conversation, and the librarian turned a jaundiced eye his direction.

“Do you always listen to other’s conversations?” the librarian said ruefully.

“He’s my apprentice,” Fenelon interjected. “Now I must see the original. The copy lacks some important information, and since I am investigating a matter at the orders of Turlough Greenfyn himself, I must see the map in order to solve a puzzle.”

“Very well,” the librarian said. “We will put a rush on the map and fetch it out of the Deep, but it will require at least two days.” He pulled one hand off the counter and pushed a scroll towards Fenelon. “Fill this out, please.”

Fenelon looked like he wanted to spit fire, but he snatched up a quill and rammed it into the inkpot, then scribbled something across the page, finishing with a flourish before stabbing the inkpot back in its holder. Then he turned, motioning for Alaric to follow and strode firmly down the length of the chamber. His shoulders were hunched, his fists clenched, and he marched at a pace that did not halt until he was out of the Inner Library and several corridors away.

“Two bloody days!” he snarled. “If Turlough had asked for the bloody map, it would have been brought out of the Deep with a snap.”

“Why not ask Turlough to request it?” Alaric suggested.

The black look that rounded on Alaric made him step back. Fenelon took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

“Never mind,” he said. “We’ll just have to wait two days.  Meanwhile, I want out of this wretched place. Care to join me?”

“Do I have a choice?” Alaric asked.

Fenelon chuckled. “Aye…the brothel or lessons.”

Alaric felt his face flush bright red. “I…uh…”

“The brothel,” Fenelon said. “You need to get rid of that bad case of flushing with embarrassment, and I could use a bit of release. On the way, I can tell you all about the Shortshank Short Sheep Curse…”

Before Alaric could protest, he was seized and whisked along.

“You see, there was this mageborn dwarf named Hiram Shortshanks who was having a trouble getting a wife, and one night while he was lamenting his lack of fortune in a mug of ale, some fool lout had the audacity to quip that Hiram was too ugly for a woman, and too short to shag a sheep, so in a drunken rage…”

Horns, Alaric thought as Fenelon rambled on about the curse. He hoped his father never heard about this.

Somehow, he would have bet lessons would be easier.

~

Tane’s carriage rumbled into the township of Dun Cranncorbie and eventually through the gates of the Woolweavers Inn. Vagner practically tore out of the box. The demon was hungry. Last night’s coney was but a morsel. Vagner needed larger prey to sate this ache in his belly.

But Tane must have sensed this. He came around the carriage and took Vagner by the arm as the demon sniffed the air in search of possible prey. “Come, child,” he said as though he really was an indulgent grandfather. “Mind the mud, my dear. We don’t want to get your pretty boots wet, do we?”

Vagner sneered down at the boots, tempted to pull free and head for the nearest puddle, but Tane’s grasp was firm enough to prevent escape. They headed for the inn together, and Vagner sniffed the air again. The odor of lives was tantalizing, whetting the demon’s appetite to greater heights. By the blackest pits, if he did not feed soon…

The innkeeper was a stout man who bowed and fluttered foolishly at the sight of this rich looking old man and pretty child entering his establishment. “My Lord, Malcolm MacGregor at your service. How can I assist you?”

“I require private chambers for my granddaughter and myself this night,” Tane said. “We will also require hot baths and meals in our rooms. Have you a good woman to attend my grandchild? Her nurse took ill a few days ago and had to be discharged.”

“Oh, most certainly, my lord,” MacGregor humbled himself in another bow. Likely, he was seeing a large return of sgillinns for his services. Would he be so humble, the demon wondered, if he knew he was going to be paid in imaginary silver? “My own good wife has a way with the young and will gladly assist. Lorna, my love…?”

A woman nearly as wide as the door ambled out into the main room, wiping her hands on her apron. “Aye, Malcolm, what is it, husband?”

“His lordship requires a good woman to attend his granddaughter.”

Mistress Lorna smiled and approached. “Aye, little dove, what’s your name?”

Vagner smelled the odors of spices and fresh bread clinging to the woman, but under it all, he caught the whiff of warm blood. He tried very hard not to drool. Now here was dinner to contemplate, a venerable feast of mortal flesh. More than enough to sate a demon’s hunger. But then, he felt Tane’s hands take the tiny shoulder and squeeze hard. “Go on, child, don’t be shy. Tell our good hostess your name.”

“Vagnera, mum,” the demon said and smiled sweetly. Vagner even managed a proper curtsey.

“Vagnera,” Mistress Lorna said, straightening up. “A pretty name for a pretty lass,” though the narrowing of her eyes said otherwise.

“An old family name, passed down to the first daughter in every generation…” Tane said.

“Ah,” Mistress Lorna said and smiled again. She a lovely lass, my lord, and I dare say, she’ll be turning heads in a summer or two. You mark my words.”

Turning heads, Vagner reflected, was a good way to break necks if done swiftly. He wondered if this form had the strength to break Mistress Lorna’s neck.

“Come, child,” Mistress Lorna said and offered her hand. “Let’s get you upstairs and pick you a proper room.”

Tane took a moment to crouch so he met Vagner’s eyes. The bloodmage gently brushed back the curls and said, “You behave now, my precious.” His lips touched Vagner’s forehead in a brief kiss, but the touch shot coldly into the demon’s thoughts. “Don’t you dare eat her,” Tane warned.

Vagner almost pouted in response. By the barbed tail of the black one, you never let me have any fun, he thought darkly.

Tane rose, patting Vagner’s cheek. Mistress Lorna took Vanger’s hand and began to prattle warmly as she led the starving demon-child towards the stairs.

~

Lessons most certainly would have been easier, Alaric reflected as he sat on the edge of a large bed, pulling on his boots, but admittedly not half as much fun. First, there had been the shock of watching the women in this establishment flock to Fenelon like crows to carrion. Then there had been much noise and laughter around the choosing of companions. Fenelon selected four, but one, it turned out, had been selected specifically for the task of introducing Alaric to the pleasure of flesh. Her name was Juliana, and she looked to be somewhere between the ages of Alaric’s mother and his eldest sister, which made him all the more uneasy at first. Still, she knew her business, far better than he did, and she remained as patient as stone. She was gentle and kind and talked as much as she thought necessary to put him at ease before she showed him the ropes of pleasure.

Alaric felt absurd. He knew the mechanics of the act. With older sisters to torment him, it was hard not to know. And there had been his father’s occasional speeches about a man’s duty.

Alaric finished dressing. It was growing dark outside now, and he wandered downstairs of the brothel house where merry sounds filled the air. As soon as he stepped into the common room, a round of applause greeted him, started by Fenelon who now claimed space on a side bench, surrounded by a bevy of lasses not otherwise occupied.

“Horns,” Alaric growled and started to flee the chamber. That his face was burning as bright as the sun could not be denied.

“Oh, come on back, Alaric,” Fenelon called. “The ladies are preparing a table for us…”

Alaric hunched his shoulders and caught his thumbs in his belt and reluctantly obeyed. He was not familiar enough with the sprawl of Caer Keltora to find his way back to Dun Gealach alone anyway, and he certainly could not gate himself to Eldon Keep. So he crossed the room, watching the floor planks pass under his feet, and claimed a chair that put his back to the room full of grinning faces.

“Alaric,” Fenelon said. “You should be smiling, my young friend.”

“At what?” Alaric asked, and thought, At the fact you’re as lascivious as a satyr and I’m the joke of the house?

“My, my,” Fenelon said and leaned forward. “It wasn’t all that bad, was it?”

Alaric took a deep breath, stilling the bit of ire trying to crest like a wave. “No,” he said. “It wasn’t bad.”

“Then what?” Fenelon said and spread his hands.

Alaric lowered his voice so only mage hearing could perceive his words. “What would Etienne think if she saw you just now?”

Fenelon leaned back. “Precious little, I would imagine.”

“I thought you loved her,” Alaric said.

“I do,” Fenelon said and frowned. “Is that what’s bothering you?”

“Is it fair to her for you…us to be here?” Alaric asked.

Fenelon smiled and sighed. “Ah,” he said. “You think she and I…”

“Well, aren’t you?” Alaric blurted. “I mean, after what I saw pass between you last night…”

Fenelon motioned for his companions to leave, and they did, giggling among themselves. Slowly, Fenelon leaned forward again, looking boldly into Alaric’s eyes.

“Etienne and I have an understanding, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “She knows that I love her, and in truth, she loves me, and though it is really none of yours or anyone else’s business…” Alaric blinked, feeling stung by the hint of rebuke. “…we have been intimate over the years. But Etienne is a smart woman. She knows what a rogue and a rake I am when it comes to the fairer sex. I’m not the sort of man who settles down with a woman. Knowing that does not make any difference to her, for which I am always grateful. We long ago agreed we could freely love one another and still go on with our lives. Besides, Etienne is far more devoted to her students than she will ever be to me or any other man…”

Alaric pulled his lower lip into his teeth and looked aside. Horns, he felt like a fool.

“Come on,” Fenelon said and rose. “I think our meal is ready.” He stopped just behind the chair. “Oh, and I think it would do you a world of good to learn to loosen up a bit, lad…” A hand suddenly whacked Alaric gently across the top of his head.

“Hey!” Alaric protested.

“I’ve no patience with thick skulls or small minds,” Fenelon said. “The world’s not as black and white as you would paint it in your precious ballads, Alaric. Now come on, or I’ll have to thump you again for being a surly and disobedient apprentice.”

Fenelon started on. Alaric snarled an oath and bound from his chair to follow.

“You thump me again, and I’ll tell Etienne,” Alaric said.

Fenelon grinned. “You do that,” he said, “and I’ll just have to tell everyone at Dun Gealach your still…” He lowered his voice and wagged his eyebrows. “…an innocent.”

“I am not, no thanks to you,” Alaric said as Fenelon started on, forcing him to follow.

“And just who do you think they would believe?” Fenelon quipped.

“Me,” Alaric replied. “They all know you too well…”

“Oh, another good one, young bard,” Fenelon said and slapped a hand to his heart in mock affront. Then he swung around and lightly whack Alaric on the back of the head again. “Mind your manners.”

“I will when you learn to mind yours,” Alaric said, rubbing the back of his head. “That hurt…”

Fenelon laughed.














  







SEVENTEEN
 

With the practiced ease of a thief, Vagner opened the shutters and peered out the window. Night’s moon hid behind a cloud, leaving the streets blanketed in pitch. A true dark hour, the demon reflected as he hitched a leg over the windowsill. Demon eyes had no trouble seeing in such a dark, and Vagner judged the distance to the ground, tempted to jump. Then again, this form he wore would probably be damaged by such a long drop. He sighed and lowered himself by less convenient means, digging fingers and toes into beams and loose plaster of the daub and wattle surface. Slow progress eventually took him to the ground. There, the demon sat down just long enough to pull on a pair of soft-soled boots—a necessity since these feminine feet lacked the horny pads of his true form—then scuttled into the nearest shadows.

By the Black One’s barb, Vagner was so hungry his small stomach cramped. It had been murder to put up with the landlady’s company, for her plump flesh had been so tempting. She had helped the demon to bathe and dress before bringing up a tray. Once more, Vagner was forced to pretend to eat the lamb stew in thick broth. Fortunately, there’d been an ample napkin of linen for him to slip the food into whenever the woman turned her back, and later he dumped all that into the chamber pot. But then, the landlady had dressed him for bed and offered to sit with him until he fell asleep, forcing the demon to pretend to doze off just to rid himself of her company. Once she had left, Vagner quickly barred the door then waited until hunger frayed at his patience for the dark hour to arrive.

Once in the shadows, Vagner followed the wall to a postern gate behind the stables. He lifted the bar and set it aside, then pulled the gate open and stepped out into an alley that stank of piss and stale water and dog excrement. The demon wrinkled his nose and tested the air for more attractive odors. Mortalborn. Plenty were still on the streets in spite of the late hour. Vagner moved quietly along, pacing like a predator, avoiding the puddles between broken cobbles. Most windows were dark as he reached the main street.

Demon hearing picked up the strains of musicians squawking bawdy songs—several of which Vagner recognized—and the rich odors of hops and ale and men rode the winds. Vagner eagerly followed the smells and the sounds.

He located the tavern just off the main road where a warren of alleys met. Such a noisy little place it was. A number of its patrons staggered out into the streets to relieve their bladders against the walls of the adjoining structures. The demon waited in the shadows and watched. Not too big a one, he thought as he surveyed his possible prey. But not too thin or old or drunk. Ale spoiled the taste of man’s flesh, and aged blood was never as sweet.

A man was suddenly assisted through the door by no gentle means. The surly barkeep dumped this customer on the cobbles and left him there, shouting back over one shoulder, “Next time, you bring more than a few coppers if you want to drink in my house!”

The barkeep disappeared through the open door, and the expelled patron turned and muttered, “Oh, I will good sir.” 

His slovenly demeanor changed abruptly. He appeared quite sober as he extracted a small purse from his trews and hefted it. The audible clink of coin filled the air. “A good night’s work, if I must say so myself.” He pulled himself upright with a more confident air and headed up the streets.

That one, the demon thought, and felt for the small dagger he’d borrowed from his good hostess—though she was unaware of the loan. This man was neither too large nor too small. Perfect for the demon’s needs. As the man turned up an alley, Vagner sprinted along what he hoped was a parallel route, keeping ears tuned to the distinctive clop-plot of the man’s unevenly soled boots. Vagner got far enough ahead to find a narrow cutover between buildings. There, the demon took time to splash bits of muddy water on his linen shift so it clung temptingly to his form. He splashed more on his face, and crouching against the wall, he pretended to weep.

The echoing sound of the boots halted, and through gapped fingers, Vagner saw a shadow stretch into the length of the alley.

“Here, now, what’s this?” the man said.

Vagner looked up, feigning fright and started to rise with the wall for support.

“Easy now, lass,” the man said. “I mean ye no harm.” Still his big hand snapped out to catch Vagner’s small wrist in a powerful grasp, and his eyes roamed up and down the trembling form. “Now don’t you be frightened. You just tell old Sully what’s the matter, aye?”

Vagner put on the appropriate front of being frightened of this man. “I’m lost,” he whimpered. “I ran away, and I’m lost.”

“Ran away?” Sully said. “Why ever for?”

“That man wanted to buy me, and papa was going to sell me, but I didn’t want to go,” Vagner said between snubs. “But papa said I had to ‘cos I wasn’t good for nothing except a bedwarmer…”

“Did he now?” Sully said. His surprise was so fake the demon fought a howl of laughter.

“So I ran away, but now I’m lost and I’m cold and I’m hungry, and I don’t have any place to sleep…”

Sully grinned, and his big hand lightly brushed the demon’s budding breast. “‘Tis a sad father that would sell such a pretty daughter to such a cruel fate. I tell ye what, child. Why don’t ye come with me? I’ll take ye back to me place and let ye sleep there for the night. Tomorrow, we can wait to decide what’s to be done with ye…”

“I dunno…” Vagner said and pulled back.

Sully’s big arm went around the tiny waist, drawing the demon close, and his free hand closed over the demon’s mouth to prevent any cries. He hefted the struggling child under his arm and carried the demon several streets away to a dilapidated old house. Here the air was tainted with the stink of a river and mud, and the odors of fish. Once they were inside, Vagner fought just enough to be convincing as Sully held his new-found prize down. But before the man could get under the layers of linen, Vagner drew the small dagger and plunged it deep into Sully’s throat, lunging for the fountain of blood with an open mouth.

It was a good feast, even if the flesh could have used a bath…

~

Alaric dreamed of a wall that night. One of old stone, much like those that filled the tower of Gordslea Hold. But this wall rose so it disappeared into shadowy mist above. Below his feet were rushes covering a familiar floor. Alaric crouched and brushed green reeds aside, and found flagstones marked with old runes, the edge of a magic circle engraved and painted by a hand so much older than his own. They had been there since he was a child.

I’m in the old tower. The one Marda had claimed as her own apartments when she came to live at Gordslea Hold and teach Alaric the ways of magic. He stood upright and looked around, seeking other objects of familiarity. But all he saw were shadows around the edges of the walls, and unclear images of the old furnishings were visible. Marda’s favorite chair and his stool where he sat when she taught him stood out. So did the trunk that had eaten him as a lad, and the old robe wrapped menacingly around the mannequin.

“Marda?” Alaric called softly. She always heard him, even when he whispered. In fact, she had taught him a silly game when his power first manifested. She would blindfold herself, and Alaric would try to creep up and snatch the kerchief from her hand. It took him years to learn that no matter how quietly he moved, she could still hear him. Marda may not have been a powerful mageborn where magic was concerned, but she had sharp ears.

“Marda, are you there?” Alaric said. He felt as though someone was, but twisting and turning, he saw no one at all. Just the shadows moving like smoke around him.

With a sigh, he turned his attention to the wall. There had not been one in that particular location in the tower to his knowledge. This wall was literally cutting away one quarter of the large room. He put his hand to it, intending to brush it with mage senses. But the moment he touched it with the mere tips of curious fingers, the surface burned like ice, and his concentration ended abruptly. It felt like he had grabbed hold of a bee, for something in the stone buzzed with life. Alaric stuck his fingers in his mouth to ease the sting and took several steps back from the sense of menace the wall inspired. His touch had left an indentation, and the wall rocked slightly, as though its surface were composed of some gelatinous matter. Then the spot filled in and the wall returned to its solid appearance.

What in the name of Cernunnos? Alaric paced the wall, looking for an opening and found none. He took a deep breath, determined to touch the wall again. Once more, it stung, burning his hand with the icy pain, but Alaric only pushed harder, gritting his teeth. His hand suddenly went through the solid mass as thick and soupy as mud. With a gasp, he jerked his hand free. There was an opening now, and he had to hunch down to peer through the slowly shrinking gap.

He saw a well-illuminated section of the tower, backlit by the window, revealing the rest of the conjuring circle carefully uncovered and primed with power. Little whiskers of lightning seemed to dance through the air, and cover a pair of hands. Ronan’s hands. He was restringing the psaltery and humming some strange and ancient song. Alaric knew the words. Knew the tune. But before he could remind himself of what it was, the hole oozed shut.

“Ronan!” Alaric called. “Ronan, what are you doing?”

He had some faint recollection of asking that before, but the only answer he got now was the silence that followed the whisper of his own echo.

Not fair! he thought. Some secret matter was taking place behind that wall. Something he should have known. In anger, Alaric scouted for something with weight and strength. He seized up the stool on which he had sat while Marda taught him the rudiments of elemental power. Hard oak warmed in his grasp, and the weight felt all wrong. 

This is the way of dreams, he thought as he stalked back over to the wall. With a shout, he battered the stool against the false stone. It dented and gave, only to reclaim its previous form. Alaric struck harder, again and again, rapidly slamming hard wood against the soft surface until it was pushed in and unable to return to its natural shape under the battering of his rage. He hit it one more time and felt the wall give. A tear opened, a much bigger one than before, gaping like a mouth turned on its side. He used the stool to push the stinging edges back, and started to push his way through…

A hand thrust through the hole, clasped itself to his forehead and pushed him back. The hand was followed by an arm, a shoulder, a face.

“Ronan?” Alaric croaked.

Ronan Tey’s eyes shone with an unnatural power. He pressed forward until he and Alaric were well away from the wall, yet still in the circle’s realm, and there Ronan pulled Alaric close, practically drawing the youth into a strong embrace that would not yield to Alaric’s struggles. The one hand never left his forehead, and it was the same hand Alaric saw severed in his dream. Right hand, hand of power, hand of giving. It stayed there, filled with warmth. Alaric felt as though the soft wall was closing in, cutting away his will. The bitter taste of cinnamon and cloves burned his tongue as the power grew around him.

“Forgive me, Alaric,” Ronan whispered. “Maybe one day you will understand that this is the only way… Remember not…”

The world went dark. Ronan disappeared, but the wall remained. Alaric cried out in rage and struck it with his fist, it was as solid as real stone and as smooth as marble.

“No!” he cried. “No!” He battered it again, then pressed his head against it and began to weep. “Ronan…what is happening to me…what did you do to me?” he whimpered through his own ragged sobs.

“It was the only way,” that familiar voice echoed out of time.

Alaric blinked and opened his eyes. The wall was still there. Very real and very warm under his tear dampened face. It was smooth and polished, like the ones in…

Alaric pulled back. He was standing alone in his bedchamber at Eldon Keep. The wall he now faced was the one beside the hearth, part of the huge stone fireplace.

“What?” he muttered. What was he doing here, standing barefoot and alone. He had dreamed, had he not? Something about Ronan? He could not remember…

But he could feel the burn of pain in his right hand, and when he looked down, he saw blood on his knuckles. Alaric gasped when he tried to move it. The hand was stiffening.

“Oh, Horns,” he murmured as he staggered over to his chair to sit down and fathom how it came to be injured.

But his mind would not let him. All thoughts were on the presence of pain.

By the Silver Wheel, he hoped it wasn’t broken…










  







EIGHTEEN
 

Alaric cleaned the hand in the ewer, and found some old linen to wrap it in. But by the next morning, the hand was swollen and bruised, and he felt a little queasy.

“Horns, Alaric, why didn’t you wake me?” Fenelon said. He insisted on examining the injury, poking it to see if the hand was broken, and Alaric stifled several shouts of protest when tender spots met with more pressure than he liked. “We better get you to a healer first thing…”

“Oh, it will be all right…I don’t need a healer…” Alaric sputtered and pulled his hand free, cradling it close like a wounded child.

“Sorry, but that’s too serious to ignore,” Fenelon said firmly. “We’re going back to Dun Gealach, and I won’t take no for an answer. And if you insist on being stubborn, Alaric, I shall just be forced to carry you back over one shoulder. Won’t that be a sight for the gossips?”

Alaric rolled his eyes. Fenelon had the advantage of height, but Alaric was sure he could raise enough of a fuss to keep the task from being simple.

“I mean it,” Fenelon said. “Just how in the name of Cernunnos did you manage to do that anyway?”

Alaric shrugged. “I guess I must have accidentally hit it on the wall as I slept…”

“That is not just an accidentally hitting the wall injury,” Fenelon said. “That’s a full scale trying to brutally batter the wall senseless injury. Were you dreaming again?”

“I may have been…I don’t really know.” Alaric had agonized over that all night. Probably why he felt so cranky this morning.

“What do you mean, you don’t really know?”

“I don’t remember!” Alaric said, his tone pitched higher in protest. Horns, I sound like a ten-year-old, he thought and rubbed his good hand across his forehead. “I woke up standing at the wall, and my hand hurt, but I don’t remember what I was dreaming or why I even hit the wall…”

Fenelon frowned in concern. “We’ll worry about the reasons later,” he said. “Come on, I’m gating us back to Dun Gealach, and you’re going to go see the healer whether you like it or not.”

Alaric didn’t like it, but he knew he wouldn’t get a choice, no matter how much he protested.

~

Tane discovered the blood-stained sleeping gown tucked under the bed, which was lucky in Vagner’s opinion. It much harder to explain to their hostess.

“You know I cannot keep buying you new dresses every time you ruin your old ones, and I cannot conjure you new ones either!” Tane said. “Everyone will think I spoil you.”

“That will be the day,” the demon muttered, then added aloud. “If I had my old form…”

“Mark my words, demon, if you don’t learn to control your ravening, you will be wearing another form. But it won’t be your own. It will be a lapdog.”

“That would be better than this,” Vagner said, listening to his voice growing petulant. “At least dogs have fangs…”

“Test my patience, and it will an old and toothless lapdog that has been castrated,” Tane said, cutting the air with one hand. “Now who have you eaten? And it damned well better not be the innkeeper’s wife!”

“Only some unsavory thief I found on the streets,” Vagner said, then added as Tane’s brows rose, “We were well away from here…”

“He couldn’t have been too unsavory,” Tane said, relaxing. “You’re as bloated as a tick.”

Vagner patted his rounded belly and grinned. “I don’t believe in waste,” he said.

Tane shook his head. “Just get dressed. We must be on our way. It’s still three days overland to Caer Keltora.”

Vagner sighed. He did so wish Tane would just forget all this secrecy and open a gate straight to the Keltoran capital. The demon was not so sure his meal would stay down if the road got too rough. Even Tane might have a difficult time explaining to the superstitious mortalborn why his “granddaughter” vomited blood and a few undigested fingers…

~

The healer was gentler this time. She even complimented Alaric on how well he had cleaned the barked skin of his knuckles. “I doubt that will even need stitching,” Mistress Miranda said.

Alaric merely winced and said nothing as she fixed his hand with her healing prayers. She warned the hand would be stiff for a day or two, and advised him not to pick arguments with any more walls before she sent him on his way.

Like I had a choice, Alaric thought as he left the infirmary flexing his hand. 

Fenelon was not waiting in the outer chamber, and briefly Alaric remembered Fenelon said something about asking Etienne a question, and how he would catch up with Alaric later. So with no one to tell him otherwise, Alaric wandered down to the student halls. Quite a crowd gathered there, sharing food and opinions. Alaric spied Wendon among them, holding court with a number of his peers, though he stood over them more like a master. Just as Alaric was considering finding another direction, he was seen. Wendon waved Alaric over, taking his arm and sizing him up as though he were a servant in need of new clothes.

“Look at you,” Wendon said loudly enough for the others to hear. “Why you don’t look as though you’ve gotten any sleep at all.” He shook his head in dismay. “He’s been keeping you up drinking and carousing, hasn’t he? I’ve heard he’s fond of spending long nights in the lowest taverns of Caer Keltora and beyond…”

“Actually,” Alaric said, aware of whispers and traded glances from the others as they listened, “Fenelon has yet to do anything so base in nature in my company.”

“Then why do you look so pale?” Wendon clearly looked disappointed that his first attempt at slander had failed.

Alaric held up his right hand, pointing to the faint scars on his knuckles. “I’ve just been to the infirmary,” he announced. “Nearly broke my hand on the wall last night.

“Missed him, did you?” Wendon said and smiled wickedly. “Can’t say as I blame you for trying. There’s many a soul from Keltora to Yewer who would like to punch Fenelon’s nose to the back of his head…”

“I did not try to hit Fenelon,” Alaric said with a sneer. He wasn’t about to admit he’d had his moments. “I tried to punch the wall.”

“Why?”

“I was angry at it for blocking my way,” Alaric said, hearing the ire tighten his voice.

“You were angry at a wall?” Wendon looked horrified. “Poor Alaric. Fenelon’s madness must be contagious…”

“I was dreaming, Wendon,” Alaric said…then stopped. “I was dreaming the wall was in my way,” he said more to himself.

“Oh, now that is absurd,” Wendon said. “You’re becoming as mad as Fenelon. Just where was this dream wall?”

Alaric frowned. “I don’t know. I didn’t want it to be there, but I had no choice. Excuse me…”

“Where are you going?” Wendon said as Alaric lurched away.

“To find Fenelon and tell him,” Alaric said.

He got just a glimpse of the frustration masking Wendon’s face before Alaric fled the hall.

He could not remember the whole dream, but he could remember the offending presence of the wall.

~

Finding Fenelon proved easier than Alaric hoped, and involved little more than stretching mage senses through the great hive of Dun Gealach to pinpoint that quicksilver presence. Alaric sensed Fenelon in one of the open courtyards, accompanied by Etienne’s warm aura. Eagerly, Alaric worked his way through the warren of adjoining keeps until he found the pair. They were seated together on a bench overlooking a small pool and canopied by a trellis of ivy. Their voices, while soft, carried to Alaric’s ears.

“Are you certain?” Etienne said.

“Oh, it’s there,” Fenelon said. “I only got a glimpse of it yesterday, and at the time I didn’t think much of it. I mean, any number of childhood traumas can cause one of those things to manifest within a mageborn’s mind. But with everything that has happened over the last few days…”

Alaric paused.

“Do you think he put it there himself?” Etienne asked. “That he built it deliberately?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Fenelon said and shook his head, “though I can’t help wondering why you didn’t notice it that night.”

“I was only looking for honest answers to Turlough’s questions,” she said. “Had I known there was a real need to look deeper…”

“Yes, well, likely I’ll try to get a closer look at it the next time I work on teaching him protective spells to stop his dreams.”

Alaric took a deep breath, frowning. They’re talking about me. He debated retreating then and there, when Fenelon rose suddenly and turned towards the gate where Alaric stood.

“Alaric?” Fenelon called.

Alaric froze, feeling like a rabbit that had just seen an owl swooping down from the sky. But Fenelon merely smiled and beckoned.

“Come on, Alaric,” Fenelon insisted. “We’re not going to bite.”

Alaric almost wished they would. He’d know how to deal with that. He took another deep breath and slowly crossed the path. Etienne watched him, her expression stoic and guarded. She remained seated and only smiled in acknowledgement when Alaric offered a respectful bow.

“So, exactly how much did you hear,” Fenelon said.

Horns! Alaric flinched and turned away, ready to bolt. But Fenelon caught Alaric by the arm and put asunder all hope of retreat. He could do no more than yield as he was drawn over to the bench and firmly seated there. Fenelon’s hand never deserted Alaric’s shoulder as though eager to make certain the younger mageborn stayed.

“It looks like we need to perfect your skills in the finer art of spying, Alaric,” Fenelon quipped. “You wear guilt like a peacock’s tail.”

“Fenelon,” Etienne said in soft rebuke.

“Well, it’s true,” Fenelon said and sat on the bench so Alaric was sandwiched between them.

No hope of escape at all now. Alaric took a deep breath, never taking his eyes off his own hands which clamped down on his own knees. “I gather I was the subject of this little conversation,” Alaric said.

“Of course you were,” Fenelon said. “Otherwise, Etienne and I would not have been having it in such a usually private place, and you wouldn’t be so red-faced about sneaking up on us…which I’ll give you credit for locating us when I didn’t tell you where we were to be found.”

“I was not sneaking,” Alaric said. “I deliberately sought you because I remembered something about last night.”

He closed his eyes, pulling the anger down.

Fenelon’s hand squeezed Alaric’s shoulder before deserting it. “We’re not angry with you, Alaric, and you have every right to feel angry yourself,” he said. “I merely wished to discuss this interesting little conundrum with Etienne before I approached you about it.”

“What conundrum?” Alaric opened his eyes to look at Fenelon.

“You’ve got a memory wall in your mind, my young friend,” Fenelon said and tapped a finger on Alaric’s forehead. “I saw it yesterday when I was teaching you to build them, but you started fighting back before I could get a good look at it. But even with that brief look, I could tell it was pretty powerful, and I don’t think you’re the one who put it there. A wall like that is a very complex spell that even some master mageborn find difficult to maneuver into place with that much precision.”

A memory wall? Alaric thought and cocked his head. “I came to tell you I remembered something from my dream last night. I dreamed of a wall in the tower that should not have been there…and I dreamed that I tried to get past it to see what lay being it, but I couldn’t.”

Fenelon’s left brow rose in a quizzical arch. “Hmmm. Memory walls will sometimes start to break down if something related to the trauma has occurred.”

“Like being attacked by the demon?” Alaric suggested.

“Possibly…but have you honestly ever encountered a demon before this one?” Fenelon said.

Alaric shook his head. “Not that I am aware of. Before a few days ago, the only demons I knew were those in the stories and songs I heard…and the ones in the bad dreams I had as a lad.”

“Then the demon’s attack may not be the cause…”

“But if not the demon, then what?”

“I need to look at that wall, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “I need to go into your mind—without you fighting me—so I can see it for myself. Etienne can monitor the spell, if she’s willing…” He glanced at her, and Alaric turned in time to see her nod and smile. “…And I think we should go back to Eldon Keep to try this. I think it would be wise to be well away from Dun Gealach before I risk this. Are you willing to let me roam around in your mind?”

“Will you be able to stop me from having bad dreams?” Alaric asked.

“Only if I put up walls, which I really don’t think would be wise at this stage. On the other hand, if I look at this wall, it might provide some clues to all the things that have happened to you lately. But it’s entirely up to you. I won’t force you to do this…I honestly can’t.”

Alaric nodded slowly. “All right. What must I do?”

“We’ll discuss that in detail once we get back to Eldon Keep. Etienne?”

“I’ll have to come a little later,” she said. “I need to make certain my students have enough studies to keep them occupied should this turn into a long vigil.”

“Fine,” Fenelon said. He clapped Alaric’s shoulder. “Come on, Alaric. We’ve our own preparations to make.”

Fenelon hopped agilely off the bench and started back up the path. Alaric rose, nodding to Etienne before following.

By the Silver Wheel, he hoped this would shed some light on matters.














  







NINETEEN
 

Alaric and Fenelon returned to Eldon Keep to prepare. The hour was moving close to midday. Fenelon’s servants hauled a pair of cots and two stools into the conjuring room, and the housekeeper brought pillows. Fenelon, however, saw to the actual arrangement of the cots, placing them close to the block stone table in the conjuring circle, then putting stools and pillows with each one at opposite ends.

“Why?” Alaric asked.

“If I’m going to be wandering around in your mind, I’d like a straight path back to my own should something go wrong,” Fenelon said.

Alaric frowned. “I don’t understand…”

“A mageborn can easily lose their mind if they let it wander,” Fenelon said. “I’d prefer not to lose mine if I can help it.”

Alaric politely refrained from suggesting it might be too late. Besides, the housekeeper came to announce Mistress Savala and one of her pupils were at the main gates requesting permission to enter, and Fenelon occupied himself with the task of playing the charming host.

Etienne brought Shona Ni’Warden to assist her, saying the lass was good at guiding. All this sounded strange to Alaric. Horns, but there was so much about magic Marda had barely known. He could not say her teachings were useless. Just limited and that saddened Alaric in a way. What had sounded so complex to him when he was learning the art from her now seemed absurdly simple in comparison to what he was being exposed to here.

He had little time to dwell on those thoughts, though. “You take that cot, Alaric,” Fenelon said and claimed the other. “Etienne, would you be so kind as to close the circle, love?”

“Of course,” she said and directed Shona to take the stool at the head of the cot Fenelon chose. Alaric claimed the other cot as Etienne walked the edge of the conjuring circle, lighting the cardinal candles with a whisper of a spell. “Wind and Flame, Salt and Sea, Let this circle be closed, I mote it be,” she said as she made a second pass around the circumference. She then claimed the stool at the head of Alaric’s cot, gesturing for him to lie down as Fenelon did.

“Give me your hand, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “And whatever you do, don’t let go until you feel me pull free.”

“All right,” Alaric said and set his grasp firmly in place.

“Now, close your eyes and listen to the sound of my voice. Clear your mind as you did yesterday…”

Alaric obeyed.

“Think of nothing, and open your mind, Alaric,” Fenelon said.

Alaric took a deep breath.

“Now, imagine a corridor opening up, joining your mind to mine,” Fenelon said. “An open corridor in any shape you desire…”

Alaric drew up the image. It was a long, straight tunnel of stone with a high arched ceiling, one that would not cause him to panic from being closed in. It was well lit, and the stones glowed with power. He sensed more than one essence building those walls. His own, Shona, Etienne, Fenelon, all weaving together to strengthen the bond that now joined them. Peace filled his mind, and he sensed no threat. At the far end of the tunnel, he saw a shadow flicker and take form as it sauntered forward at a familiar gait. Within moment, it was Fenelon who strode boldly down the corridor, smiling as he walked.

“Well met, Alaric Braidwine,” Fenelon said, but his voice sounded hollow and vibrated gently inside Alaric. “Shall we take the tour?”

Alaric turned back towards his inner self, and suddenly the corridor widened into an open courtyard.

Gordslea Hold. He was home, except the whole place seemed oddly bright. His father was at the low wall, discussing cattle with Alaric’s brother-in-law Durbin. Meg was tossing laundry over the line, and her belly was swelling with her first child. Alaric could sense its small life and hear its tiny heart beating swiftly under her own. The two younger of his sisters, Sine and Fiona were hauling water from the well, and Fiona was wearing her usual pout of dismay because the bucket was too heavy.

“I’ll help,” Alaric said, and started towards her.

“Don’t,” Fenelon commanded. “These are but recent memories, probably the last ones you saw before you left home. They’re nothing more than images of what you know. Let’s go find that wall. Where is it?”

“In the tower,” Alaric said and saw the open door and the spiral of stairs going up as the rest of the scenery slipped back into the shadows. “How…”

“Remember, these are just your own thoughts that you’re seeing,” Fenelon said. “Of course, they will shift and change quickly, just like they do when you dream. Lead on.”

Alaric sighed—at least in his thoughts—as he stepped through the door and started up the stairs. The climb looked as mysterious as it had that first day when he was seven. His small child’s hand touched the stones as a brace, and he gasped in wonder.

“Present self, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “Don’t go sliding into the past…not yet.”

Alaric shook himself and realized he was taller now, and his hand looked normal again.

“Focus on the purpose,” Fenelon said. “Ignore the rest.”

Alaric nodded and finished the climb to the landing. He crossed the short distance, light winking through the arrow slit on the opposite wall, and opened the door. Marda sat in her chair by the fire with her mending spread across her lap. She was old, white-headed and thin. Father had called her “That hatchet of a mage woman” in moments of rare frustration, for Marda had a mind of her own and was not afraid to express its whims. Still, for all those moments of agitation, Father had willingly given her the task of educating his mageborn son who endured her occasional tongue lashings because for the most part, Marda was kind, like a wonderful grandmother. As if her image heard that compliment of her character, she looked up and smiled.

“Focus, Alaric,” Fenelon ordered again.

Alaric let her image slide away. The tower room was actually a large, square chamber. Its former occupant had used dividers and bookshelves to make it into a veritable maze. Marda had cleared all these out and left the place large and airy. She packed many of the old mageborn relatives’ belongings into the numerous trunks now pushed back into corners and against walls. Alaric had enjoyed visiting the tower far more after her coming. Before, it had been too cramped, a feature that made his fear of small places worse. Except for the crates and trunks and the corner with her curtained bed, there was plenty of room…

Only now, he saw the wall, and it looked to have grown to encompass a third of the room. The sight of it sent a chill wandering through Alaric.

“That’s it,” he whispered as though afraid it would hear.

“Interesting,” Fenelon said. “He approached the wall, eying it in every direction. “Very interesting.”

“Well?” Alaric said. “How did it get here?”

“I won’t know that until I see what’s hidden behind it.”

The moment Fenelon said that, Alaric was seized with such a sense of dread. Cold swept through him, and he drew his arms across his chest to repress a shiver. “You’re not meant to,” he thought, but in here, it echoed as words from his mouth would.

“I gathered that much,” Fenelon said, looking back with a smile. His attention swung back around to the wall. “Well, let’s see what this does…”

Fenelon put forth his hand, holding it but inches from the surface, and the tingle of essence being drawn for a spell danced through Alaric. The grey slowly shimmered and began to redden, like a poker held in a fire. A trickle of unease raced down Alaric’s spine. Someone was displeased.

“Fenelon, be careful,” Alaric whispered.

“I’m fine,” Fenelon said, but the hint of strain rippled across his tightening shoulders, and his brows drew close in concentration as he whispered his spell. He glared at the wall.

The red became dark amber, then yellow-gold, spreading to a wider area of the stones. Alaric trembled more. Anger seethed around him, and it was not his own. Slowly, yellow brightened to glowing white. Bits of the wall sloughed away, becoming molten slag, and a tremor raced up and down its length. Fenelon shook, his muscled knotted so tightly, they corded about his neck and arms, and a frightful urgency rose in Alaric.

Stop him!
Don’t let him do this!
Fight him! A familiar voice was whispering those words to Alaric.

“Fenelon, stop,” Alaric said, wondering why Fenelon had not heard those words since they seemed to emanate from behind the wall itself.

“Easy, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “Just stay calm.” The white aura grew, and the wall thinned and rippled like a flag of silk in the wind.

Stop him! The voice thundered through Alaric, heavy as the beat of a drum.

“Fenelon, the wall is getting angry,” Alaric cried. “Please stop…”

“Nonsense,” Fenelon whispered.

Stop him! the other voice roared.

Alaric clapped hands over his ears. “Fenelon!” he shouted.

Maybe it was the urgency in Alaric’s voice that caused Fenelon to step back. But suddenly the wall began to collapse and spew a mixture of darkness and glowing slag, throwing it at Fenelon who cried out and tried to pull back. Stone became liquid, washing over Fenelon like a wave.

“No!” Alaric cried and charged at the mountain of liquid, but it flowed across him as well and trapped him like a tomb. With a shout, Alaric kicked and beat at the surface, but it pressed him down, closing in on him like the lid of that damned trunk. He suddenly turned seven again, shrieking in terror, imprisoned in a darkness that kept getting smaller and smaller. Panic surged through him, choking him, burying him…

And then pain, and a voice that cried, “Alaric, open your eyes! Please, open your eyes!”

Alaric did with a gasp, and for a moment, Etienne’s face swam before his own. Then Shona cried, “I can’t pull him out! He’s gone too deep…”

Etienne disappeared.

Alaric heard her shouting Fenelon’s name. He pushed himself groggily to his elbows in time to see Etienne rear back and slap Fenelon hard.

“Horns,” Fenelon sputtered, and his hands flew up to block the next blow. “Okay, I’m out…oh, horns, my head…” He sat up, hiding his face in his hands, swaying like a drunk. “Horns,” he muttered again. “Now that was an exciting adventure.”

Alaric sought to sit up as well, but in his concern he forgot the fog that possessed his own head. Then, pain exploded behind his eyes, plunging him off balance. He fell back, but because he had shifted angled, he suddenly went over the edge of the cot, gritting his teeth as he hit the cold floor.

“Oh, horns,” he heard Etienne growl as darkness embraced him.

~

Alaric awoke to the faint throbbing of his head and the strong sense that he was not alone. Opening eyes to learn who was there was no simple task. At least, he wasn’t being battered by sunlight. The only glow visible was a single mage globe of mute amber hovering over the table not far from the bed. He squinted, for the effort of focusing threatened to push pain to the forefront again.

Shona stood at the table, the light softening her features. She was a pretty lass. She hummed softly, and he realized she was carefully leafing through sheaves of parchment spread across the surface, smiling at them in a tender way.

Alaric shifted cautiously so he could see better, but the motion was detected. Shona looked up, her face flushing slightly.

“Oh, you’re awake,” she said. “I’m sorry.  I know I shouldn’t have been looking at your things…”

“S’all right,” Alaric said with a deep breath. “They’re only songs…”

“But they’re very good,” she said and came over to the side of the bed. “Are they yours?” Her hand touched his forehead before he could comprehend what she was doing. “I mean, did you write them?”

“Yes,” he said as the warmth of her flesh drew away.

“Good. No sign of mage fever in ye,” she said. She sat down on a chair by the bed and reached for a pitcher and cup. “Would you like some water?”

“Yes, thank you,” Alaric said, and realized his throat was feeling parched. His head thundered softly as he made an effort to sit up. Shona quickly set the water containers aside and offered to assist, adjusting his pillows for a brace. “Thank you,” he said again. She nodded and reached for the water once more. “So you can read music?” he asked, wanting something to distract him from the threat of pain hovering in his head.

“Oh, no,” she said and smiled, handing him the water. “I was just reading the words. They’re very nice.”

Alaric smiled and took a sip of water. He swallowed. “You’re just being kind,” he said. “Some of them are absolutely rotten.”

“They are not,” she said, and briefly, she reminded him of the youngest of his three sisters when he worried about playing for guests. Fiona would have chided him in that very same fashion. “They’re very lovely words, and you’re very good. I’ve heard you sing and play, remember?”

“Thank you,” he said. “But I don’t think I’ll ever be as good as my old master.”

“You’re still young,” she said, and he almost laughed aloud. She thinks I’m young? Why she was hardly past her sixteenth summer… “Does your head still hurt?” she asked.

“It’s trying to,” he admitted. “Where are Etienne and Fenelon?”

“Fenelon finally fell asleep,” Shona said, and looked just a little disappointed that Alaric had asked. “Etienne is probably with him now. He has a touch of mage fever, and she wants to make certain it didn’t get worse.”

“Is Fenelon all right?” Alaric frowned.

“Oh, he’s fine,” Shona said. “But I dare say you’ll be a bit woozy for a day or two.” She rose as she spoke. “I’d better go fetch Etienne now. She said she wanted to see you as soon as you were awake to make sure you were all right.”

Shona quickly headed for the door, and Alaric sighed. She seemed like a nice enough lass. Somewhere in the last day or so of babble, he vaguely recalled Fenelon saying Shona was a sheep farmer’s daughter whose father was quite relieved at not having to gather a dowry for her when the mage sign blossomed. A good solid girl was Fenelon’s assessment, and Etienne’s favorite pupil.

Alaric could see why. He was considering this when Etienne suddenly entered his room.

“Ah, good,” she said as she fluttered over to the bedside and claimed herself a seat on the edge. “Awake and no mage fever, I hear.” She looked into his eyes, turned his head side to side, felt his forehead and his throat as though testing for her own satisfaction. And he could not help but notice her clothing had been reduced to the thin linen under dress and vest. The laces of both hung loose, giving him a long deep view within. Her breasts were quite full, and he wondered if Fenelon had been addressing their beauty this evening.

“I said, does your head hurt?” Etienne asked, taking him firmly by the chin and forcing his gaze higher. A rather stern mask stiffened her features with disapproval.

“Oh…uh…yes and no,” he said and grimaced.

“Then I will fix you some of my special tea,” Etienne said as she let go. She purposefully snagged the laces and pulled them tight, and her eyes carried a fire that told him he had just earned her contempt. “It will help you to sleep. I fear both you and Fenelon will be light headed for the next day or so. I’ll have Shona bring you the tea. Since I really must stay with Fenelon, and you’re obviously feeling better, I shall let Shona sit with you tonight…”

“She doesn’t have to,” Alaric said, probably too quickly.

“I say she does,” Etienne said as she stopped at the door. There she turned and fixed him with a matronly glower. That glance would have sent him scurrying had his mother worn it. As it was, he felt impelled to pull the blankets up to his chin. “And let me tell you this, young Alaric Braidwine. I will expect you to be a perfect gentleman in Shona’s company. She is quite taken with you, and I will not have you take advantage of that. Do I make myself clear?”

A slap would have seemed gentler in Alaric’s opinion. “Yes, ma’am,” he muttered.

“Good,” Etienne said. “Sleep well.”

She shut the doors firmly in her wake. Alaric winced at the sharp echo reverberating on his eardrums.

“Horns, that was about the most bloody stupid thing you’ve ever done, Alaric Braidwine,” he murmured to himself, and leaned back in the pillows to wait for his tea.














  







TWENTY
 

The dull ache that drummed in Alaric’s head took nearly two days to ease up. His only consolation came in knowing Fenelon’s head ached even more. The spell wall had lashed at Fenelon more seriously for some reason. Because of that, the master mage kept lessons in magic rather light. Oh, he pressed books on Alaric and growled with frustration when Alaric confessed no familiarity with Forannan’s Rules of Star Divination. Such outbursts hurt Alaric, though he tried not to let it show. Fenelon’s enthusiasm for his craft was darker than usual…almost grim.

“I almost think he’s angry at me,” Alaric confessed to Shona late the next day. She remained at Eldon Keep so Etienne could travel back and forth between there and Dun Gealach. “As though he blames me for his pain.”

“It’s just the remnants of the mage fever,” Shona said as they sat in the great hall and played Knights and Crowns the traditional way—no magic—while Fenelon napped. “It always makes him cranky when it keeps him from solving a problem. He’ll be fine tomorrow.”

She spoke those words with the greatest of confidence, which puzzled him.

At least Alaric didn’t dream those nights, or if he did, he could not remember. Something to do with Etienne’s tea, he imagined. She made him drink it again, and he fell into a deep, relaxing slumber, for which he was grateful. He wasn’t sure he wanted to visit those dreams again.

By the next day, Fenelon was closer to his old self. He teased Alaric and Shona alternately, and argued with Etienne that he felt fine. Still, Alaric could not help but notice a hint of tension in the air. Fenelon insisted on going off to his conjuring chamber alone for a time, and to that end, he bolted the door. Curiosity drove Alaric to use mage senses in an attempt to ascertain what was happening beyond the heavy wood, but Fenelon must have suspected such would happen. Alaric quickly learned that a “wall” had been placed about the chamber to prevent unwanted spying.

Out of boredom, Alaric occupied himself with his music. Shona begged for a song as she sat scribbling in bound sheaves of parchment, so Alaric obliged her, first with a pair of humorous ballads, then with a gently song of longing.
 

“Oh, maiden standing by the stones,

What calls you from the gloaming,

And sings to you of love untrue,

To fill your heart with longing…”
 

“You have such a wonderful voice,” Shona said. “I should say your family must be quite proud of you.”

Alaric shrugged. “I suppose, considering that as a mageborn bard, I’m not exactly following in my father’s footsteps,” he said.

“What does your father do?”

“He’s a smith…or was. He retired from that profession when I turned seven. He inherited a keep with a lot of land, and became a gentleman farmer. Up until I was seven, I was learning to be a smith. I used to help father in the smithy, and he’d tell me about metals and about the pots he’d mended and the swords he’d made. He liked to boast that a number of the nobles of Tamnagh carried blades forged by his hands. That they came from far and wide to seek his work…of course, he was good.”

“So how did you become a bard?” Shona asked.

“Well, I was always singing. Father’s pet name for me is Lark…” Alaric’s face warmed. “Little Lark when I was small. I just seemed to come by the skill naturally, so when Father became landed gentry, he hired a musician to teach us. I learned to play the lute back then, and my eldest sister Meg can pluck a harp quite well. Sine and Fiona had tin ears, however, and couldn’t so much as carry a tune.”

“You have sisters, then?”

“Three,” he said. “All much older than I. I’m told there were six daughters in all, but two died at birth and one died of fever at the age of two…Before I was born, my father had almost given up on ever having a son. Mother said my birth turned Father into a giddy fool. She says he spoils me too much…” He sighed. “And now his only son has left home to learn to be a proper mage, and he shares the running of Gordslea Hold with his only son-in-law, though I have heard that my sister Sine is being courted by a crofter these days…and that Meg is with child.”

“Are you no longer your father’s heir?”

“Actually, I will inherit all he has, or so he says, though I wonder if it’s fair,” Alaric said. “I started to show mage sign around nine, and while Father has always encouraged me with my music and my magic, there are times I think he’s a little disappointed that his only son is not quite the heir he hoped for.”

“Surely not,” Shona said and sighed. A moment of silence passed. “I say,” she suddenly said in a cheerful voice. “Would you please show me how to pluck a psaltery…I’ve always wanted to learn.”

“All right,” Alaric said, and he did just that.

They were sitting side by side in the great hall, giggling over wrong notes and colorful lyrics they were making up off the top of their heads when Fenelon returned from his conjuring.

“Well now, isn’t this a lovely scene,” Fenelon said. “The pair of you look rather sweet together.”

Shona blushed, and Alaric glared at Fenelon’s grin.

“Well, at least I’m the one who found you first,” Fenelon said. “After what Etienne said about you, Alaric, I would expect her to haul both of you across that bench for a sound thrashing if she thought you were being anything less than virtuous. Just what did you do to upset her the other night anyway?”

Alaric continued to glower as he rose from the bench and packed his psaltery into its case. “Well, I can see you’re feeling better today.”

Fenelon crossed the room and clapped a hand to Alaric’s shoulder. “Much better, thank you, now that Etienne’s not roaring at me for taking foolish risks. That spell wall in your head packed quite a mule’s kick.”

“So we’re no closer to knowing anything about it, are we,” Alaric said.

“Well, I wouldn’t say that,” Fenelon said. “At least one of our eggs is hatching. I just got a summons from Dun Gealach. Our map is out of the deep and waiting, so we’d best head back there and fetch Etienne to be our translator and escort the lovely Miss Shona back to safe quarters with her virtue intact.”

Alaric frowned and bit back a response as Fenelon opened a gate.

Hopefully, Alaric thought, he’ll be more forthcoming about what secrets he was conjuring in there when we are alone…

Hopefully.

~

They left Shona at the entrance to the women’s quarters, and Etienne sent a message that she would meet them at the door of the Inner Library very shortly. Fenelon said nothing of his morning conjurations, and there was not time to press him about the matter. Etienne promptly arrived, and together, the three of them entered “Scholar’s Hole.”

As before, the magic of the wards washed Alaric like a veil of cold mist, but he had expected the sensation this time and was able to ignore its tingle. Silently, he trailed behind the pair as they made for the desk. The librarian, in turn, led them to one of the alcoves where on a table lay a large wooden cylinder. Alaric saw runes like the ones Etienne had translated before carved up and down the mahogany length. Out of curiosity, he fingered one and felt a crackle of static on his skin. The sensation so delighted him, he started to touch it again, but Fenelon firmly caught Alaric’s wrist.

“Not wise, Alaric,” Fenelon’s voice invaded Alaric’s head and the older mageborn grinned and winked. Alaric looked up and saw the librarian glowering in disapproval. Alaric took a deep breath, withdrawing his hands from the proximity of the cylinder, and pretended to find interest in the architecture of the alcove instead. The librarian continued to glower as he carefully touched several of the runes in a specific sequence. The end of the cylinder popped open to reveal the cleverly hidden hinge and latch.

Carefully, the librarian drew the great roll of vellum from the casing and unfurled it with loving hands. Alaric’s eyes widened at the size of the thing. It was more than twice the length and half again the width of any of the copies, and the whole lower section was marked with a large number of runes. Horns that must have been a large sheep. Only then did he realize the color of the vellum was wrong, for it was grey instead of tan…and the shape suggested something vaguely humanoid. As the odor of the skin hit Alaric’s nostrils and he stepped closer to the table, a familiar bitterness graced his tongue. He shot a startled look at Fenelon.

“Demon hide.” Fenelon mouthed the words, looking equally intrigued.

Alaric stepped back, eager to be away from the prickling sensation now making the small hairs stand on end. Fenelon put a reassuring hand on Alaric’s shoulder and glanced questioningly at the librarian who nodded. The man turned and left the niche, and as Alaric watched, the librarian touched four spots around the mouth of the alcove. A shimmering curtain sprang up to fill the opening, blocking visibility.

“Now we can speak,” Fenelon said, “but keep it low. Some of these scholars have very sharp ears and like any excuse to complain.”

“That’s a demon,” Alaric hissed, pointing to the map.

“It’s a dead demon, Alaric,” Fenelon said.

“It doesn’t feel dead to me,” Alaric said.

“Residual aura,” Etienne said. “I feel it too, Alaric. But Fenelon is right. The creature that once wore this hide is dead, so you’ve nothing to fear.”

“Demon hide is impervious, and practically indestructible,” Fenelon said with a great deal more delight than Alaric thought necessary. “What better medium to record a map and a key on to be assured they will survive long past the Great Cataclysm. Why, I’ve heard of the discovery of demon-hide armor. The leather is resistant to all weaponry, better than plate mail, some say. Light as a feather and still turns a sword.”

Alaric shuddered. He would never want to wear the skin of a demon, no matter how light or indestructible. “But if demon hide is so impervious, how did it perish?” He gestured.

“I’d say the maker of this map was either an Old One or a Shadow Lord,” Fenelon replied. “Even the demons feared them. They say the Shadow Lords were gods in their own rights.”

Etienne had moved around to study the runes, and Alaric noticed she was careful not to touch the hide with her hands. He couldn’t blame her. He felt edgy just being in the same room with it. How could Ronan Tey have stood to possess a map reeking so powerfully of evil? It was beyond Alaric’s understanding.

“Same as before,” Etienne said and drew some fragile looking sheaves of parchment from within the billowing sleeves of her tabard. “Ancient Haxon runes, but the words are not Haxon. They are written in the Old Tongue…”

“Old Ones?”

“Or Shadow Lords,” she said. “They had their own language. The Shadow Speech it was called, and as I recall, it was a mixture of tongues, though I am told by a scholar more knowledgeable than myself that this tongue bore a strong resemblance to the language of the Dokkaelfar, the dark kin of the Hidden Folk and to dragons.”

“Can you read any of it?” Fenelon asked.

“Well, it starts as you already know by mentioning the Wyrm Tongue and the Key,” she said, speaking slowly as she scanned the runes. “And it mentions Na’Sgailean…mother of…night, destroyer of light…something I do not recognize follows for a few lines, but I seem something about the sword of the gods here in the middle of it…buried until the end of time… Place of shadows…guard, no, conceal the…” She sighed. “There is more that I do not understand.”

Her fingers hovered over several rows and she frowned.

“A ghoath…an lasair…”

“Wind and flame,” Fenelon said.

“Yes, but the words between those make no sense,” she said. “The paps of shade…”

Alaric edged closer now, resisting the urge to grimace. A whispering filled his head, a language he did not know. Dead demon or not, there was a power buried in this thing. A power that cost Ronan his life… A power that called to Alaric even now…

The urge to touch the skin overwhelmed him, and Alaric could not resist its command. As if he had no will of his own, his mind rebelled against his fear. Before Fenelon or Etienne could even thing to stop him, let alone act, he brushed the surface with the fingers of his left hand—the receiving hand—and a cold fire raced up his arm and flooded his mind. Images filled his head. A hand, severed and dangling on a harp string…that hand whole and plucking eerie notes from a psaltery…that same hand holding this map while its left partner—the receiving hand—traced the runes. A voice sang words that did not make sense to Alaric, yet for some reason, he knew them well.



“An ghoath a seinne troimhe uchd de sgathan dirich do fosgailte speuran… Air culaibh mi a losgadh machlach de lasair an loisg sin iarr cha a chaidh sguir…”



“Remember not!” Ronan Tey roared, and pain flashed through Alaric. He jerked his hand free of the parchment, covering his face as he reeled away with an anguished cry. Alaric stumbled into Fenelon who was calling his name. But the pain tightened Alaric’s limbs, and he felt his arms pinioned to his sides as convulsions overcame him. Etienne seized his face in her hands, holding him, looking frightened at what she now witnessed.

“Alaric, look into my eyes,” she said. “Look into my eyes…”

He could not. The pain burst like cold flames in him. He could not bear it any longer, and so did the only thing he could to escape its wrath.

Alaric fell into a faint.














  







TWENTY ONE
 

A mixture of dreams rattled through Alaric. He was nine when the earliest hints of mage sign appeared in him. Marda showed up almost as quickly, not quite a moon later. She hinted some distant relationship to the former master of Gordslea Hold, and Father never really questioned the kinship by asking for proof.  He just accepted her as one of the family.

“Lark, this is Marda Alfrey, a cousin of our late kin, and she’s going to be your new tutor,” Father said.

“Lark?” Marda arched those fine grey brows. “Your name is Lark?”

“Alaric, mum.” He barely whispered those words to her imposing presence when he was left alone with her.

“Then why did your father call you Lark?” she insisted.

“I like to sing, mum.”

“Really?” Her face brightened, revealing hints of the lovely lass she’d once been when she smiled. She even sat down and lowered herself to his eye level. “Well, then, Alaric,” she said. “One day, you shall have to sing for me. Now, let’s find out just how clever a lad you are…”

She began to teach him the very rudiments of his power that day. It took time for him to produce any results, but within a fortnight, Alaric could conjure tiny mage lights and set flame to candlewicks with his fingers and a word…

“I’m not leaving him,” Fenelon’s voice filtered through the haze on Alaric’s brain. “Someone has to stay with him in case he wakes up and is confused.”

“All right, I’ll have the guards fetch a pallet for ye then, but don’t you go risking yer own health by forgetting to eat and sleep yersel’,” Mistress Miranda could be heard to scold. “Granted, he’s young and healthy, but a mage fever that hot could last for days and fry his wits. Try to keep him cool and comfortable.”

“I’ll see he sleeps from time to time,” Etienne said.

Mage fever? Was that why Alaric felt so warm? But how did he get a mage fever? How had this fire come to burn in him?  He drifted back into the chaos of his dreams.

There was a fire the first time Ronan Tey came to Gordslea Hold. A small shed was set to blazing by a stroke of summer lightning. Marda used the opportunity to teach Alaric a water spell. He commanded the water from the well to rise and gather over the flames, but it scattered wide and wet down most of the keep and the yard as well. At that moment, Ronan Tey trudged through the gates, wrapped in layers of green and gold that resisted the dampening effects of Alaric’s small storm. Alaric was all of twelve then, and not too terribly shy. He placed himself protectively in front of Marda as the stranger came straight up to her.

“Ronan!” Marda cried. She pushed past Alaric to embrace the man who gathered her close as though she were an old sweetheart, even though she looked old enough to be his grandmother. He swung her around, kissed her and planted her on her feet, and turned to look appraisingly at Alaric.

“And who is this handsome young lad?” Ronan asked.

“This is Alaric Braidwine, son of Master Braidwine and my pupil, so you’d best watch yourself,” Marda said. “Alaric, this is Ronan Tey, the greatest bard in Ard-Taebh and a very old friend of mine…”

“Well met, Alaric Braidwine,” Ronan said and thrust forth a hand.

Alaric hesitated, then took it and immediately spied the lute hidden under the folds of Ronan’s cloak. His wonder at the sight of the instrument was all it took to form a bond of friendship between man and boy, something Alaric’s sisters envied him for. They primped and preened like grouse in the spring, and all their efforts went sadly unnoticed.

Ronan became a regular visitor to Gordslea Hold after that, and once he discovered Alaric natural skill at song, Ronan became tutor as well. Sometimes, he did not show his face for moons, and Alaric would fret he would never be able to move through the levels of bard training he so loved, but always Ronan came with new songs to teach and new stories to share.

At least until that last time. Ronan was moody when he arrived, behaving more like a badger than his foxy self. He and Marda spoke alone for such a long time. Then he asked…no, he demanded the psaltery he had gifted Alaric with on his eighteenth birthday. Alaric gave it over, voicing uncertainty when Ronan said it needed new strings.

“And who should know better, you or I,” Ronan said in a sharp manner that stung. He offered no more explanation than that as he took the psaltery and retired alone to the tower.

When Alaric expressed concern, Marda told him not to fret, and insisted they take a walk in the fields and leave Ronan to his affairs. They went but a short ways, and she sat under an oak while Alaric sang. Eventually, lulled by the warmth and his songs, she fell asleep, tired old thing she was then. Alaric left her there and crept quietly back to the tower. He moved up the stairs like a shadow, his heart thundering in his ears. If he were caught, there would be a price. But he managed to slip into the conjuring room unnoticed, and there he witnessed a wonder that terrified him. For Ronan was singing to the psaltery, words in an unfamiliar tongue. Magic filled the air around him, and the psaltery glowed.

Marda arrived at that moment, her face white with fright and exertion. She seized Alaric, startling him as she tried to drag him from the tower room. Ronan heard them both, and he turned. Alaric’s heart surged into his throat, for Ronan’s eyes were filled with fire. They shone blood red, like twin embers in a hearth. The demonic stare set such terror into Alaric that he turned to flee, practically running over Marda to escape. Only the door barred itself and refused to submit to his frantic battering. Marda surged towards the circle as though she knew what was about to happen.

“Ah, that is what I need,” Ronan said. “Alaric, come here.”

“No, Ronan, you must not,” she said.

“I have no choice,” Ronan said and his voice had the power of a chorus of singers. “That which I carry must not be lost, or all hope for the world will be lost. I cannot risk this secret getting into the wrong hands. This is a better way…the only way. I told you long ago this day would come. I told you why as well, and you agreed to help me then. Would you break your bond to me now?”

“But the psaltery…you could still keep it there. Alaric will take care of it. I know he will. I’ll see to it…”

“The risk is too great, Marda,” Ronan said. “The psaltery could be stolen, lost or destroyed, and then…I would be destroyed, and with my destruction all hope for the world would be lost as well.”

“He’s only a lad, Ronan,” she said. “He’s too young to bear such a burden…Choose another, someone older…someone like yourself.”

“There are no others like me in this land,” Ronan said, shaking his head. “Alaric’s youth will be his salvation. No one will ever suspect him. Come Alaric. Do not be afraid. I have something very important to give to you…”

Alaric thought only of escape, but his will failed him as Ronan crossed the room and pulled him into the circle of power, and sealed it for all time. Ronan filled it with magic and a song that burned through Alaric like a fire gone wild. Its power coursed through his body and soul and he saw dragons and demons and all other manner of strange beings. This was a secret, Ronan said, and no man or woman or child could take it from Alaric until either the time came to pass it on to another or the need for it rose. “Or I take it back from you,” Ronan said, and his tone had a dreadful, ominous sound. Alaric cried, for it was both beautiful and frightening to behold the magic entwined in that song as it wove itself through flesh and bone and became a part of him along with the essence that Ronan had to give.

And then, stone by soft stone, Ronan built a wall to keep it safely hidden in Alaric mind.

Remember not, Alaric…remember not…

He sucked a deep breath of air and opened his eyes.

The room was dark. Sweat coursed his face, yet his throat felt as dry and gritty as weathered sand.

“Well, well,” a voice said. “Welcome back.”

Alaric tried to focus and to speak. Nothing but a croaking dry cough emerged.

“Hey, easy,” Fenelon said.

An arm gently slipped under Alaric, and a shoulder bolstered his head, lifting him up enough so that moisture could be brought to his lips. Greedily, Alaric sucked at it, wanting to drown the dryness of his throat.

“Not so fast,” Fenelon said. 

“Fenelon?” Alaric whispered.

“Good, your mind is intact,” Fenelon said. “You’ve been wandering in and out of lucidity for almost a full day now.”

“I saw Marda,” Alaric said.

“You called her name a time or two. And Ronan’s and your sisters, and you even sang a little…all quite entertaining, I might add,” Fenelon said and smiled. “Fever dreams. Do you remember any of them?”

Alaric blinked. The wall was back. The memories of his dream state were gone. He couldn’t remember…He wasn’t allowed to. His hesitation must have been visible in his eyes.

“That’s okay,” Fenelon said. “You just rest. I’ll talk. Etienne has translated more of the runes, but none of it makes any sense, all convoluted gibberish if you ask me. But no stranger, I suppose, than you suddenly developing the ability to sing a song in an Old Tongue you could not possibly know.”

“What song?” Alaric asked.

Fenelon shrugged, shifting the bed. “If I knew I’d tell you. Here now, you do need to rest, and Mistress Miranda will tie me to the wall if I don’t let her know you’re awake. Something about trying to get some food in you.”

Alaric sighed. “You’ve been here the whole time?” he ventured, unsure if he should feel touched or amused.

“Aye, and I’ll tell you, that pallet Mistress Miranda brought me must be stuffed with thistles. That’s the most lumpy, prickly bed I’ve ever rested on…”

Alaric managed a half smile. “Sorry, I’ve been nothing but trouble for you since I came, haven’t I…?”

“Not really,” Fenelon said. “I haven’t had this much fun in a long time.”

“May I have some more water?” Alaric asked.

“Sure, but you go slow this time.”

Alaric nodded, fighting the urge to gulp when the water was brought to his lips. He took as much moisture as Fenelon would allow, then lay back, exhausted from the effort as Fenelon slipped away.

Then Mistress Miranda came by. She called him “poor wee lamb” and insisted he swallow some thick beef broth. He obliged her more because he figured she would just force it down his throat. And only when he did swallow most of it was he allowed to sink back into his pillows and fall asleep.

~

Tane chose a house not too far from Dun Gealach on the northern side of Caer Keltora, for which Vagner was grateful. The demon was more than happy to be well away from the mage wards and demon traps. Even in this form, the faint hints of that power plagued him.

In this part of the city, the houses were fine and well kept, almost small castles nestled side by side with large gardens, stables and multiple servant’s quarters.

The dwelling Tane chose was empty of most luxuries since its true owners were away.  For a reason Vagner did not dare question, so were the servants. In fact, the demon was startled to find a contingency of bandits dressed in livery scattered about the place looking none too happy. They were the ones who served Tane from time to time, and all of them looked ludicrous to the demon.

About as ludicrous as I do, I imagine…

“Just how do you plan to get him here,” Vagner could not help but ask.

“By invitation, of course,” Tane said. “And a bit of bribery.”

The demon leaned around the high backed chair Tane now claimed, as watched the bloodmage open a small sack. Tane drew out a large red ruby.

“That’s worth a king’s ransom, I’ll wager,” the demon said. Not that he cared for gems that possessed no magic.

“Yes,” Tane said, smiling, “and worth the sacrifice.”

“Sacrifice?” the demon said, sounding hopeful. Sacrifices generally meant leftovers to feed the demon.

“Well, I can hardly expect to bribe the High Mage of Dun Gealach with anything less than a grand token of my esteem,” Tane said as he held the gem on eye level and allowed the light of the candle on his table to play through its facets. “And I certainly can’t risk sending him anything false or imbued with magic. Besides, once he has this lovely gem, I think he will more than show his gratitude by sending young Alaric Braidwine here to teach my darling granddaughter about playing the psaltery.”

Vagner wrinkled his tiny nose in disgust. Humans and their greed. He would never understand how they could think amassing wealth made them important. If it had no magic and could not be eaten, what good was it?

With a sigh, the demon slipped away. He would seek other sport while Tane composed his letter to the High Mage. There were plenty of rats in the cellar. Vagner could sense them…

He was hungry again, and rats were better than nothing.

~

Alaric surfaced again after a hard sleep without dreams. He felt the urgency of his bladder as he tried to sit up. The room was filled with grey light—morning or evening, he pondered—and Fenelon was dozing on the pallet across the way.

Horns, Alaric thought as the effort to get upright exhausted him. He made it to the edge of the bed, and clinging firmly to the wooden frame, he leaned over to look for the chamber pot.

Not good, he quickly learned. In his weakened state, his shift of position only served to slowly pitch him forward.

“Hey!” he heard Fenelon call, and just when Alaric thought he would be bouncing his nose off the floor, hands caught him by the shoulders, and a body worked him back upright.

“I don’t think you’re ready for that just yet,” Fenelon teased.

“Chamber pot,” Alaric muttered.

“Ah,” Fenelon said. He used one hand to hold Alaric in place and reached under the bed for the chamber pot. “One chamber pot. Do you need a hand?”

“I’ve got two,” Alaric muttered and tried to stand.

Fenelon held Alaric down and pushed the pot between his knees. “I’m pleased to know that bardic wit is also intact, but I think you should sit this one out,” he said with a grin.

Fortunately, they had stripped Alaric down to a nightshirt, reducing the need to fumble with laces or breechclout. And he was too weak to argue modesty as he relieved himself. Once the chore was finished, Fenelon put the chamber pot out of the way and got Alaric back under the blankets.

“How do you feel?” Fenelon said.

Alaric flopped himself into the pillow, lying on his side. “Like I was in the path of a stampede of boulders,” he said. “How long did I sleep?”

“Most of the night,” Fenelon said. “It’s nearly dawn. Mistress Miranda ought to be making the rounds in a short time. We’ll see what she says about getting you healed up, out of this bed and back on your feet again.”

“Do I have feet?” Alaric muttered and closed his eyes. Right now, his whole body reminded him of limp cabbage.

Fenelon chuckled. Alaric heard the chair bump the side of the bed. He pried open one eye and met a smile.

“Aye, you’ve got them, and I need you on them as soon as possible,” Fenelon said.

“Why?” Alaric asked.

“Because, we need to go visit Marda.”

“Marda? Why?”

“I’ve been thinking. This thing you’ve got walled up in your head…it’s not that old. It’s something more recent.”

“How can you tell?” Alaric asked, sounding puzzled.

“Trust me I was introduced to its presence enough to figure that out.”

“Are you suggesting Marda put it there?” Alaric said.

“No, but she might know who did,” Fenelon said with a guarded smile. “And her knowledge could be in some way tied to the map and all the recent events…”

“How?”

“Well, I don’t know that you’re up to all this information just now,” Fenelon said.

“How?” Alaric repeated and tried to push his face out of the pillow. The effort cost him dearly. He dropped into the soft surface again, too weak to try a third time.

“All right, all right,” Fenelon said and leaned forward. “I did a little checking on the origin of that map—or rather, Etienne did it for me since I’ve hardly left your side. My grandfather Colm Greenfyn was the one who wrested it from a bloodmage named Eleron Blackwind.”

Alaric frowned. Why did that name sound familiar? Something to do with one of Alaric’s dreams?

“It seems Eleron came by the map by stealing it from none other than Ronan Tey himself, almost a hundred years ago. And we know this to be true because my grandfather’s journals mention that Ronan told Grandfather of the theft in hopes of gaining his assistance in the matter. However, Ronan never told Grandfather how he happened to come by the map, or even why he had it to begin with. Now you come along, a former student of the elusive Ronan Tey, with a wall in your head that is blocking some memory, and getting yourself one walloping case of mage fever when you finally touch the map once in Ronan’s possession. And during that time, you start singing a song in the Old Tongue you could not possibly know unless…”

“Unless Ronan gave me the song,” Alaric whispered, and felt just a twinge of dull pain from behind his eyes.

“Precisely,” Fenelon said. “Too many little coincidences to ignore, Alaric. A demon stole the copy of the map, but a demon would have no use for such a thing, so it must have been working for a bloodmage.”

Alaric blinked. “But…what has all this to do with going to see Marda?” he said, wishing he could sort it all in his head.

“I think Ronan Tey is the one who put that wall in your head, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “And I think Marda knows why, and she is the one person who would be able to tie all this together into a neat little package.”

“Then you go ask her,” Alaric said, the slow tide of weariness overtaking him.

“I will,” Fenelon said. “Or rather, we will.”

“We?” Alaric said.

“I’ve known Marda Alfrey most of my life,” Fenelon said. “My father knew her as well. She’s a crafty old crow at times. She would likely tell me off and lie through her teeth if I asked her. But there’s no way she is going to lie to you…”

“Why not,” Alaric said. Tears formed behind his eyes as the thought that she had betrayed him now for two years rose to thicken his throat. “When she has lied to me all along…”

“But I’m willing to bet you’ve never asked her to tell you the truth where this is concerned.

Alaric shook his head and closed his eyes. What have you done to me Marda? he thought fighting the pain of grief. What did you let Ronan Tey do to me?












  







TWENTY TWO
 

In less than two days, Alaric was back on his feet, walking up the road to Gordslea Hold. Fenelon had gated them to a point within easy distance to travel on foot. The overcast sky, Alaric reflected, was too appropriate. He felt grey just now, what with old dreads rumbling around in his stomach like hunger pangs. They got worse as the gate and the village and the tower of the keep loomed into view over the rolling hills and through the trees. More than once, Alaric considered turning around and heading the other way. Facing Marda had never frightened him so much as it did now. But if Fenelon was right…

Activity was prevalent among the steady working crofters who helped look after his father’s lands and cattle. Alaric saw Meg’s husband Durbin driving a herd with the assistance of two other men and a pair of rowdy dogs. Some women and younger men in one of the fields assisted the harrowing of the soil. A few heads turned at the approach of the son of their current master, but Alaric suspected most of them were staring in astonishment at Fenelon. As usual, he wore a brilliant white cloak with a matching fur collar and trim, and embroidered with runes in silver thread draped over his bright blue tunic and breeches. His black boots were highly polished, and he probably looked like some fool dandy to these simple folk who thought clothes should be practical and preferred to blend with their surroundings rather than stand out like a peacock among brown hens.

Someone must have run on to tell Haldane Braidwine his son was on the road and coming this way, because Alaric and Fenelon had hardly reached the first yard when Alaric’s family came bursting out of various quarters. His sisters engulfed him in modest kisses and hugs then set to flirting with their eyes.

Father had been trading conversation with the farrier who was busy trimming the hooves of one of the cart horses when Alaric arrived. He too joined the greeting party, pushing his daughters aside to reach his son.

“Lark, what are you doing back so soon,” Father said, first embracing Alaric then holding him at arm’s length. Father’s square face took on a paternal scowl. “You haven’t gone and gotten yourself tossed out for bad behavior, have you, lad?”

“No, Father,” Alaric said, declining to mention the rest of his adventures. “I’m only here for a visit.”

“Lark?” Fenelon said and grinned, and that brought Father’s protective glower around to seek a new target.

“Father, this is Fenelon Greenfyn,” Alaric began, casting Fenelon a warning glance. “I have been apprenticed to Magister Greenfyn to learn the greater magics…”

“Of the Greenfyns of Loughan?” Father said, looking at Fenelon with a new curiosity.

“One and the same,” Fenelon said.

“And they picked you to teach my son what Marda could not?”

“Yes, and a fine student he is, sir,” Fenelon said. “I say, Alaric, you never told me you had such lovely sisters…”

Alaric narrowed his eyes. Horns, they’d only been here a few moments. Fiona and Sine were practically bouncing for the opportunity to be noticed, and even Meg was wearing a temptress smile, casting sidelong glances under her lashes.

“A rather grand family, you have,” Father went on as though Alaric’s sisters were not even present. “Nearly all mageborn from what I hear…”

“The bloodline does run rampant with magic,” Fenelon agreed and winked at Sine.

“You best teach my son well, then,” Father said. “I’ll not have him learning any second rate spells.”

“Oh, I can assure you, I will teach him only the best of spell work,” Fenelon said. “He’ll be a master mage like myself in no time…”

“That’s what worries me,” Father said with a dubious glance at Fenelon’s apparel.

Alaric rolled his eyes. Obviously, it was time to get Fenelon well away from his sisters and his father who apparently had some strange notions of his own about what all this magical learning should mean. “Father, we’ve come to see Marda,” Alaric said pointedly. “Is she up in the tower?”

“Unlikely,” Father said.

“Well, where is she?” Alaric asked.

Father shrugged. “I haven’t the faintest idea, Lark. She packed her things and left the very day I put you on a wagon to Caer Keltora.”

“She left?” Alaric could not keep the surprise out of his voice. “Why?”

“Damned if I know, Lark,” Father said, looking a bit testy his own son should be so bold as to ask for more detail than he  thought necessary to give. “She said her work was done, and the tower was yours, and then she was gone. Oh, and she must have put some sort of magic on the door because it won’t open. Your mother’s been trying to get in to clean it for nearly a moon now…”

Alaric turned to Fenelon. At least, this bit of information had distracted the older mageborn from flirting.

“Then perhaps we’d best go in and take a look at this door, Lark,” Fenelon said and winked.

“Aye, you lads do that,” Father said. “I’ve got to finish me own business now. Oh, and you’d best stop and greet your mother afore you go traipsing up to the tower, Lark. She’ll give me no end of grief if you don’t.”

“I will,” Alaric said, seizing Fenelon’s arm.

Fenelon bowed to Alaric’s sisters. “Later, ladies,” he said with a charming smile.

Alaric bit back a retort. He dragged Fenelon towards the gate to the kitchen yard, and from there, into the keep. Mother was nearly always in the kitchen. Being wife to a man of property had not changed her one whit. She worked hard in the days when she was a mere smith’s wife, and having servants to assist her had not suited her. She was at the hearth even now, fussing with the kneading board. Breads fresh odor filled the air. Alaric’s mouth watered. One thing he missed at Dun Gealach was his mother’s bread.

“Mother?” Alaric called, and she turned with a frown that quickly melted.

“Alaric, my son,” she said, dusting flour from her hands and she hurried across the room to greet him. She was not much shorter than her son, and it was rather obvious even to Alaric that while he had his father’s pale hair and hazel eyes, he had inherited his mother’s more delicate features with just a hint more strength of jaw.

She pulled him into an embrace, fighting tears then fussed at the mess she made of his clothes. “Oh, look at you…you’ll have to let me clean those now…who’s this?”

“Fenelon Greenfyn at your service, Mistress Braidwine,” Fenelon said with a gallant bow. “And let me say I am stunned by your presence and that it is rather obvious where your daughters come by their radiant looks…”

Alaric bit his lip, lest he give away the moment. Mother put her hands on her hips, and Fenelon seized one, intent upon kissing the fingers. She practically jerked the appendage free before his lips arrived, leaving him coughing from the puff of flour that went into his throat. Alaric bit his tongue hard as his mother fixed Fenelon with a peevish sneer.

“Them airs won’t get you far in this house, laddie,” she said. “Alaric, don’t you ever let me catch you carrying on like this randy cock, or I swear, I’ll box your ears.”

“Have no fear, mother,” Alaric said, unable to repress a smile at Fenelon’s startled expression. “Master Fenelon is my tutor in magic now, but not in graces…”

“Good lad,” she said and pushed a hand through his hair. “Always remember who you are first. So what brings you home so soon?”

“We came to see Marda, but Father tells me she’s left Gordslea Hold,” Alaric said.

“Aye and locked that bloody tower up tighter than a well-fed tick, she did,” Mother said. “I’ll be damned if I’ll leave it to get all muckety and foosty as it was when we first came to live here.”

“Perhaps we can get it open, madam,” Fenelon said in a more serious manner. “Alaric shall we head for the tower?”

“Oh, I suppose,” Alaric said.

“My lady,” Fenelon said, and this time his bow was of a more subdued nature. “If you will excuse us…”

“Excuse yerselves,” Mother said. “I’ve bread to finish. Alaric, you’ll stay to supper…”

“Of course, Mother,” Alaric said. He pecked her cheek and started on. “That is, if Magister Greenfyn doesn’t object.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Fenelon said, and this time it was he who took Alaric’s arm and urged him on. Alaric was smiling even more as they left the kitchen and started for the back stairs.

“Remind me if I ever need an army to face a horde, to recruit your mother first,” Fenelon said. “I dare say she could stop a Haxon cold in his tracks with that steely glower and sharp tongue of hers…”

“Oh, like you didn’t ask for that,” Alaric said.

“You could have warned me,” Fenelon said, looking around. “Hey, this looks just like the place in your dream…”

“Wonder why?” Alaric said with a shake of his head.

They had reached the narrow stairs. Alaric started up them first, his childhood playing over and over in his mind. “Besides, I’d rather warn you about my sisters,” he said. “My mother tolerates no nonsense from anyone and loves my father heart and soul. But my sisters will likely throw a net over you, drag you out to the barn, and ravage you with the rest of the livestock.”

“That sounds promising,” Fenelon said.

“After which, Meg’s husband Durbin and Sine’s fiancé’ Malcolm would probably beat you into a pulp and feed you to old Tappan’s pigs…”

“Who’s old Tappan?” Fenelon asked.

“He’s one of the crofters, and when I was a lad, they always said to stay away from Tappan because some folks thought he had killed his own wife and fed her to the pigs.”

“Did he?” Fenelon asked, sounding keenly interested.

“No. His wife ran off with a tinker,” Alaric said. “He just likes for people to think he had fed her to the pigs…” 

Alaric stopped. The short hall lay cloaked in darkness in spite of the arrow slit window on the opposite side from the wooden door.

“Loisg,” Alaric said, concentrating on the torches to either side of the door. They burst into flames.

“Very good,” Fenelon said. “Very precise, and no waste. You’ve a knack for this magic stuff, I’ll wager…”

The compliment and the teasing slid far from Alaric’s focus. The old dread was coming back. Fenelon put a hand out to test the door, and briefly, the angry wall’s lash rose to haunt Alaric again. He held his breath, half expecting the horror to repeat itself, and unsure as to why…

“It’s marked with your essence, Alaric,” Fenelon said.

“My essence?” Alaric said. He stretched mage senses to touch the door, closing his eyes. Glyphs—simple locking glyphs—appeared to him. He could see his own name entwined in the spell, and feel the brush of his own essence as thought he’d laid the spell himself.”

“How could she do that?” he asked, opening his eyes.

“She trained you, Alaric. She knows you. I bet you gave her some gift as a lad that is filled with your essence.”

Alaric frowned. Well, there was that river stone with the hole in it. His father had said such things were luck, so Alaric used magic to etch a crude design into its surface and threaded it on a strip of leather. He presented it to Marda when he turned eleven. His sisters had laughed at the sight of the pendant…laughed at him for making it…and he almost threw it away in disgust. But Marda had found him about to do so, and he could do no more than hand it to her. She smiled, and wore it proudly at the evening meal, and when his sisters dared to whisper in mockery, she had fixed them with such a wintry scowl, they did not dare speak in her presence for days…

“Alaric, you have to open it,” Fenelon said in a voice that indicated he’d said so more than once.

“Oh, yes,” Alaric said. He closed his eyes again, took a deep breath and touched the glyphs, tracing their order with his fingers and whispering their names and his own. Within moments, the magic marks had faded, and Alaric pushed the door inward. It did not creak or groan. Marda hated hinges that moaned.

Cold air filled the tower. It felt like a tomb when Alaric stepped in, void of all life save his own and that of the mageborn who followed him. Alaric moved forward and looked around.

All of Marda’s belongings had vanished. She had never really owned much. Several changed of clothes, a winter cloak, a good pair of boots, a few books and baubles, and a large satchel to carry them all in. She had a staff of birch, peeled and white, and carved up and down its length with ancient symbols. A pendant of wood with Arianrhod’s marks etched into its surface. Alaric could have counted all she owned on his fingers and toes, and now he could see that every one of them was gone.

Well, almost. A small wooden box was sitting in Marda’s chair. Alaric often saw it opened, and Marda would pull forth the few precious things she possessed, one of which had been a silver rune-worked ring. A gift to her from Ronan, as he recalled.

Fenelon was busy marching the perimeter, studying books and trunks with great interest. Alaric went straight to the chair. Her chair as he would always consider it. He was never allowed to sit there, and even now, old habits rose. He lowered himself to the small stool at its side and reached with trembling fingers to lift the box and place it on his knees.

Marda’s essence was there when his fingers brushed the lid. Alaric took a deep breath.

“Lucian’s Plant Lore!” Fenelon suddenly declared. “Why you never told me you had that…”

Alaric ignored Fenelon and carefully lifted the lid. The box was carved from the same birch that had been the source of Marda’s staff, or so she had once told him. Inside, the box was lined with a bed of green embroidered silk. Nestled therein was a fold of parchment, which he carefully lifted, and beneath that lay the silver ring.

“Alaric?” Fenelon said.

Alaric merely unfolded the parchment and stared at the familiar, spidery handwriting laced across the page.



Alaric,

I meant to give you this before you left, as I am sure Ronan would have wanted you to have it after me.

Please forgive me, My time is nearly at an end in this world, and I do hate goodbyes.

Be good, my little Lark. And be well.

With Love,

Marda Alfrey.



The words blurred before his eyes. Alaric blinked, and letting the parchment fall, he picked up the ring and carefully slid it onto the pointing finger of his left hand. That was how Ronan wore it when he first came to Gordslea Hold. Alaric felt the faintest tingle of essence—Ronan’s essence—and bitterness like cinnamon or cloves burned his tongue before the cold metal warmed as though it belonged there…

Fenelon quickly snatched up the parchment and scanned it with a dubious frown.

“She’s gone away to die,” Alaric said, rubbing his eyes with his sleeve. “Why? Why wouldn’t she tell me…”

Kneeling at Alaric’s side, Fenelon touched the box and closed his eyes. A moment later, he took a deep breath. “She’s still alive,” he said.

“But…where is she?” Alaric asked.

“I think I know. Come on.” Fenelon rose, putting the letter back in the box and offering Alaric a hand.

Alaric took the hand, using it to pull himself up from the small stool. But his eyes remained riveted to the silver ring as Fenelon called a gate spell. Only then did he look up.

“Wait,” Alaric said. “My mother expects us…”

“We’ll come back when we’re done,” Fenelon said as the spell tore open the fabric of the world. “Don’t worry. I’d sooner face a Haxon raid alone than have your mother’s ill graces to fall on my head…”

Alaric cocked an eyebrow. Were it not for the gravity of all this, he would have laughed. Instead, he sighed and stepped through the gate spell in Fenelon’s wake.














  







TWENTY THREE
 

The gate spell faded, leaving Alaric and Fenelon standing on a dry road. All around them, Alaric saw nothing but bogs and tangled trees and scattered grey stones dressed in lichens and moss.

“Where in the name of Cernunnos are we?” Alaric asked.

“South Lakyle,” Fenelon said.

“Lakyle…near Mallow?” Alaric said. “Isn’t there a demon wandering the wilds of Mallow?”

“Farther in towards the heart of Mallow, actually,” Fenelon said. “Don’t worry, we’re well away from that place, though if you would like to go see if we can find the demon…”

“No, no, no,” Alaric said. “I always thought Lakyle was… rockier.”

“On towards the northwest and the coast,” Fenelon said. “Here it’s a part of the higher bog that drains its groundwater into Mallow.”

“And what are we doing here?” Alaric asked.

“These are Marda’s old stomping grounds. Without a gate spell, it would take her well under a moon to reach this place from Tamnagh. Come on, this road leads to her cottage.”

“How far?” Alaric said.

“About half a league, at least,” Fenelon said and started walking.

“Half a league?” Alaric gasped those words as he started after Fenelon. “Couldn’t you have gated us a little closer?”

“And give Marda plenty of time to bolt or build wards against us when she felt my gate spell…not likely.”

“You could have cloaked it like you did at Dun Gealach,” Alaric groused. Horns, half a league, and me barely out of bed after a bout of mage fever. Just the thought of such a walk was making him tired, for the terrain here was not the least bit flat, and this road did not follow a straight line. 

“No need to get nasty, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “Marda is one of those terribly rare mageborn who can feel cloaked spells no matter how good the caster is. Distance is our only ally.”

“And our enemy,” Alaric muttered as he stumbled over the uneven ground. Before he could fall, Fenelon caught his arm.

“Then we’ll take it slow,” Fenelon said.

Alaric sighed.

The road led in and out of patches of trees and over several sharp hills. But at last, it came to a stone cairn, stacked high by some ancient hand and still showing signs of rare offerings. Dead flowers and bits of tattered bones were placed inside the crevices where nature had done its work. Under a cloak of moss, one could still see the symbols of Arianrhod and Cernunnos. 

“I thought you said this road led to…” Alaric began, only to have a hand clap firmly across his mouth.

“Shhhh…” Fenelon whispered. “That woman’s got ears like a bat.”

Alaric frowned as he was released. Fenelon stepped around the cairn. On the far side of the stones, the road narrowed to little more than a path. Barely visible, it climbed almost stair-like up the hill. Now Alaric could smell the odor of wood smoke. So the cottage was near after all. He took one more glance at the cairn. Whether the locals made these small offerings to the gods or Marda was unclear.

Fenelon led the way, gesturing for silence. Alaric picked his way carefully along, noticing the stairs might have been natural…or not. He had to move cautiously for recent horse dropping littered part of the steep path. Tangles of hawthorn now leaned close, forming a canopy over the trail.

The landscape suddenly leveled and opened out into a yard bordered by hedges of the prickly trees. Two hens and a rooster scratched the ground for grubs, and a small pony, staked near a watering trough of stone grazed on the sparse grass and a handful of hay. Behind it all stood a house of sod and stone, built into the next rise of the hillside. Smoke curled from the chimney, and the door sat open as though visitors were expected. As they were about to invade the opening, the path was suddenly blocked by a bearded man with treacle-colored hair and eyes. He held forth his staff, and Alaric saw it was oak, carved with the leaves of that tree and with mistletoe. A healer of Diancecht, Alaric thought, and his heart sank.

“Marda? Is she…” Alaric began.

The healer blinked, then stepped forward, losing his ferocious nature. “I’m sorry, I am Brother Oran,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Are you next of kin?”

“Next of kin…” Alaric put a hand to his mouth. The healer’s gaze softened with sympathy.

“We are merely friends who have come to say our farewells, Brother Oran,” Fenelon said. “This is Alaric Braidwine who was likely as close to a son as Marda ever had, and I am Fenelon Greenfyn.”

“Alaric?” the healer repeated. “Ah, she has been saying that someone named Lark will come. I merely thought her mind unclear. Perhaps she was saying Alaric…”

“She knew me as Lark,” Alaric said, fighting the sting of tears. “Please, how is she?”

“I have made her comfortable to the best of my skill,” Brother Oran said. “I fear it is all I can do. She is quite weak and will soon walk into the Summerland…”

“May we speak with her?” Fenelon said.

Brother Oran hesitated at first then nodded. “All right, but please, in the name of the Blessed Brother, do not agitate her.” He stepped aside to allow them to enter the cottage.

Alaric practically flew through the door. The chamber was dimly lit, but mage eyes adjusted to the shadows with ease. The fire was mere lowering embers, and the room was so warm, it felt stifling to Alaric. He glanced at a single chamber with small windows set with wooden shutters and leather coverings. Simple furnishings abound, not at all what one would expect from a mageborn’s dwelling.

Marda lay upon a bed, propped by a number of pillows and smothered in blankets. Her face was as pale as the linens beneath her. As Alaric carefully crossed to room to stand at her side, she opened her eyes and smiled for him.

“Alaric,” she said. “I knew you would come. I’m sorry. I can’t seem to get up any more…”

“You don’t have to,” Alaric said and lowered himself to the edge of the bed, taking her frail hand in his own. Like a raptor’s talon it was. He didn’t remember her being so thin.

Marda’s eyes suddenly narrowed when she spied Fenelon. “What’s he doing here?” she said in a spiteful manner.

“Fenelon is my teacher now,” Alaric said. “He brought me here to find you…”

She snorted. “You best beware of him, Alaric. That damned Greenfyn greed for power and gain will be your undoing if you’re not careful.”

“I think you must have me mixed up with Turlough, Marda,” Fenelon said.

“I knew you as a lad, just as I knew your father,” she said. “The whole lot of you are all alike. Damned, single-minded, stubborn, willful to the last bone of contention, your kind are…Greedy and self serving…filthy Greenfyn taint…”

She started to cough violently.

“Marda, please…” Alaric said, squeezing her hand and leaning closer to assist her. She hacked like a cat, then took a deep breath and closed her eyes. For a moment, Alaric feared she had ceased to be, and guilt over having allowed Fenelon to talk him into coming here surged through Alaric. But then, Marda took another breath. Eyes opened to fix Alaric with a most steely glower.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“I came to see you,” he countered. “Please, Marda, if you were so ill, you should not have left Gordslea Hold. Mother and Father would gladly have looked after you…”

“I wanted to die peacefully in my own bed, Alaric,” Marda said, losing some of the fury. “I have known my time was coming for several moons now. It is unfortunate that sometimes we know about our own deaths…” Her gaze fell on his left hand, and her eyes softened with remorse as she rubbed her thumb over the silver band of the ring Alaric wore. “He did, you know…” she said and heaved a ragged sigh,

“But why didn’t you tell me?” he said, his voice growing feeble as he blinked back the threat of tears.

Marda slipped her hand free, and though it trembled, she reached up to cup his cheek. “Poor Lark,” she said. “I did not want to see you grieving as you do now. You should not have come here…”

“Come on, Marda, let’s be honest here,” Fenelon said as he stepped to the foot of the bed and looked down on her, and a fire came into her eyes as she withdrew her hand and returned the glare. “Tell Alaric the real reason you went away. Tell him you came here to die to keep from having to tell him the truth. That Ronan Tey violated Alaric’s mind with magic, and you were a silent witness to it all…”

“Get out of here, you wretched braggart,” Marda suddenly hissed. “Go away and let an old woman die in peace. Brother Oran. Get this miserable wretch out of my sight! I would not die with his face in my view.”

Brother Oran was suddenly there, putting a hand to Fenelon’s shoulder. “Come sir,” Brother Oran said. “You disturb her…”

“She was disturbed years ago,” Fenelon said in such a harsh tone, Alaric flinched. “Go on, Alaric. Ask her for the truth. She won’t lie to you. She can’t. That’s why she ran away. That’s why she hid herself here…”

“Sir,” Brother Oran said more firmly, grasping Fenelon’s arm, and though Fenelon was taller and could have easily broken the bother’s grip, he allowed himself to be forced from the hut.

“He’s mad as are all his kin,” Marda muttered.

“Then so am I,” Alaric said. “But Fenelon has been good to me. He took me to be his apprentice, and he’s helped me…”

“He helps no one but himself, and he uses others to that end,” Marda said. “You are a fool to trust him, Alaric.” She sighed. “What lies has he told you about me, then?”

“None,” Alaric said. “What lies have you told me?”

Her face fell into such a mask of woe, it rent his heart and soul like claws. He wanted to take back the words, but it was too late.

“I have never lied to you, Alaric,” she said softly and glanced at the ring.

Alaric glanced away. Oh, no? he thought. Taking a deep breath, he looked back at her. “Then don’t lie to me now,” Alaric said. “Tell me why Ronan Tey put a wall around my memories. Tell me what he did to me that day that I cannot remember…”

Her face went white. For a moment, her mouth worked as though she was trying to speak but could not. Then at last, she said, “He never did anything to hurt you, Alaric,” and started to look away from his anger. Alaric gently pulled her face back around. Tears glittered in her eyes, and he took her hand once more, offering a reassuring squeeze.

“How can you be so sure?” Alaric said. “How can I believe that if you won’t tell me?”

“What Ronan did, had to be, Alaric,” Marda said. “But he did not do it to hurt you…you must understand that. Ronan knew he could not escape his own death at Tane Doran’s hands, in spite of having fled the bloodmage for years.”

“Tane Doran?” Alaric said. “But Ronan was killed by bandits…”

Marda shook her head. “That was the story Ronan wanted everyone to hear. It was Tane Doran who took Ronan’s life. Oh, yes, he used bandits…”

Alaric felt his head swimming in confusion. Tidbits of dreams began to emerge. The moors. The man cut off Ronan’s hand. White hair like moonlight, twined into braids with beads of bone…Alaric blinked and the images vanished. 

“Tane was as ambitious as any of the Greenfyns,” Marda said, “and he would not stop until he had what Ronan possessed. Ronan did what he did to keep the hope alive, for what he hid within you must never be lost. He told me he had long ago divined there would come a time of great trouble to the world, a darkness that would devour all… You were his last hope to keep the light alive…”

Alaric took a deep breath. His own tears slid down his cheeks. “Marda, I have in the space of this last moon—this last fortnight, even—been attacked by a demon, accused by the High Mage of consorting with demons…and I dreamed that Ronan Tey died at the hand of some blood mage…And now everything I thought was true is turning out to be a lie…I can’t stop wondering what wrong I have done to deserve this fate…”

“Oh, Alaric, don’t blame yourself,” Marda said and closed her eyes. “This had to be. Ronan vowed it would do you no harm. He swore to me you would not even know the wall was there until the need for its secret arose…You didn’t let Fenelon near it did you? You didn’t show it to him willingly, I hope…”

“I found the wall myself,” Alaric said. “I found it in my dreams…now tell me, what is it? What does it hide?”

“I cannot tell you,” she said weakly.

“What?” Alaric bit back the angry retort that rode the tip of his tongue.

“Just as you were not to know of its existence before its time had come, I swore to Ronan Tey to never tell you. But know this. All will be revealed in its proper time, and if you are the chosen one, you will learn the secret for yourself when the time comes. Ronan said so, and he would never lie to me…”

“How can you be so sure?” Alaric said, pain knotting inside him. “He lied to me…he made you lie to me…”

“Please, Alaric, forgive me,” Marda said. “What Ronan did to you may not seem right, but for the sake of the world it has to be. To keep Tane from destroying all that is good Ronan made you the host…”

“Host?” Alaric repeated.

Marda paused, looking startled. “Oh, blessed lady of the Silver Wheel,” she whispered. “I have betrayed him…” Tears filled her eyes. “Go away, Alaric. Ask me no more…they come for me…go, and let me die in peace…”

She turned her face from him and gave a long shuddering breath. His mage hearing counted the last beats of her heart before it stilled. The hand in his own went limp, and he felt the life slip from it.

“Marda?” he said softly, his throat thick with remorse.

The silence whispered to him. Gently, he put her hand upon her chest. Such a simple act, but it fed the hard grief that rose in him. With a cry, he flung himself from the edge of her bed, charged through the door and past the two men who stood outside trading glares of reproach.

“Alaric?” Fenelon called.

Alaric ran on, his chest tight. He half stumbled into the grove of hawthorns and down the steps, and did not stop until he had reached the cairn. There he dropped to the ground, his back against the cold stones wrapped in the thickness of moss. Pulling his knees to his chest, he hid his face in his arms.

Why, Marda, why?
Why wouldn’t she tell him.

Sobs tore through Alaric shattering all self control and dignity. He had loved her like a grandmother, and now all this. He did not know what hurt most. To know he had been betrayed or to lose her.

A faint footstep worked past his wall of grief. He ignored it, weeping like a child. A body sank down beside him, shoulder to shoulder. A comforting hand touched his arm. Alaric sensed Fenelon’s quicksilver presence lean against him.

“Alaric,” Fenelon whispered. “I’m sorry…”

“She wouldn’t tell me,” Alaric murmured. “She couldn’t…she…”

“It’s all right,” Fenelon said with a sigh and leaned back against the stone. His hand continued to stroke Alaric’s arm as though seeking to offer come small comfort. “Just let it go.”

Alaric did, spilling his frustration, his anger and his grief with a torrent of tears.

Betrayed.

Who could he trust?

He didn’t know…

~

Having spent all his emotions, Alaric was exhausted. He just wanted to return to Eldon Keep and be left alone. To face his family now would be more than he could endure, for he felt so empty…so drained. And betrayed. Marda had died leaving him with nothing more than cryptic hints and a name.

Tane Doran.

Fenelon knew the name. Alaric watched the older mage’s face harden when they gated back to the tower room at Gordslea Hold. “Aye, I know the wicked bastard. Know him very well. My father knew him… as did my grandfather.”

“Who is he?” Alaric ventured. He’d found water in the tower and used a cleansing spell to purify it so he could wash his face. Afternoon light crawled languidly across the floor. He sat in Marda’s chair now, feeling it was his right to do so, and watched as Fenelon paced back and forth like a cornered wolf.

“Tane Doran is a bloodmage, a fairly old one, though you wouldn’t know it from the look of him,” Fenelon said. “He hails from Dragon’s Maw. My family has clashed with him a few times…but what would he have to do with what Marda did tell you…”

Alaric sighed. “Ronan’s death was not at the hand of bandits. Marda said it was Tane Doran who killed Ronan. She said Tane Doran was the man pursuing Ronan. That Ronan knew he could not escape Tane and death.”

“All that fits then, in a sense,” Fenelon said. “I had heard Tane and Ronan clashed pretty hard just once after I was born. So perhaps Tane is the one who was after the map, and Ronan didn’t have it, so Tane killed Ronan…Then, two years later, we have a demon attempting to steal that same map, and I’m willing to bet that demon is owned by Tane. And now that demon comes after you—one who was once Ronan’s pupil in song—and putting all that together, my guess would be Ronan knew what the map led to, and Tane knows what it is, and wants this map as well so that he can find it.”

“Then we need to figure out what the map leads to,” Alaric said.

“Precisely,” Fenelon said. “And I have a theory about this hidden treasure.” His face went somber in thought. “Now, you said that Marda said if Tane got his hands on that secret Ronan hid behind the wall in your head, then Tane would possess the power to destroy the hope of all mankind…And since we know the map mentions Na’Sgailean, we can only conclude the map must lead to something capable of destroying her.”

“What do you mean?” Alaric asked.

“I mean this Dragon’s Tongue—or Wyrm Tongue as the map calls it—what if it is some instrument of destruction, like a sword. And I’ll bet what Ronan has hidden in your head is the means to make it work.”

A gleam filled Fenelon’s eyes, and Alaric shivered. What was it Marda said. He helps no one but himself and uses other to that end…

“A very special sword,” Fenelon went on. “Think of it, Alaric. A sword with the power to stop Na’Sgailean herself. A sword forged when the Old Ones ruled. Maybe it is a sword filled with Old One Magic.”

“What makes you think it’s a sword?”

“Because how else could you cut a goddess like the Na’Sgailean into small pieces? It would have to be a sword.”

“But…Etienne said the Dark Mother was smashed to pieces with a magic hammer.”

“Oh, that’s a silly Haxon myth,” Fenelon said. “They think everything is done with a hammer.”

Alaric shook his head. “Just what would a bloodmage want with a sword like that?”

“For the power, of course,” Fenelon said. “Ancient magic, like that of the gods. Such power could make a mageborn seem like a god if he knew how to use it.”

“Then maybe it would be better for this sword to stay hidden,” Alaric said. “Power like that would only corrupt a man.”

“Are you crazy?” Fenelon said, stalking over to the chair and leaning over Alaric. “Something with that kind of power must never be left to mere chance. It needs to be found, but by us and not Tane Doran. It needs to be brought to Dun Gealach where it can be studied and put in the Deep to keep it from falling into the wrong hands.

Alaric froze. The fire in Fenelon’s eyes was rekindling fear in Alaric’s soul. Could Marda be right?

Marda betrayed me, he thought. She may not have lied, but she kept the truth from me…

And Ronan? He was a part of this grim secret as well. As much as Alaric had loved Ronan as an older brother, a mentor and a friend, he could not shake the pain of knowing all that had happened to him of late was Ronan’s fault.

Fenelon glowered like a madman as he stood over Alaric.

“Fenelon,” Alaric whispered and shook his head. “I don’t want to think about all this now. I just want to go home.”

Fenelon straightened up, opening his mouth as though about to deliver a lecture. He was interrupted when a fist struck the door.

“You in there still, Lark?” It was Father’s voice.

“Yes, Father,” Alaric called.

“Good, because your mother’s got dinner on the table, and she won’t like to make it wait long.”

Alaric slipped out of the chair. “We’re coming, Father,” he said.

He listened to his father clumping back down the stairs. With a sigh, he headed for the door.

“We’ll discuss this later, Alaric,” Fenelon said, still frowning. 

 Alaric trembled. Horns, he didn’t want to be alone with Fenelon just now. He hurried from the tower, eager to escape the memories and the dread.
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As much of a pain as Alaric’s sisters had been to him during his growing years, he was glad for their company this evening. He dreaded going back to Eldon Keep to be alone with Fenelon. The master mage was behaving like a merry guest, but now and again he would glance thoughtfully at Alaric as though trying to decipher his deepest thoughts. Those glances had an unnerving quality that deepened the dread in the pit of Alaric’s stomach.

At last, there came the moment Alaric feared. Fenelon said they needed to leave, and Alaric’s father fretted the suggestion they get on the road in the dark. “We’re not immune to bandits in these parts,” Father said with a frown. “Why just a fortnight back, auld Tappan was accosted by a young rogue demanding a purse. Of course, that was foolish of the thief. Tappan just gave the begger a nasty clout…”

“Is this the same Tappan who fed his wife to his pigs?” Fenelon asked, and Alaric almost choked in response.

“Aye, one and the same,” Father said with a dark look at his only son.

“Then likely the bandit joined her,” Fenelon quipped. “Really, we’ll be perfectly safe, sir. After all, we are mageborn, Alaric and I. Besides, it won’t take more than a heart beat and a bit of magic to see us safely home before we catch the attention of any of your local rogues.”

But will home be safe for me? Alaric wondered.

When the gate spell coughed them out in Fenelon’s conjuring room, Alaric practically bolted for the door to make good his escape. He was half way up the stairs when he heard Fenelon call his name. Alaric pretended not to hear, increasing his speed and barreling up to the next level. He ran half the length of the upper corridor when a ripple in the air tore open. Fenelon stepped out into Alaric’s path, forcing Alaric to slide to a halt.

“Horns!” Alaric hissed and clutched his chest in fright.

“And just where are you heading off to in such a hurry?” Fenelon asked, one eyebrow cocked at its usual angle.

“I…” Alaric frowned, knowing he was a poor liar. “I need to get to the garderobe.”

“Are you ill?” Fenelon asked, and the concern sounded genuine.

Still, Alaric felt the growing distrust he did not truly understand. “I will be,” he muttered and pushed past Fenelon to continue down the corridor. He passed his on room and sprinted around the turn to the garderobe entrance to keep from compounding his lie. There, he slammed the outer door, throwing the bolt for good measure, then leaned against the wood, shaking hard and gasping for air. His lungs were about to burst on him, and he could not say it was exertion that caused it but fear for the walls of the garderobe were close enough to make him frantic. Alaric bit down the panic, closing his eyes, fighting to breathe.

“Alaric,” Fenelon called through the door. “If you’re not feeling well, perhaps I should send for Etienne…”

Oh, right, Alaric thought. Bring her here and make me look like a fool.

“I’ll be fine,” he said, turning to face the door and pressing an ear to the wood. “Please, I’m just tired…and my stomach hurts, and I’d just rather be left alone.”

“In a small room without windows?” Fenelon said, but his voice came from behind Alaric now. “Not at all you’re style.”

Alaric turned with a gasp. Fenelon stood but a few feet away, whispering “Solus feith” and setting a glow of mage light to the wall.  He looked more than a little amused.

“Damn you!” Alaric snapped and swung a fist without thinking.

Fenelon outstepped Alaric’s reach with practiced ease. In anger, Alaric turned and seized the bolt. He threw it and pulled the door open. Two steps were all he took when he heard Fenelon say, “Adhar clach.”  Alaric hit an invisible wall. The force bounced him back into Fenelon’s arms.

“Horns!” Alaric shouted and flailed.

“Hey!” Fenelon’s greater height and strength were apparent. Alaric fell to his knees, then on to the floor with Fenelon pinning him there. “You know,” he said. “This is going to look pretty strange to the servants should any of them come up to see what all the commotion is.”

“Let go of me!” Alaric practically shrieked those words.

“All right, all right,” Fenelon said. “But only if you stop running and promise to be reasonable.”

“Me, be reasonable? You use people! You want to use me! Marda warned me!”

The pressure deserted Alaric in a flash. He was practically lifted from the floor and pushed against the wall. “And just what sort of blether is that?” Fenelon said. “What in the name of Cernunnos did that old hag say to you?”

“She said not to trust you!” Alaric said, and pushed against Fenelon’s chest, hoping to break free of his grasp.

The hands released him. Fenelon stepped back, looking affronted and wounded at first. But he took a deep breath and leaned against the wall on the opposite side of the wide corridor, giving Alaric ample freedom and space. 

“May I ask why Marda told you not to trust me?” Fenelon said.

“She said you would just use me as a means to your own ends,” Alaric said and looked at the floor. “That you were using me now.”

“To do what?” Fenelon said. His voice grew soft with puzzlement.

Alaric shrugged. Suddenly, it all sounded very absurd and weak. Still he muttered the fears riding foremost in his thoughts. “You want me to help you find whatever that stupid demon map leads to just so you can add to your own glory…”

Silence disappeared with the shift of cloth. Fenelon crossed the distance and crouched so he was in Alaric’s line of sight. “Is that what this is all about?” he ventured. “Do you honestly believe that I made friends with you just because you might be able to decipher the secret hidden by that stupid demon map as you so quaintly put it?”

Alaric shrugged again, suddenly feeling like an idiot. “Why else?” he asked in a faint voice, not sure he wanted to know the answer.

Fenelon merely pulled back, waving his hand and whispering. The magic wall shimmered and vanished. His eyes narrowed as he looked at Alaric now. “Horns, Alaric, I thought you needed a friend,” Fenelon said. “I thought you were a likeable, open-minded sort of fellow. But if you’re not willing to trust me because of the babblings of some crazy old woman on her death bed, then I don’t see any reason to force you to stay here with me. A master cannot train an apprentice who is not willing to trust him. I’ll take you back to Dun Gealach tomorrow, and we’ll ask Turlough to find you a new master. Someone you will trust.”

Fenelon walked away then. Alaric stayed where he was, watching the master mageborn head for his own chambers. The closing of Fenelon’s door was like a blow to the gut. Alaric sank to the ground, clutching himself. He stuffed a hand in his mouth and fought the need to moan.

Horns, he didn’t know who to believe now.

~

It was not a night for sleeping. Alaric all but crawled to his chamber, moody and unable to focus or clear his mind. His thoughts tore back and forth on the day’s events, and what little sleep he did manage would plunge him into frantic dreams where Marda alternated from graceful grandmother to treacherous hag, while Fenelon shifted back and forth, from demon to demi-god and friend to foe. And in the middle of it all would be Ronan Tey, watching with such bright eyes as Alaric’s emotions were split between grief and rage.

The only peaceful sleep came with the grey film of dawn on the horizon, but that was the dead sleep of total exhaustion. Alaric wadded himself into the depths of the pillow and awoke in the exact same position, limbs stiff as new leather.

And then Fenelon pounded on the door and shouted like a costermonger. “Alaric, come on. It’s time to go.”

Alaric winced, unwilling to answer.

“Come on, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “You should know by now that there isn’t a locked door in this keep I can’t get past.”

“It’s not locked,” Alaric muttered more for his own benefit and was not surprised to hear the door open with a faint whoosh of air. He didn’t move as boots thumped across the floor. The bed shifted from the sudden presence of weight, and a deep sigh shattered the silence.

“Come on, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “It’s time to go.”

“Go? Where?” Alaric asked.

“Dun Gealach,” Fenelon said.

“What if I don’t want to go to Dun Gealach. What if I don’t want to go anywhere?”

Fenelon sighed again. “Look, Alaric, I don’t know what bee has gotten into your breech clout. If I was pushy yesterday, I apologize, but you’ve made it quite clear you don’t trust me, and I can’t teach you magic if you aren’t willing to give me that trust…”

“Maybe I don’t trust anyone any more,” Alaric said. “Maybe that’s my whole problem. I don’t know who to trust any more. I trusted Marda, but now I know she hid the truth from me. I trusted Ronan, but he used me to house some secret I can’t remember, and I’m not sure I want to remember. Then you start hounding me to dig out that secret just to find some stupid sword, and suddenly what Marda said about you sounds like it’s the truth, so how am I to know if I can trust you?”

“Trust has to be earned,” Fenelon said. “Proven and earned… My father said that to me a lot. He taught me everything I know about being a mage.”

“Did you trust him?” Alaric ventured.

“Still do, but then, he is my father,” Fenelon said. “Granted there are times I think he is totally cracksie—like when I start hearing yet another tale of what he’s up to over in the Ranges. He is bull-headed, and highly opinionated, and speaks his mind no matter what the consequences.”

“So that’s where you get it from,” Alaric said.

“Like as not,” Fenelon said with a short chuckle. “I will admit there are times when I do not agree with him. Even times I fight tooth and nail with him. But I always trusted him, because in the end, I knew he knew more than I did about the world and its ways, and he cared about me enough that no matter what madness he might get into, he would never bring me to any harm.

Alaric sighed. This was the first time he’d heard Fenelon say anything that came close to what he was feeling. Maybe I’m not meant for this world, Alaric thought and blinked. Suddenly, he missed his family very much.

“Maybe I should forget ever going back to Dun Gealach again,” he said. “I don’t belong there. I think I’d be much happier as a bard than a mage.” Alaric pushed back the blanket and sat up, dangling his legs off the side of the bed. He turned so he could look at Fenelon who wore a mournful frown. “I’ll go back to Gordslea Hold. I’ll tell my father I don’t really want to be a master mage. That it is not worth the time. I’ll study the stuff his great uncle left in the tower, and maybe I can glean a few spells here and there on my own, not that I’ll need them. But I’d rather be a bard like Ronan Tey…knowing magic but caring only for music.” Alaric dropped to the floor. “Take me back to Gordslea Hold, Fenelon. I want to go home.”

Fenelon started to shake his head.

“Take me back, or if you won’t, then tell me which road leads to Tamnagh so I can be on my way.”

“I can’t do that, Alaric,” Fenelon said.

“Can’t tell me how to get to Tamnagh?” Alaric said, moving around the room to gather his clothes.

“No, but I can’t let you go back to Gordslea Hold just yet,” Fenelon said.

“And why not?” Alaric asked, tossing down the shirt in his hand and rounding angrily towards Fenelon who was standing by the bed.

“Because Turlough sent a summons,” Fenelon said. “He wants to see you.”

“Turlough? Whatever for?” Alaric said as old fears and distress crawled around in him like prickly grubs.

Fenelon shrugged and cocked his head. “I have no idea, and neither will you unless we go now. But the message said it was an urgent matter…”

“Oh, horns,” Alaric muttered. “Why me?”

Fenelon shook his head. “We won’t know until we get there, so you’d better get dressed now.” He started towards the door. “As for the rest of this chaos, well, we can talk about it later, and if you still want to go home after that, I’ll release you from your apprenticeship and gate you there myself. Maybe after you’ve had some time to yourself to get over all this tragedy, you might change your mind…”

The open-ended-ness of that statement caught Alaric by surprise. He turned, but Fenelon had already deserted the bedchamber.

Horns, Alaric thought and started to search for his cleanest trews. There was no time to think about any of this just now.

An urgent summons from the High Mage who thought Alaric was consorting with demons was the last thing Alaric needed.

~

“I summoned you three days ago,” Turlough Greenfyn said and settled a hard stare on Alaric who fought the urge to fidget.

“Three days ago, he was suffering from mage fever and in no position to answer any summons,” Fenelon said from his place at the door.

“You could have told me that when I first sent you the summons,” Turlough said. At least his anger focused away from Alaric for a moment. It was bad enough, being forced to stand in the center of this large, darkly appointed chamber where magic wards were thick as honeysuckle. Even the floor under Alaric’s feet carried a dreadful tingle that worked through his boot soles.

“Aye, and you would have ordered him out of bed,” Fenelon said. “Apart from which, you sent the summons to Eldon Keep, and we happened to be staying here at the time…”

“Where you were is of no interest to me,” Turlough said. His sharp glare came back to Alaric, raking up and down him like a scythe. “You, young sir. How are you proceeding with your lessons.”

Alaric blinked. “I assume I am learning as best I can, Lord Magister,” he said.

“Have you learned a proper gate spell yet?”

“Well, no,” Alaric confessed with an uneasy glance at Fenelon. “There hasn’t been much time for major spell work.”

“Too bad,” Turlough said. “That means you’ll have to take a horse or a carriage to this address.” Turlough leaned forward and pushed a bit of parchment across the polished oak table behind which he sat. To his right stood Magister Lorymer whose dour expression was almost as unnerving to Alaric as Turlough’s gaze.

“For what purpose, may I ask,” Alaric said as he glanced at the address.

“For the purpose of teaching the granddaughter of Baron Talos the fine art of playing the psaltery.”

“Who?” Alaric said.

“Baron Talos,” Turlough said. “A prominent gentleman from Yewer. He asked for you specifically.”

“But I don’t know any Baron Talos,” Alaric said with a frown. The name meant nothing to him at all.

“He apparently knows you…or knows of you,” Turlough said and motioned to Lorymer who fetched a wad of crumpled parchment with a broken wax seal and a great length of silk ribbon from the credenza to one side. This was placed in Turlough’s hand as though it were a rare artifact. The High Mage opened it and glanced at the page. “Baron Talos states in his letter, “I have had the opportunity of spending a short but pleasant evening in the company of Master Braidwine’s family a little more than a fortnight ago, and having learned from them of Master Braidwine’s musical skill, and always interested in furthering my lovely granddaughter Vagnera’s talents while we travel, I thought that if it would be of no inconvenience, we could procure Master Braidwine as her temporary music tutor while we reside at our winter home in Caer Keltora.”

Turlough folded the letter and looked up at Alaric who frowned more deeply. Why would his father have not mentioned such a visitor last night?

“I took the liberty of answering on your behalf,” Turlough said, “and told Baron Talos that we would be most willing to oblige him.”

“What?” Fenelon suddenly blurted. “Without knowing any more than that?”

Turlough drew upright and glowered at Fenelon. “And just what is that supposed to mean?”

“Just who in the name of Cernunnos is this Baron Talos?” Fenelon said.

“A very respectable scholar from Yewer, I am given to understand,” Turlough said. “A rare man from those parts, since he does not consider magic as evil as his countrymen are wont to do.”

“Let me see that letter,” Fenelon said and marched forward.

Turlough crushed the fold of parchment to his chest as a child would hug a favorite toy and glowered in reproach. “I have already examined it quite thoroughly,” he said. “It is naught but paper and ink. Not a whiff of magic. Nor was it addressed to you, but to me. Baron Talos obviously knew he would require my permission to use the talents of a student of Dun Gealach…”

“Your permission?” Fenelon said. “That’s absurd. Alaric is my apprentice, and if anyone is to be approached about what he can and cannot do, it is me. As his master, I am the one who makes the decision as to what he will or won’t do…”

“Your decision?” Alaric blurted before he could stop himself. “I am not some slave, Fenelon. Since when is what happens to my life your decision…?”

Fenelon turned a sharp glare on Alaric, and he returned it. I will not be bullied by you, Alaric thought.

“I’ve already told you I want to go back to studying to be a full bard,” Alaric added. “And a bard teaches music when the opportunity arises. That is my decision, and mine alone. Bloody master indeed…”

“It would seem your pupil is able to speak with a good deal of assuredness,” Turlough said and smiled like a wolf. “Obviously, the time spent in your company has taught him what a tiresome and difficult individual you can be, Fenelon. Alaric Braidwine will go to Chatworth Hall to teach Baron Talos’ granddaughter, and that is that.” He glanced at Alaric, still smiling. “You are expected this day.”

“I don’t have my psaltery with me,” Alaric said.

“Baron Talos assures me his granddaughter will have all the necessary instruments. You may borrow a horse and a guide from the stables…”

“I’ll take him there,” Fenelon interrupted and glared at Alaric as though daring him to refuse and Alaric seriously thought about taking up the offer. “I know where Chatworth Hall is, and I can get us there much more quickly than any horse or guide.”

“Very well. Do so,” Turlough said with a wave of his hand. “You are both dismissed.”

Alaric took a deep breath and headed quickly for the door with Fenelon closely following. And for once, Alaric realized, he was actually in the lead.
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Fenelon kept his word to a point, Alaric was angry to note. While the gate spell opened close to the estate, it did not open right at the door. Instead, it set them down in an alley behind a wall. Nor would Fenelon tell Alaric which way to go at first. Fenelon stood in the center of the pathway to which he had brought them, eyes closed in concentration, while Alaric paced back and forth to one side. He could feel Fenelon was scrying. In this agitated state, the magic felt like sandpaper on Alaric’s nerves.

“Well”?” Alaric finally asked. He’d had about as much of this as he could stand. Horns. The sooner he got inside…the sooner he shed himself of Fenelon’s company…

“Patience, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “I want to be certain this is not a trap.”

Alaric rolled his eyes. “And just why would Turlough Greenfyn sent me into a trap?” he groused.

“Because there are times when Turlough lets his decisions be swayed by mere baubles,” Fenelon said. “I suspect he received some sort of gift to convince him all was well. Presented with such a bribe, Turlough’s focus becomes too self-serving for him to notice the real danger.”

“A Greenfyn family trait, I imagine,” Alaric said and felt satisfied to see Fenelon wince as though stuck with a dull needle.

“I suppose I deserved that in some small way,” Fenelon said and opened his eyes to fix a cold stare on Alaric. “In spite of it, I still worry about you, Alaric. I do wish I had known Marda was going to poison you with her lies. I would have waited for her to die before taking you to see her.”

Alaric narrowed his eyes, unwilling to back down from the stare or his own convictions. “And you don’t consider that to be a gesture of self-servitude?”

Fenelon sighed and turned away. “Come on,” he said. “This is just going to be a waste of both our times.”

“I’m so glad you finally realize that,” Alaric said, unable to hide his bitterness.  Horns, he should have insisted on coming alone.

Fenelon started walking away at a hard march, and Alaric was forced to sprint to catch up. Neither the cold silence nor the pace slowed until they had gone several streets. The warren of alleyways suddenly opened out into a large plaza where a number of Keltorans in fine dress rode horses or just stood for a chat, while servants flitted to and fro on errands. More than one opulent estate lined the plaza. Alaric lost some of his stubborn anger to pure awe.

Fenelon continued to lead the way across the plaza and past fountains and riders and carriages to approach a set of open gates. Two men stood guard, and in spite of their livery, they possessed seediness to their manner. They looked quite out of place in their uniforms.

“Magister Greenfyn and Master Braidwine here to see Baron Talos and his granddaughter,” Fenelon said.

The guards traded looks. “Uh, you’re expected,” one said and gestured towards the main doors visible at the end of the lengthy hill rising to the stone manse. Fenelon looked a touch perturbed, but he took off in that direction.

The bustle of the streets was in absence here. Where were the servants? Alaric thought. There should have been gardeners and guards and maids rushing about. The baron must have traveled lighter than most nobles. Alaric remembered a few who stopped into Gordleas Hold from time to time on their way to one place or another, and they often had households of servants enough to match the villagers man for man.

Fenelon rapped on the door, and a small window opened, allowing a rugged face to peer through at them.

“Magister Greenfyn and Master Braidwine to see…”

The little door shut, and the clatter of a bolt rattled the large door before it drew in to reveal a semi-dark corridor. The smattering of cobwebs visible high up along the ceilings gave Alaric a moment of pause. Like no one had lived here for some time.

“This way,” the doorman said. He shut the door behind them once they were inside and threw the bolt. Fortunately, mage sight let Alaric continue to see in the darkness that thickened around them, for the few candles set at sparse intervals offered very little illumination.

The doorman led them up the corridor, and on up a set of stairs to the next level. From there, he merely pointed to a set of doors and deserted them.

Strange, Alaric thought. While he’d grown up in a household where there were few real servants, it puzzled him to see such a lack of them now.

“I don’t like this,” Fenelon muttered.

A sobering and disquieting thought with which Alaric was now inclined to agree. Maybe coming here wasn’t such a good idea. But he was not about to let Fenelon know this, not after all that had happened. Steeling himself, Alaric rapped knuckles on one of the doors. He heard movement, and then the door opened but a crack. An uneasy thin face peered out, bearing a strong resemblance to a ferret. Eyes widened in fear.

“Who are you?” the thin man asked.

“I’m Master Braidwine and this is Magister Greenfyn,” Alaric replied before Fenelon could take the lead. 

The ferrety man’s eyes widened even more. He threw a cautious glance back over one shoulder before widening the gap to admit them.

There were two people in the hall. One was a tall man, white-haired, bearded and quite distinguished in bearing. Dressed in a robe of gold and royal blue velvet, he stood before the fire. A man of many years, Alaric thought, and yet…

The other occupant of the chamber was a lass of perhaps twelve, slender as a reed and beautiful in an exotic way. She sat upon a chair, her legs too short to reach the ground, hands folded in her lap. Her eyes fixed on Alaric in what he hardly considered a shy stare. It was a bold look, a predator’s gaze, and he felt just a little nervous under it, and wondered if Fenelon noticed.

The man at the fireplace came forward almost immediately to seize Alaric’s hand in a strong grasp that belied his years. “Master Braidwine,” the older man said. “So good of you to come. I am Baron Talos, and you are most welcome in my home.”

“Thank you, my Lord,” Alaric said as he thought, Home? The place had such a deserted air. “I must confess I am a bit puzzled as to how you came to know of me.”

“As was I,” Fenelon hastily added.

Both Alaric and Talos turned to look at Fenelon. “And you are?” the Baron asked.

“Magister Fenelon Greenfyn at your service,” Fenelon said.

“Ah,” Talos said, releasing Alaric to offer a short but respectful bow. “I have heard of you, sir. You come from a most illustrious line of mageborn. Why the legends of the Greenfyns are told throughout many corners of Ard-Taebh. I am most flattered to have you visit my humble household.”

Fenelon looked a bit taken back by the rush of flattery being thrown in his direction. He bobbed his head in a bow. “You are too kind, Baron Talos,” he said, still wearing his puzzled frown.

“Forgive me,” the Baron said. “Before I forget, come, Master Braidwine, and meet my granddaughter. Vagnera, my child. Come say hello to your new music tutor.”

The child’s eyes glowed with delight as she slipped out of her chair and crossed the room. She extended her slender hand as a proper lady would and her strong quiet gaze never wavered. Alaric smiled and took the tiny hand, offering a respectful bow. “My lady,” he said.

Her curtsey was a bit quick. Alaric threw it away as mere nerves. She was, after all, just a child. He faintly brushed her with mage senses, and his eyes widened slightly when he realized she had no aura. What…?

“Well now,” Baron Talos said before Alaric had time to think. “Vagnera, my precious, why don’t you show Master Braidwine the music library upstairs, and perhaps he will be convinced to give you your first lesson. You should find the necessary instruments awaiting you there, Master Braidwine…”

Vagnera curtsied and took firm hold of Alaric’s arm. “Come then,” she said and practically pulled him towards the door.

“Alaric, I…” Fenelon began.

“Oh, they will be fine, Magister Greenfyn,” the Baron insisted, practically putting himself in Fenelon’s path. “Kellach will attend them.” He nodded to the ferrety little man who had admitted them to the chamber. That one nodded and opened the door. The pair herded Alaric through the opening like an unwilling sheep. He heard Baron Talos say, “Come, Magister Greenfyn, I would hear all the latest news concerning your father, for I met him once years ago. Tell me, does he still haunt the Ranges in search of…”

The rest disappeared behind the door as it was closed.

~

Vagner could not believe his good fortune. Alone at last with the young bard. A chance to glean the young man for songs before Tane could destroy whatever memories young Alaric possessed. The demon all but carried Alaric up two flights of stairs and through a twist of distant corridors to reach the “music room.” Though actually, it was merely a circular room in the tower where Tane had carefully hidden spells of entrapment.

The “servant” known as Kellach moved ahead to open the doors. Vagner rushed his quarry inside and felt the young bard flinch.

“What was…?” Alaric began.

“I’m sorry,” Vagner said in his prettiest child murmur. “It doesn’t look like much, I fear.” Indeed, there was little more than an ornate trunk, a chair, a lute and a psaltery occupying the center of the vast circular space. The young bard frowned at the sight of these and their placement.

“Have you and your grandfather been here long?” Alaric asked, and Vagner noticed how he circled the room with a thoughtful air. A faint sweetness touched Vagner’s tongue. He’s testing the space with his senses. That might not be good.

“Oh, not long at all,” Vagner said. “As you can see, we’ve had little time to settle in.”

“And how long do you plan to stay?” Alaric said, pausing on the far side.

“Only as long as Grandfather’s curiosity and wanderlust will allow,” the demon said with a coy smile. “He’s been known to pack and leave on a whim.” Vagner turned towards Kellach. “You may stand outside and see we are not disturbed.”

The ferrety little man blanched and fled without an argument. Like all his cohorts, he’d been warned by Tane the lass was not what she seemed, and Vagner had given a convincing demonstration of that fact on the road when once more taken by hunger, the demon had killed and devoured a deer. The fool probably thought Vagner was about to eat the bard. The demon smiled. Not yet.

Alaric started pacing the far end of the room again when the demon glanced back.

“So,” Vagner said cheerfully, “What songs will you teach me first, Master Braidwine?”

“Songs?” Alaric said. “I was given to understand I was to teach you to play the psaltery.”

“Yes, of course,” Vagner said and hurried across the room to fetch the instrument up from the top of the trunk. “But you will be teaching me songs to play on the psaltery, will you not?”

“I suppose,” Alaric said. “It will all depend on how quickly you master the basics of fingering.”

Vagner did his best not to pout. Alaric sighed.

“Very well,” Alaric said. “Do you know anything about the order of the strings?”

Vagner shook his head. Actually, he did, but if he was to win the bard’s trust. The demon sat down with the psaltery in his lap.

“All right, then,” Alaric said and started forward, only to hesitate and look down in a puzzled manner. 

Horns, the demon thought. He can sense the circle!


Alaric pulled back a few steps and started slowly pacing the edge of the room. “Music consists of a scale of eight notes known as an octave of which the note of C is generally the base. That psaltery looks to have two octaves. Pluck each note, one at a time, please, and start with the longest…”

Vagner nodded, tripping a finger over each string so it rang softly.

“All right,” Alaric said. He headed for the small window where he seated himself on the ledge. “Two octaves, probably tuned to the key of G…”

“You can tell that without looking at it?” Vagner said and blinked in admiration.

“Yes, I do have an ear for it,” Alaric said with a quick smile that rapidly disappeared under a furrowed brow. “So, if it is in the key of G, then G becomes the first, B is the third and D is the fifth. Pluck those three notes at the same time, and you have a base chord. Go ahead…”

Vagner shrugged and did so. This is basic stuff, the demon thought, but he could not give away his own knowledge just yet. So he resigned himself to being taught the simplest of chords and practice scales.

With luck, Tane would not be able to rid himself of the Greenfyn mageborn too swiftly…








  







TWENTY SIX
 

The room did not feel right to Alaric the moment he was propelled through the door. His initial search with mage senses produced nothing, but the feeling would not go away. He felt very uncomfortable and could not say precisely why…

But then he had found the circle of power embedded in the floor. Hidden as it was, he still felt its presence, and that discovery unnerved him even more. So he drew back to the window, wanting to concentrate and not daring to give himself away.

The child played her scales and followed his verbal instructions too well for one so young who supposedly knew nothing. He gave her a set of fingerings that produced a pattern of repeated sounds, and told her to sing something—anything. At the moment, he didn’t care what. He just didn’t want her to notice his distracted stage.
 

“There was a maid lived by the shore,

Her hair was like a raven’s wing,

And as she walked the sea strand road,

She gaily liked to sing…”
 

Alaric ignored the words. He closed his eyes, and with mage senses, he reached into the stone on which he sat, seeking its strong essence to assist him.
 

“When shall you come to marry me?

When shall I be your bride?

When shall the oceans bring you home

Across the rolling tide…?”
 

Stone’s essence flowed into Alaric. He used it to feed his own and to explore the floor with mage senses, seeking the origin of that invisible circle. He found it more swiftly than he though possible. Like wild fire, it sprang into view, revealing itself to his mage senses. He deepened his concentration.

The trunk took on a faint glow, as did the girl. She wavered before his magic vision like the flame of a candle in a draft, her outer form melting momentarily to reveal scales and fur and huge wings…and a frightfully familiar countenance much like the head of a wicked bat when her eyes rose to look at him in astonishment. Bitterness washed Alaric’s tongue. Demon!

It took all his best efforts not to moan in horror when he opened his eyes and found the face of the girl staring at him with the ferocity of a predator. Her fingers hung poised over the psaltery. Alaric caught his breath then cleared his throat.

“Very good, Vagnera. You would appear to have a natural skill,” he said and looked aside. He fought hard to keep his breathing and his voice from hinting the terror that gripped him in its cold hand. “Why don’t you try that lovely song again, and this time we’ll try a different pattern. First, fifth, third and up to eighth.”

He got up and paced, unsure of which way to go as the music began again. Only one door and one window, and Alaric doubted he could cast a flying spell well enough to use the latter. The instinct to flee grew hot, knotting his stomach. The girl—the demon—was watching him like a falcon following the progress of tender prey. Alaric took deep breaths, hoping to slow his frantic pace and thundering heart. Horns, he had to get out of here and she—it—was between him and the door. It was a wonder he had not wet his breeches in fear…

“Uh…excuse me,” he said, taking a wide berth for the door as inspiration dawned. “I really must go to the…garderobe… I think I drank too much water.”

Without missing a beat, the creature’s head turned to follow his ambling progress. Alaric moved far too quickly to snag the handle of the door.

The psaltery smashed against the wall just a few feet from his head. Alaric flinched away from the attack. He glanced back in time to see the girl springing towards him with lightning speed. Frantic, he seized the door and jerked it open, half stumbling in his effort to get out of the room. Her body struck the wood as he slammed the door shut. Alaric heard her scream like a raging beast and scrabble at the door. He let go of the handle and backed pedaled as fast as he was able, and stepped into a softer form that grunted.

“Hey!” Kellach said and stretched hands to grab hold of Alaric’s tunic.

Perhaps it was fear that fed Alaric’s reflexes. He had no time to think. Call a spell…any spell. Light was the easiest.

“Solus!” Alaric cried.

White light swelled in his hands. His attacker hesitated, unsure of what such magic could do, and hitched back. Precisely what Alaric hoped. He lashed out with a fist and punched the ferrety little man in the nose. Howling, Kellach stumbled back, grabbing his own face.

Alaric turned to run, only to feel hard weight slam him from behind. He sprawled to the floor, his startled yelp lost under the outraged snarl as the demon’s weight pressed him down. Only panic kept Alaric fighting now. The creature was small and strong, but for the moment, Alaric had the advantage of size. He drew one of his knees under him and pushed so he was thrown over on his back. The demon squawked in surprise as Alaric jerked free and left the creature floundering on the floor.

No sooner had Alaric gained his feet when a new threat presented itself. A wall of men…well, only two, he later reflected. But they were big men all the same who came at him with leers and angry curses. Alaric backed away, now faced with no place to run except back to that circular room. Maybe he would try to practice that flying spell.

But as he turned, an ankle clipped his own. Alaric fell, hitting the floor. With a moan, he turned and saw Kellach wiping a stream of blood from his ferrety face and wearing a weasel grin.

Alaric was unable to get to his feet before the extra pair of lackeys seized him in iron-strong grasps. He opened his mouth to shout for help, but Kellach made short work of the effort when the little man plunged a knotted fist into Alaric’s stomach. The blow hurt and Alaric’s vision swam as he doubled. He fought to breathe as a small hand seized his hair and jerked his head up. The child’s face wore a mask of dark rage.

“Put him in the trunk…now,” the demon said.

The trunk? Alaric panicked. No, not in the trunk!
Not there! He kicked and struggled and swore to no avail. A hand clamped tight across his mouth kept him from screaming or fighting them with spells. They forced him back into the circular room. The demon pushed the lute aside and lifted the lid of the trunk. Alaric fought like a cat headed for a bath, using every physical weapon available to him, and still the numbers worked against him. At least, as they pushed him into that tiny space, before they could close the lid, he managed to scream.

Then darkness closed in, leaving him barking knuckles and knees against coffin-sized confines that refused to budge.

~

Horns and barbs, Vagner groused as he tried to straighten out his hair and frock. This was not exactly going according to plan. The circle was supposed to have eliminated any worry that the young mageborn bard could escape the room. Oh well, at least they had him in the trunk now, and because of the spells Tane so carefully wove into it before their journey here began, no one would be able to hear Master Braidwine kicking and screaming himself hoarse. Those same spells would also prevent him from opening the lid or setting himself free with spells. Now, to get out of this filthy human dwelling. Granted, that part would not be so easy if Tane had not rid himself of the Greenfyn mageborn’s company.

Not my problem, Vagner thought. As the demon hurried down the stairs, he could hear Tane’s voice raised in discourse with another.

“It is never wise, sir, to assume that all Haxons are stupid,” Fenelon said.

“They are naught but barbarians, sir,” Tane said. “Hardly worth a scholar’s time to write about…”

“But there will come a time,” Fenelon retorted, “when such histories will be needed. You mark my words. The Haxons are not fools, and any show of weakness on the part of the people of Ard-Taebh will be looked upon as an open invitation to full scale invasion. All it will take is one strong leader, smart, ruthless and charismatic enough to unite them.”

“Oh, and where do you suppose such a leader will come from? The Haxons themselves? They can’t stop fighting among themselves long enough to follow one leader…”

Hmmmm, the demon thought. This could go on for hours. Perhaps Vagner would intervene. He stopped outside the door, looking down at his torn dress, and smiled. Spitting on his hands, and placing the moisture on his face so it looked like tears, Vagner backed away quietly. He took several deep breaths and began to make bawling sounds as he suddenly ran at the door. He had even managed to fake some full scale snubbing by the time he reached the door and burst into the chamber.

Both Fenelon and Tane looked up, and the latter almost lost his composure. Vagner ran full tilt across the room and threw arms about the bloodmage’ waist, and in the demon’s best childish whine, cried, “Grandfather, Grandfather, he said I was awful…”

Tane blinked in surprise. “Who?”

“Master Braidwine,” Vagner went on. “He said I was a stupid child, and I could never learn anything! Then he took my psaltery and smashed it and stormed out of the room…”

“Hold on just a moment,” Fenelon said. “Alaric broke your psaltery?”

“What happened to your dress?” Tane asked.

“I tried to stop him, Grandfather, but he pushed me away and I fell,” Vagner whined and hid his face in Tane’s chest.

“Perhaps I should go see what made Alaric do all this,” Fenelon said. “Striking a child is not like him at all…”

“He’s gone!” Vagner whimpered and tossed a guarded wink and a smile up at Tane who kept a straight face. Only a secretive hint of a smile marred the look. “He just went away!”

“Went away?” Fenelon said. “What do you mean, went away? Where did he go?”

Tane’s brows worked out of their amused arch. “There, there, child,” he said and turned a fierce glower on Fenelon. “I can see now that I was mistaken to have invited such a terrible person into my household. How dare he be so cruel to my granddaughter! I shall order him flogged and thrown out of Dun Gealach! I shall demand he be imprisoned…”

“Now, let’s not be hasty,” Fenelon said with a frown. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for all this. Alaric is not one to display bad manners, and he is not one to abuse a child…”

“Are you suggesting that my beloved granddaughter, my sweet little Vagnera, is a liar?” Tane said, tensing with hostility. “How dare you! I demand you leave this place at once…”

“My pleasure, sir,” Fenelon said and started for the door. “I’ll just fetch Master Braidwine and…”

“But he’s gone!” Vagner wailed once more. “He went away!”

“Went away where”?” Fenelon repeated.

“Just away,” Vagner said and stamped one foot in a childish gesture of frustration. “He opened a big magic hole and…”

Fenelon stopped and spun back around. “A magic hole?” he said. “A gate? That’s impossible. Alaric is unable to manage a gate spell.” Vagner nearly cursed as Fenelon turned for the door again. “Alaric,” the mageborn shouted and made a sudden dash at the opening.

“Dorcus a’ dunadh!” Tane shouted, and the door slammed shut before Fenelon could get through it.

Fenelon slammed a hand against the door and lurched back around, anger seething on his handsome face. “What have you done to Alaric Braidwine?” He started at them, raising hands as though about to cast a spell.

Tane pushed Vagner aside and wiped a hand across his own face as he muttered a reversing spell. Old features tightened and filled out with the strength of stolen youth. The beard melted away and the hair thickened and braided itself with a multitude of bone beads.

“Tane Doran…” Fenelon whispered.

“It’s so nice to be remembered,” Tane said and raised his hands.

Fenelon reacted quickly. The hum of multiple magics filled the chamber. Vagner wanted to sing for joy as essence was drawn. Power swelled about them, riding the currents of the air. Both mages reached for the essence of fire and jerked it into the room. Flames billowed into a raging column between them, lashing back and forth as each one shouted words of spells to bind fire to their wills. Tane was good with the element, but the Greenfyn mage proved to be its true master. Fenelon pushed the column of fire closer to Tane, and the bloodmage began to tremble in his efforts to keep himself from being burned. Struggle as Tane did, he could not shove the flames back.

Tane’s glance flickered only briefly towards Vagner then shifted back to concentrate on Fenelon again. The demon arched brows in disgust. And just what are you expecting me to do? Vagner thought. You sealed my magic within me, and I cannot touch it…

But the demon did have hands.

Vagner grinned and crept over to the sideboard, seizing one candlestick. Then light as a feather, the demon slipped up behind the Greenfyn mageborn.

One good blow and Fenelon went down. The fire swelled, then vanished. Tane started swiftly towards the door, wearing a mask of disgust. He paused only for a moment to snatch the candlestick from Vagner’s grasp and return it to the sideboard.

“Come on,” Tane said and continued on with rapid strides.

“Come on?” Vagner repeated and glanced at the prone figure in blue and white. “But aren’t you going to…”

“This is neither the place nor the time,” Tane said. “Klling a member of the Greenfyn family is a complex matter. If we don’t leave now, others will come and attempt to stop us.”

“Others?” Vagner followed Tane out into the corridor where the bandits were waiting with the trunk. They leaned against the wall, fanning their faces and sweating profusely, but at the sight of the bloodmage, they lurched upright.

“He sent a summons to Dun Gealach just as he started the fire spell…damned Greenfyns are able to cast more than once spell at a time.” Tane gestured at the others as he started for the main doors. The bandits rolled their eyes and struggled to collect the trunk and follow. “I clearly heard him calling to another as he reached for the essence of fire,” Tane said. “Now, we must get loaded and leave before this place is crawling with members of the Mage Council. I’m not a god yet, Vagner, and until I am, I know my limits. Now lets go! I need to be well away from here before I gate us to the border keep.”

He marched out the main doors and into the stable yard where the carriage was waiting. Vagner cast one last glance back towards the room where Fenelon lie unmoving. With a shrug, the demon raced after Tane and his prisoner.

Time to worry about killing Greenfyn mages later then. Alaric Braidwine was theirs for now, and soon enough Tane would have the young man’s knowledge, and Vagner would have his form back.

Vagner just hoped Tane would leave enough life in the youth for the demon.














  







TWENTY SEVEN
 

Etienne Savala prided herself on being a stable and practical woman. It did no good to display such a emotions as panic or fear when teaching young mageborn to calmly manage their budding and erratic powers. Besides, the years of her trying relationship with Fenelon Greenfyn had taught her much more about patience and fortitude than healer training ever could. One could not share the bed of such a man without those skills.

Even so, when she felt the frantic hum of a ley line buzzing with a summons from Fenelon, she lost a little of that composure, enough so the sphere of water she concentrated on holding to teach Tobin the spell shattered and sent water splattering everywhere.

“Horns,” she hissed. “You three, stay here. I must go…”

Her students looked startled, but they knew better than to ply her with questions. This whole affair irked Etienne just a little. She could tell Fenelon had focused his summons on her alone. If this is some foolish prank of his…

Etienne seized her staff and threw her cloak about her shoulders, and marched for the outermost yard of Dun Gealach. Any who saw her flying past would have compared her to the battle maidens of old. She reached the outer bailey unchallenged, and there, without so much as a good-bye or a glance at the guards who watched the entrance, Etienne stepped into the circle marked on the flagstones and opened a gate, honing in on the place from which the summons came. Not the wisest use of the spell, she briefly admitted to herself since she had no idea where the gate would open and leave her. Surely Fenelon would not give her a trail that would sit her in the middle of a stone wall or in the midst of danger. He knew well enough she would never forgive him. He was far too precise to make that mistake for which Etienne was grateful. 

The spell spat her out in a shadowy corridor next to an open door. Battle magic lingered in the air. She spread mage senses about her, seeking life. Only one could be felt. Her eyes were drawn towards the center of where the power struggle had taken place…

Fenelon sat on the floor, holding his head between his hands.

“Fenelon?” she said.

“About time you got here,” he moaned. “Where are they?”

“They?” Etienne repeated. She crossed the chamber and commanded her staff to stay upright while she knelt at his side. The healer training of her youth took over. She seized his chin and pushed back his forelock of burnish copper to look into rich blue eyes. His pupils were dilated. Not good.

“Tane Doran,” he groused. “Ahhhh…”

Her probing touch found a bruise on his forehead, the sort one might get from striking the floor with one’s head, she mused. Not serious enough, however, to explain the eyes. “Tane Doran?” she repeated and continued to examine him, following the contours of his skull. “The bloodmage you were rattling on about the other day?”

“The old man was really Tane Doran,” Fenelon said and hissed again when she found the more serious injury at the base of his skull and came away with blood on her fingers.

“Mistress Miranda needs to see this,” Etienne said. “Come, I’ll help you.”

She pulled him to his feet, no easy task since he didn’t seem to be able to get his legs under him at first. But Etienne prevailed. She slipped an arm around Fenelon’s waist and pulled one of his arms over her shoulder, and pushing with her legs, she heaved both of them off the floor.

“I’ve got to find Alaric,” Fenelon said and tried to pull away, nearly unbalancing both of them. “They’ll hurt him if I don’t…”

“Alaric is not here,” Etienne said.

“Are you sure?” Fenelon said groggily, glowering at her.

“I’m positive,” she said. “I’ve already scried the place, and yours is the only life essence I detected when I arrived.

“Then they’ve taken him with them,” Fenelon said and tried once more to pull free. “I’ve got to find him before they tear Ronan’s secret from him and find the sword…”

“What sword…?” she asked.

“The sword that will kill Na’Sgailean…or give her life. I’ve got to go…”

He nearly collapsed again. Etienne tightened her grasp and commanded her staff to leap into her hand.

“Oh, no you don’t” she said. “You’re going straight back to Dun Gealach and the infirmary if I have to throw you over one shoulder and carry you.”

“Oh, I do love a strong woman who knows how to keep a man in line,” Fenelon said with a half grin as he leaned more heavily into her.

Well, that was more like the old Fenelon Etienne knew. She opened a gate spell back to Dun Gealach where there were enough guards present to help her get Fenelon to the infirmary when he fainted in her arms.

~

The rocking of the carriage was mild compared to Vagner’s excitement. They had Alaric Braidwine, and surely Tane would feel generous now that the quarry was his. The demon bounced like an enthusiastic child, occasionally stroking the ornate trunk filling the floor space between them, treating it as though it were the most precious prize in the world. 

There had been no time to tie it in the back. Tane was eager to be well away from the city with his escort of bandits in livery before he attempted any form of magic.

I shall be myself again, the demon thought. And I shall have new songs…

“Will you stop that impatient gamboling about,” Tane snarled. “There’s barely enough room in this carriage as it is.”

Vagner flung the child body into the opposite seat, legs crossed, and looked petulant. “I was merely celebrating.”

“Celebrating?” Tane repeated.

“We have him,” the demon said with a smile and leaned forward to pat the trunk. Soon, you shall have what you want, and so shall I…”

Tane cocked his head, his mouth thinning into a cold smile. “And just what do you want, demon?” he asked.

Vagner hesitated. What game was this? Tane wore that expression that often made the demon uneasy with dread. “You… promised to give me back my true form…remember?”

“Not so fast, creature,” Tane said, his face growing malicious. “I have yet to be satisfied you have learned your lesson in humility. And until I am so satisfied, you shall remain as you are…a powerless, but pretty child.”

“What?” Vagner lurched forward, leaning over the trunk and trying to look fierce. Very difficult in this form, he sadly noted. “But you swore if I helped you capture him…”

“I swore nothing,” Tane said with a sneer…

“You said if I did as you asked…”

“We do not know yet if he truly possesses the knowledge I seek,” Tane said. “So the debt for your folly has yet to be paid in full…”

“Yet to be paid!” Vagner shrieked. “Were it not for me, manling, the Greenfyn would have defeated you! You would be nothing but a memory, were it not for me! I saved your wretched life back there! You owe me my freedom and my form!”

The harsh back-hand blow caught Vagner by surprise. In true form, it would have felt like nothing more than a puff of a breeze caressing his cheek. But this child’s flesh had no resistance to physical pain. The cruel slap burned and threw Vagner across the carriage so he struck his head against the wall. Sickness seized the demon’s stomach. He coiled into a wad in the far seat and fought the urge to sob and gag. Tane reached across, snagged a handful of the golden hair, and forced the child’s face up.

“If you dare provoke me with such a tantrum again, creature, I will curse you by your True Name to wear this form for an eternity! Then I will sell you to the first drunken Haxon I find and let him teach you the humility of this useless flesh you wear. Do I make myself clear?”

Vagner nodded as best he could. The grasp on his hair broke with an abrupt snap that dropped his face into the seat cushion. He dared not move as Tane slowly reclaimed his own place, body stiff with superiority. The bloodmage stretched his legs, resting them atop the trunk and smiled.

“Good,” he said.

Only then did Vagner rise and cringe in the corner of the carriage. He did not dare meet Tane’s gaze.

But through it all, the demon vowed that by one means or another, he would have revenge.

~

Once Etienne saw Fenelon into Mistress Miranda’s care, she fetched Shona and went back to the house. Two calm heads, in Etienne’s opinion, were better than one, and two skilled at scrying would require less time to cover the territory. Besides, Etienne had already determined Shona was developing strong feelings for Alaric. Etienne had seen the looks the young lass cast Alaric’s way, and had overheard Shona confessing to Katriona that she found Alaric sweet and polite and very handsome. That youthful passion alone would sharpen Shona’s skill and desire to assist in finding him now. And this would be excellent practice for Etienne’s star pupil.

They gated back to the manse, stepping through Etienne’s spell door. The place felt more devoid of life than it had on her last visit. This, she thought grimly, was not good. What if they were too late to locate any hint of magic that would tell them of Alaric’s fate? What if the young mageborn was already dead? A twinge of guilt slipped through Etienne with that thought. She had not been on her kindest behavior towards Alaric these last few days. I was as much to blame for his reaction that night as he. If she did not wish for him to look into her bodice, she should have tied up the laces before leaning over him. Even now, she felt rather foolish over having been so callous over such a trivial matter.

“At least he only looked,” had been Fenelon’s amused response when she fumed about the matter later on. “I would have been more tempted to touch…”

Etienne shook those thoughts away. More important work lay at hand. She glanced at Shona who summoned a globe of mage light and attached it to the head of her own staff. Shadows scampered away like mice as the warm flicker of light grew strong. A good light, Etienne thought. Not harsh at all. Some apprentices conjured mage lights so bright, they hurt the eyes and were useless.

“Shall I start up or down?” Shona asked.

“Up,” Etienne said. “I want to examine the battle scene myself.”

“All right then,” Shona said and made for the stairs visible down the length of the corridor.

“And call out if you sense danger,” Etienne said, watching the younger lass’ progress. “I don’t want to have to take you to the infirmary as I did Fenelon.”

“Little chance of that, mistress,” Shona threw back. “Magister Fenelon will be all right, won’t he?”

“Don’t worry,” Etienne said. “Fenelon is too hard headed to be otherwise.”

A giggle floated down from the end of the corridor. Etienne smiled and stepped back into the great hall where the battle of magic had taken place. She stopped in the center of the room and closed her eyes, letting mage senses travel around her. The awareness spread, gliding like fingers across the currents of the air. Fenelon once told her he thought of using mage senses as being a lot like sitting in the center of a great web, and any vibration of a single strand, no matter how slight, would be felt. Etienne thought it more akin to finding patterns in the stars. One moment, they were bits of light, the next, pictures would form. Each mageborn felt such things differently, in her opinion. No two mageborn were alike in any way, be it strength or skill. There were mageborn whose senses were almost useless without serious focus and concentration, while others were sharp enough to know if a single speck of dust had been disturbed or a spell was being cast several leagues away.

“I should be so sensitive,” she mused as she examined the remaining hints of power.

Fire magic, to be sure. Fenelon had a fondness for dangerous pyrotechnical displays of power. His quicksilver aura filled the room, but so did another. The second held a strong blood taint. The mysterious Tane Doran, no doubt. Etienne pulled bits of his essence, giving it a thorough sweep so she would know it if she came across it again. She’d never had Fenelon’s privilege of meeting the man, and only knew of his reputation through the few clashes she’d heard Fenelon tell.

Hmmmm, she thought. Fenelon’s magic was far stronger in the chamber. By all rights, he should have won this battle. His essence dominated the struggle.

But there had been another, one whose essence did not feel right.

Frowning, Etienne opened her eyes. The third aura was not an aura at all. Merely something that existed and should not have. She wished there was more of it to test, but alas, its actions were overshadowed by all that occurred, and its true essence lay carefully hidden from her probing under a heavy cloak of almost non-perceivable spells.

“Mistress, come see what I’ve found!”

Shona’s voice floated down from quite a distance. Etienne had to brush the entire manse with mage senses to locate her pupil. Shona’s soft aura ranged higher above Etienne than a single flight of stairs. Still frowning, Etienne left the hall and made for the stairs. She climbed several flights before she found Shona standing over a place in the corridor, one hand stretched. The floor at her feet harbored a smattering of sticky blood.

Blessed Brother be merciful, Etienne thought, reverting to an old vow. She put her own hand out. Not Alaric, thank the gods, though a hint of his essence was here, laced through with pain and fear. Poor lad, she thought. Curiosity drove her to wonder whose blood it was. Not that of the unnatural thing she had felt below. Just that of a mortal man. Etienne signed with relief.

“There’s more in here,” Shona said, and gestured towards the door that held court at the end of the corridor. “Come and see.”

Etienne followed the lass into a circular room. To her right, a smashed instrument lay scattered like a ravaged carcass. Shona knelt and picked up a piece. A psaltery.

“It’s not Alaric’s,” Shona said, sounding relieved. “But he was here, and he was frightened.”

Frightened was putting it mildly in Etienne’s opinion. Raw terror filled the chamber. Heightened emotions always left strong traces of essence, which was why bloodmages stole lives to feed their craving for the essence of others when their victims were at the apex of fear, anger or passion. But Alaric’s essence had not been stolen, and she found no immediate hint of Tane’s presence here either, though bits of the unnatural creature were present. This did not mean the bloodmage had not been in this chamber. Merely that he had hidden himself and the magic in this place.

Etienne’s gaze fell on the center of the room. A chair lay overturned and beside it, a lute. She started forward to examine them, mage senses stretched to the fullest. And stopped when she felt the power that ranged in the stones at her feet.

“You see it now too, don’t you,” Shona said. “It’s marked and cloaked to keep him from knowing it is here…but he felt it anyway. They underestimated his sensitivity to such things.”

“You sensed all that child?” Etienne said.

Shona’s cheeks flushed as she nodded. “Alaric was here…he was terrified…and then he just…disappeared. As though he’d been swallowed. Like he had stepped into a void or some sort of gate that’s gone.”

“That’s not possible,” Etienne said. “Alaric does not know how to cast a gate spell yet. Fenelon had only begun to teach him the very rudiments of that spell.”

“It’s not really a gate spell,” Shona said, frowning in concentration. “It’s something smaller…different.”

Etienne nodded. Shona was right. Alaric did seem to have just disappeared into some sort of hole.

Fenelon was not going to like hearing that.














  







TWENTY EIGHT
 

Tane waited until they were half a league out of Caer Keltora before ordering the carriage off the road and into a wooded copse. Only after the bloodmage had stepped out of the carriage did Vagner dare move. The demon stroked the trunk as though offering reassurance to its occupant then crawled out and stretched stiff legs.

Tane ordered the bandits about as though he were their general. They hurriedly dragged the trunk out of the carriage, nearly dropping it.

“Careful!” Tane shouted. “Don’t damage that!”

Vagner wondered if it was the bard’s well being or the value of the ensorcelled trunk that invoked Tane’s anger. Those spells had taken much time and effort to set, for Tane was thorough. The demon waited out of the way, arms crossed over the tiny chest, frowning. A wind cut through the trees. It fanned the demon’s hair and sent a shiver racing across pale, furless flesh. Vagner refused to complain, but a blanket would have been nice just now.

Tane closed his eyes and drew essence to open a spell gate. Vagner could see a courtyard in ruins, an overcast sky and the moss splattered stones of a keep. An old tower, long ago abandoned to stoats and ravens, it had served as a bandit hole before Tane discovered it. He had been putting it to personal use for years before he ever summoned Vagner. Most mageborn would have avoided the place, for its cellars held a void. Tane, however, found that anomaly useful, especially where mageborn prisoners were concerned.

The bandits ambled through, taking the trunk and the horses. The carriage, they abandoned. It was stolen anyway. Vagner took his time. The demon did not want to be too far from the trunk, but neither did he want to be anywhere close to Tane. The temptation to attack the bloodmage from behind sat hard in the demon’s stomach just now. Better he did not give it credence. He trailed along at the end of the procession with slow, deliberate steps, tiny fists clenched at his sides. If Tane noticed this angry posturing, he gave no sign. He seemed more concerned with telling the bandits where to take his prisoner once he had closed his magical gate.

The bandits tracked into the keep. Some stopped to bed the horses in the stalls while others began to set up in the lower hall. Tane shouted “Loisg” as he passed the fire pit, and flames rose to birth heat and light among the dusty shadows which did not benefit from the gloomy grey casting its feeble light through small upper window slits. Two bandits struggled to haul the trunk along in the bloodmage’s wake. He headed for the circular stairs at the base of the tower. One set rose to his private chambers. The other set descended into the womb of the earth. Tane chose the latter route, and Vagner brought up the rear of this small parade, ever curious to see what was about to happen to their precious cargo.

The bandits swore under their breath as they struggled to make the narrow turns with their cumbersome burden. Tane called mage light, for all the good it did. But at last, they reached the lower steps and followed him through an equally narrow corridor, requiring the tallest among them, including Tane, to stoop. For that moment, Vagner felt grateful to lack his true size, though for a demon, that mattered very little. They could shift size according to need and space.

At the far end of the corridor stood a small door. Tane pushed it open and stepped inside, straightening up. He moved aside so the bandits could come through. Vagner stopped in the door to watch.

This chamber was set up on two levels, consisting of a dais and a pit. Stairs descended into that depth. The lower area was three times as large as this ledge and twice a man’s height below its edge. In the glint of magelight, Vagner could see shackles on nitre-coated walls. The odor of rotting vegetation and ancient piss choked the air. Not the most pleasant place in Vagner’s opinion, made more so by the fact that the whole area of the pit was a void. No hint of essence or magic could be found or used there. The perfect prison for detaining one of the mageborn.

“Well, now,” Tane said as the bandits gingerly lowered the trunk to the dais. “Let us see how our little songbird has fared. Be ready. He may come out fighting like a hawk.”

Tane touched the lid. It possessed no obvious latch, but as he whispered his spell, the lid opened readily when he raised it.

Nothing happened. No explosion of magic. No shouts of rage. Only tiny whimpers such as a terrified child would make. Vagner dared then to sidle over next to Tane and peer inside.

Alaric Braidwine lay coiled into a human knot. His knuckles were bloody and his flesh was damp with fever. His eyes were closed. He did not move, save to breathe and shudder like a dreaming dog.

“Interesting,” Tane said. “Lift him out of there.”

It took work. The young bard remained limp as a rag puppet, never once opening his eyes. Tane frowned, touching the youth’s forehead.

“Very interesting,” the bloodmage said. “He is in shock.”

“Shock?” the demon blurted. “Is he dying? Shouldn’t we fetch a healer?”

“He’ll recover,” Tane said, giving Vagner a sidelong glance of amusement. “You need not worry like a woman just because I am keeping you in the guise of one.

Vagner frowned and backed away, not pleased to have that reminder thrown his way. Were I myself…

“You,” Tane said and pointed to the larger of the two bandits. “Pick him up and take him down there, and you go fetch a couple of blankets and some bandages and salve. I won’t have him catching his death before I am through with him. Vagner, you will stay here in the cell and keep watch over our guest. He will not be able to escape the pit—my spell will see to that—but I will not underestimate him again.”

“I’m hungry,” Vagner said.

Tane frowned. “Then I’ll have a sheep sent down to amuse you.”

The larger bandit hauled Alaric over one shoulder and carried him down the steps while the other rushed out of the cell to fetch the blankets and bandages. Tane walked along the top edge of the stairs, laying a ward attuned to the young bard’s essence and left.

Vagner sighed and watched the larger bandit leave as well before the demon settled into a corner to do as he was bid.

He hoped they wouldn’t forget his sheep.

~

Etienne and Shona returned to the infirmary to find Fenelon up and pacing the ward like a trapped wolf.

“Well, what did you find?” he said, practically leaping on both women as they came through the door.

“So glad to see you too,” Etienne said with a smile.

Fenelon rolled his eyes. “All right! Hello, my love. Now what did you find?”

“Practically nothing,” she said. “It’s as if he simply vanished.”

“I should go see for myself,” Fenelon said. “You may have missed something.”

He started for the door, only to stop and step back with an agitated glower.

“Do you mind?” he said and gestured to the opening with one hand.

“Has Mistress Miranda released you from her care?” Etienne asked.

“Look, I’m fine!” Fenelon said. “There was no need to lock me in here like a prisoner.”

“Oh, yes there was,” Etienne said and crossed the room to touch the door frame and whisper the names of the warding glyphs in proper order to banish them before turning back to him. “Had I not done so, you would have worsened your injuries.”

“It would have been worth the risk,” he said and hurried out of the room. “For Alaric’s sake…”

“And what good would you be to poor Alaric if you had bled to death, Fenelon,” Etienne said, following him as he marched down the corridor and made for the infirmary exit. “Our flesh is mortal. We may live long, but we can die of foolish injuries and blood loss as easily as any of the mortalborn. Besides, I did what I did because I know that under roguish exterior lies a kind and generous man. I know how much you have come to care for Alaric himself, even if you are not terribly good at letting him know it.”

“He’s a friend, Etienne,” Fenelon groused. “Of course, I care for him. He’s bright, intense, intelligent. He’ll make a great Master Mage, an excellent addition to the Council. I want to see that happen, and not just because he is my first apprentice and it would be good for my reputation…”

Etienne smiled. “Yes, we must always consider your reputation, must we not?”

He stopped abruptly, turning back to face her. One sharp look from those blue eyes shot in Shona’s direction. “Go find yourself something else to do until we send for you,” he said.

Shona blinked, looking amazed.

“Go to the gate circle and wait for us,” Etienne said in a more soothing manner. “We’ll meet you there shortly.”

Shona curtsied and hurried away, her cheeks high with color. Etienne watched the girl go before meeting Fenelon’s angry stare. “All right,” she said, crossing her arms and letting her staff stand on its own. “Have your say.”

“You, of all people, should know I am not self-serving or selfish,” he said. “I care about the world at large far more than any mageborn alive. There’s far more at stake here, Etienne, than Alaric’s life. If Tane Doran is involved, no good will come of this. He’s dangerous and ambitious, and like all bloodmages, he will stop at nothing to have what he desires, and damn what is good for the rest of the world. He will use torture and death to get what he wants now. Well, I’m not going to let that happen to Alaric, no matter what that old hag or Turlough or Alaric or anyone else says or thinks about me…”

He stopped, heaving as he turned away and leaned his back against the wall. There he stood and glared at the floor, his face racked with a multitude of emotions. Etienne sighed.

“Just what happened between you?” she asked. “Less than a few days ago, you were the best of friends…”

“What do you mean?” Fenelon said and his face flushed a darker hue.

“Between you and Alaric…and who is that old hag?”

Fenelon took a deep breath. “Marda Alfrey,” he said.

“I thought you and Marda were old friends. She knows your father.”

“Aye, but when she died, she said a slew of awful and untrue things about me to Alaric. She convinced him I was using him.”

“And what did you do to confirm her lies?” Etienne asked.

Blue eyes flashed deep with ire. Etienne remained stoic, refusing to back down. Come on, Fenelon, don’t think you can hide the truth from me, she thought. He trembled as though he were about to start his tirade anew, then abruptly, he turned and smacked the wall with the flat of his hand.

“All right, so I got a little idiotic,” he sputtered. “I was speculating what this Dragon’s Tongue might be and why we should go after it, and Alaric got…stubborn.”

“Stubborn?” Etienne repeated, letting her brows rise quizzically.

“The Dragon’s Tongue must be what Tane is after,” Fenelon said defensively. “Why else would he have killed Ronan Tey and kidnapped Alaric…and I suggested…” He paused when Etienne cocked her head. Fenelon sighed. “Okay, so maybe I got a little over eager when I suggested we should find the Dragon’s Tongue ourselves. Next thing I knew, Alaric was accusing me of using him and…”

“Was he there when Marda died?” Etienne asked softly.

“Well, yes…”

“And you didn’t actually give him time to finish grieving, or to think her words through before you started hounding him, correct?”

“I suppose,” Fenelon said.

Etienne sighed and brushed his roughened cheek with one hand as she smiled. “No wonder he believed her,” she said. “Patience with others has never been one of your virtues, Fenelon.”

“I’ve ruined everything, haven’t I,” Fenelon said, his voice subdued. “Our friendship is over all because of me…and now he’s in Tane’s hands, and if I had not given him the reason to distrust me, he might have listened to me instead of…” Fenelon closed his eyes, leaning his forehead against the stone wall. “Maybe Alaric and Marda were right about me. Maybe I do use people. Maybe I’m no less greedy and impulsive and blind than Turlough…”

“Oh, now I think that’s going a little far,” she chided. “Impulsive, yes, but never greedy or blind. Those are hardly traits I would apply to you, Fenelon Greenfyn. Mayhaps you let your heart get in the way of your head, but your intentions are always noble.”

Fenelon opened one eye, cocking it in her direction. “Why do you do this to me?”

“Do what?” she asked.

“Show me what an idiot I am, then pick me up and dust off my ego?” His hand rose to slide across her cheek, sending little shiver down her spine.

“What are friends for?” she whispered and gave in to her own impulse to kiss him. His arms slid around her, drawing her close, and she returned the gesture. Silence filled the corridor until they broke apart.

“I’d gladly show you what friends are for right now,” he said softly, his forehead touching hers. “But there’s a young man out there who needs my friendship more just now…”

Etienne nodded. It would have been so easy to draw him back inside one of the small wards, to close the door and give herself to him.

But Alaric needed to be found by his friends.

“Then let’s go,” Etienne said, seizing his arm and ushering him along. “And you will apologize to Shona.”

“For what?” Fenelon said.

“Fenelon!”

“Oh…right…if you insist.”

“Of course, I insist,” she said, giving him a sharp look. “I will not have you being rude and intimidating my pupils. That happens to be my privilege.”

She had every intention of keeping him to that promise too.














  







TWENTY-NINE
 

Alaric awoke, cold seeping through his bones. Numbness, exhaustion and dull pain greeted him with the semi-darkness that slipped between his eyelids. Oh, Horns, he thought. Was it all a dream? Just a nightmare where he thought he had been crammed into a tiny trunk where he kicked and screamed himself hoarse, and bloodied his hands beating the sides until he could not move. Where no spell, not even one to call light, had worked.

And now he was on his side, wrapped in scratchy woolen blankets thick with the odor of horses. His bed felt lumpier and stiffer than he last recalled. And it smelled horrible. Someone must have let the fire go out, because in spite of the blankets, he felt cold.

Shivering, Alaric opened his eyes. Rotten reeds rested not far from his nose. He saw his own hands had been crudely swaddled in old bandages. What? Panic surged. Dark shadows filled his vision, and only a strip of red-gold light. But it wasn’t fire. It was soft mage light, glowing steadily somewhere above him. With a gasp, he pushed himself up and froze. Stone walls and shadows surrounded him. Towards his feet, stone stairs rose to where the light glowed.

Automatically, Alaric stretched mage senses to orient himself…and felt nothing. Not a whit of essence, not even his own. He pushed harder, and his head spun, but nothing came. He then touched the floor to seek the essence of earth…nothing.

“Solus!” he cried, but his word only echoed. The shadows and the darkness remained. Frantic, he reached into himself, and still, in spite of knowing his own bronze essence, he could not feel it any more than he could make light come…nor fire. He tried that too, nearly in tears. What has happened to my magic? He had become “blind” to the world!

Alaric worked himself to his feet. He hurt all over from the ache of muscles cramped in one position too long. Gingerly, he put a hand to the wall to steady himself. Cold stone greeted his fingers, but in it, he sensed no life. No essence to draw.

What was this place where essence could not be felt? Certainly not a place he wanted to remain. Alaric staggered for the stairs, stumbling over rotten reeds, pulling the blankets close to keep warm. He half crawled to the top, only to pause.

The girl from the manse sat on a blood-stained sheepskin, sucking marrow from the long bones. Horns, he thought, closing his eyes to the terrible sight. By the Silver Wheel, he hoped he wasn’t going to start retching. He opened his eyes again. She had yet to look up. Perhaps he could make it safely to the door, and lock it and get away.

Alaric surged for the final step, only to hit something that felt as solid as stone. With a yelp, he stumbled off the steps, fell to one side and landed on his back with a gooey thwack. At least the rotten reeds were soft enough to break his fall.

For a moment, he lay there cursing under his breath. Then a face, chin dribbling blood, peered over the edge.

“Are you all right?” she—it—asked.

Alaric blinked. The question struck him as absurd for some reason. He looked at her, slowly remembering how she—it—whatever—had been part of the party that set this trap.

“Are you all right?” the creature asked again.

Alaric pushed himself upright, crawling to his feet. He hugged the blankets around him. “Where am I?” he asked.

The creature sighed. “We’re somewhere north of the Ferlie Wood, I believe. And we’re still in Keltora.”

“Why am I here?”

“Because the master wills it,” the creature said.

“Why?”

The child moved, sitting so her thin legs dangled over the edge. Her dress was starting to show a lot of wear. “Because you are very special, little bard.  You hold the key my master wants. If you are wise, you will give it to him when he asks you the first time. If not, he will just hurt you until you do.”

“I don’t have any keys,” Alaric said and shifted. Horns, he was so cold. He moved his hands and whispered a spell to warm the air around him, and still, nothing happened.

“Don’t bother,” the creature said. “Magic doesn’t work down there. That’s why the master didn’t order you bound and gagged and blindfolded. As long as you’re down there, you’re powerless. That pit is a void.”

A void? Alaric thought. Marda had mentioned “voids” as being places where no essence of magic existed, and here no spell could be cast. He frowned and glanced at the stairs. “But there’s a spell up there,” he said. “I felt it…or rather, I found it…” He caught himself rubbing his nose.

“Aye, the master knew you would try to leave that way. I’m just here to make certain you don’t perish.”

“Just who are you?”

“Mortals know me as Vagner, though that is not my True Name. I am a demon, in case you have not guessed so already.”

Alaric shivered. More parts of his memory cleared. “Wait…you’re the one who at attacked me at Dun Gealach that day…the one who tried to kill me…” Terror surged. The winged monster that flew out of the sky imposed itself over her features in his mind. Alaric backed away, only to trip over one of the shackle chains. He sat down hard, his back against the wall. The sweat of fear rolled down his spine.

“Oh, you have nothing to fear from me,” Vagner said, looking a little hurt.

“But you tried to kill me!” Alaric said. He drew his knees to his chest where his heart thundered hammer strokes against his ribs.

“I only wanted to capture you.” Vagner looked even more hurt than before. “The others should not have interfered. I had every right to defend myself. Demons can feel pain when hit with certain spells, you know. My other form may be impervious to mortal steel, but I can still feel pain.”

“So why are you wearing this shape? I know what you really look like…so why hide that form from me?”

Vagner frowned. “I wear this shape by no will of my own,” the demon said. “I would not wear it at all, but this is my punishment for failing to capture you the first time and forcing my master to use a silly ruse to get you away from the Greenfyn.”

Fenelon. Alaric scrambled to his feet. Fenelon had accompanied him to the house. “What happen to Fenelon?” he asked, fearful of the answer.

“The Greenfyn? I cold cocked him with a candlestick.”

“Did you kill him?”

“There was no time,” Vagner said. “Tane wanted to leave immediately and…”

“Tane?” Alaric said. “Tane Doran?”

“The only one I am aware of,” Vagner said.

Alaric sank back against the wall, sliding down as his knees failed him. Blessed Lady of the Silver Wheel. I’m a prisoner of the man who killed Ronan Tey… He closed his eyes, desperately wishing this was all some bad dream. But the cold wall to his back reminded him otherwise. Tane Doran was the bloodmage who hounded Ronan for the great secret he refused to share with any.

But me, and I have no memory of it.

The clatter of the door on the dais drew Alaric’s attention, and when Vagner stiffened, the demon’s motion intensified Alaric’s unease.

The first man through the opening was one of the larger bandits who had pushed Alaric into the trunk, and his companion in that act came in right behind him. A third figure stepped through and rose to his full height. Alaric hitched back harder against the wall. Oh, Horns! It’s him!

The face in the dream of Ronan’s death.

Tane Doran.

Cold eyes settled on Alaric and even from this distance, they bore into him like daggers of ice.

“Awake at last,” Tane said and smiled. He turned his head, the motion rattling the strange beads braided into his hair. “Fetch him out of there. And don’t forget the gag.”

He whispered and moved one hand across the head of the stairs as the two men descended. Alaric held his place. He ached too much to flee. The bandits crossed the floor of the pit in bold, though uneven steps due to the soggy reeds. One on each side, they seized Alaric and forced him upright. One pulled an old leather gag, a scold’s bridle, from his belt and held it up. Alaric took one look at the nasty condition of the leather, and turned his head away.

Wrong move, he quickly learned. One of them seized his hair with one hand and his jaw with the other, ramming a thumb and forefinger into the sensitive joints. Alaric raised his hands to push the scold away. “No!” he cried. “Please! I won’t cast spells, I swear!”

One of them hit him across the face, throwing his head back against the wall. He cried out in pain.

“Stop that!” Tane ordered. “I need his wits whole!”

Both men and Alaric froze. Tane paced the edge of the dais and glared. Vagner stayed back out of his way.

“You would truly give me your word not to cast spells?” Tane said.

Alaric swallowed and nodded. “Yes,” he said.

Tane narrowed his eyes as though considering the offer carefully. “Very well,” he said. “Forget the gag. Just bring him to me…and be careful with him.”

The scold fell to the ground, and Alaric stumbled as they jerked him away from the wall. He managed to get his feet under him again as they hauled him up the stairs. Crossing the top step, he flinched. The door out of the cell gave them a bit of trouble as they tried to keep a firm hold on him and walk at a stoop. Alaric went out of his way to oblige them as best he could, fearful of what they would do if he did not cooperate. He remained docile as they followed the rise of spiraling stairs for several turns. They passed a door that must have been the ground floor entrance, and continued for two more turns. Tane kept the lead all the way, and looking back, Alaric noticed that Vagner followed. Horns, what a procession they might have made to the casual observer.

Tane pushed open a door and motioned for the men to take Alaric through. A square room greeted Alaric’s watchful gaze. To one side near the wall sat a table with a small feast laid across its surface and two chairs. Shelves lined most of the walls, filled with books and urns and cobwebs, while the central floor had been engraved with a carefully marked circle of power.

The grasps on Alaric’s arms fell away as a hand took his shoulder. Alaric flinched, and turned to find Tane at his side. Once more, Alaric was struck by the cold fire in those eyes.

“Come…sit,” Tane said. “You must be famished. I assume you’ve had nothing to eat since we brought you here this morning.

This morning? Alaric thought. How long had he been a prisoner? He looked for a window, hoping for some sign of the time of day. They were all covered with leather skins, allowing no light to pass.

Tane pushed gently, but firmly, guiding Alaric across the room to the chair closest to the circle. One quick glance revealed shackles attached to the thick oak. The sight frightened Alaric into hesitation, but Tane gave no quarter. His grasp tightened, forcing Alaric into that chair with surprising strength. Only then did the bandits rush forward to lock those shackles about him. The ones at his ankles gave him no room to move, while those at his wrists were attached to chains that slid through the arms of the chairs. They could easily be drawn tight enough to immobilize him and snapped to rings on the sides of the seat. He looked at them as a sinking stone of despair weighted his stomach. It grew harder for him to breathe.

“A precaution,” Tane said and patted Alaric’s shoulder. The bandits lifted the chair and bore it closer to the table. A trencher was pushed into reach, already laden with bits of venison and fowl. Tane seated himself in the chair closer to the wall, pouring two goblets of rich red wine. He set one close to Alaric and took up the other.

“Go on. It’s not poisoned,” Tane said and drank heavily from his own to prove his words.

Alaric swallowed. His throat was too tender just yet for wine. “I would rather have some water…if you don’t mind.”

Tane chuckled. “How polite of you to put it that way,” he said. “Of course, you may have water. Vagner?”

The demon child brought a pitcher, looking perturbed. Water was poured into a wooden mug and given into Alaric’s trembling hands. He sucked it down, relishing the cool, lean flavor. With a sigh and trying to ignore the rattle of the chains, he set the empty mug on the table and glanced cautiously at the demon. Vagner offered a quirky smile and filled it again.

“Please, eat,” Tane insisted. “You’ll need your strength.”

“For what?” Alaric ventured, tearing off a bit of venison.

“It’s going to be a long night,” Tane said with a thin slice of a smile.

Something in the cold delivery of those words stole into Alaric’s soul like a Haxon’s wicked blade. With great effort, Alaric began to nibble on his food.








  







THIRTY
 

“Fenelon, we’ve been all through the place from tower to cellar five times now,” Etienne said. “There’s nothing here.”

“I want to be sure,” Fenelon called back over his shoulder as he headed for the tower yet again.

“I might as well talk to the walls,” Etienne muttered and shook her head. 

The last of the sun light had already faded, leaving mage light and torches as their only form of illumination. She had brought Tobin and Katriona back to assist on their second sweep because Fenelon thought more heads would be better. Others came of their own accord. Even Wendon and a couple of his friends arrived, eager to assist. They were now re-exploring the cellars, though Etienne suspected the three untapped barrels of ale she had noticed on an earlier visit as their true motive for choosing that dusty place.

Rumors about the motive for Alaric’s abduction ran wild through Dun Gealach. How the news had spread so fast was anyone’s guess. Shona knew better. Etienne could only conclude that someone in the infirmary—a guard or one of Mistress Miranda’s assistant healers—had overheard Fenelon’s rant and gossiped to others. It was a wonder to her Turlough had not chosen to add his presence to the fray. She had heard his remarks on how he believed Alaric’s involvement with demons was going to be proven any day now. What made him think that was beyond her comprehension.

“I wish you could talk to the walls,” Fenelon suddenly called down from above, startling her from her thoughts. “They could probably tell us what happened here.”

Etienne rolled her eyes. She passed Shona who sat on the stairs rubbing her feet, and followed Fenelon up into the tower once more.

He roamed about the center of the chamber by the time Etienne arrived. His arms crossed tightly over his chest, his shoulders hunched, and he rubbed his own chin. His “pose regardful,” as she called it, one he often took in moments of deep thought. He circled closely around the fallen lute, his gaze fixed on the instrument. The magic of his scry spell hummed on Etienne’s mage senses.

“He disappeared from here,” Fenelon said.

“We already know that,” Etienne said.

He looked up, perturbed. “I was thinking aloud,” he said.

“Beg pardon,” Etienne said, not hiding her own irritation. Times like this made her grateful their relationship had never gained any commitment deeper than the love they shared. Being wife to someone like Fenelon would have been more than her patience could bear. She took a deep breath to relax herself and stepped around the outer edge of the room, carefully regarding his demeanor. Her foot kicked a broken bit of wood and sent it skittering across the floor. Fenelon turned towards the sound.

“What was that?” he asked.

“Part of the broken psaltery,” she said.

“Psaltery,” he repeated, more for his own benefit. He suddenly charged across the chamber like a child in pursuit of a favorite toy. “Psaltery,” he said and snatched up one of the fragments, dangling wire strings like spider legs.

“It’s not his,” Etienne reminded him. “I don’t think Alaric ever even touched it.”

“No, he didn’t,” Fenelon agreed, grinning. “But he didn’t bring his own psaltery here either. He didn’t know he would need it.”

“Your point being?” She asked.

“It’s still back at Eldon Keep.”

“Ah, and we can use it…”

“To trace him, of course!” Fenelon said and tossed the broken instrument aside. “It will be full of Alaric’s essence.”

“Aye, but only as long as they haven’t taken him too far from Caer Keltora,” she said.

“No problem,” Fenelon said cheerfully. “My father showed me how to stretch the limits of normal scrying from a few leagues to many. All we need are seven willing mageborn.”

“Seven?”

“Aye, one for each of the seven points of power,” he said. “Now, we’ll need the big conjuring room at Dun Gealach. Why don’t you go make the arrangements. I’ll head for Eldon and fetch the psaltery and my notes.”

“And just who are you proposing to assist us with this spell?” Etienne said.

“You, me, Shona, Tobin, Katriona…” he said.

“That’s only five, and three are mere apprentices.”

“Ah, but they are your apprentices, which means they are good. And besides, I’m sure we can recruit a few others at Dun Gealach to assist us. The Wall…maybe even Wendon.”

“Wendon won’t agree.”

“He will if he thinks he gets credit towards achieving the master magehood he covets, all for assisting.”

“Why not ask Turlough…or Lorymer?”

“Turlough would just as soon let Alaric rot, and Lorymer is not so powerful as loyal to Turlough’s whims, and anyway, Turlough is the reason Alaric’s in this mess. If Turlough hadn’t given in to his natural greed…”

“And just how do you know it was greed?” Etienne insisted.

“I know Turlough, love. Greed is his god. Now, you get everyone together. I’ll meet you all in the conjuring chamber.”

He backed away and started to open a spell gate.

“But we have yet to have supper,” she said. “I’m famished, and I know my students are. How can we possibly concentrate on an empty stomach?”

“Good practice,” he said. “We’ll eat.”

“When?”

“Soon,” Fenelon said, and before she could demand clarification, he was swallowed by his gate spell.

Etienne threw up her hands and raced from the tower to gather the others.

She only hoped, for Alaric’s sake, this was going to work.

~

Tane chatted amicably through the meal, though his friendly conversation did little to relax Alaric. He watched gestures and listened to the tone of Tane’s voice instead of paying attention to the words. Good practice in some ways, he told himself. Listening to tones and nuances kept him from dwelling on his own dilemma. Letting his musician’s ear tune itself into the sound made it easier to deal with his fear.

Alaric so wanted to be anywhere but here.

“So, I am given to understand that you know a great number of songs,” Tane said. “Is this true?”

“I…know a few,” Alaric said, startled to be asked such a question under the circumstance.

“Modesty does not become a bard,” Tane said with a turn of his head. “The greatest bards are always sure of their skill and their knowledge. You must learn this if you wish to live up to your old master’s standards. Ronan Tey was very much a braggart.” 

Tane reached down and stroked the amulet he wore, a collection of hand bones bound together in harp wire, and as he stroked it, a sense of dread rose in Alaric.

“My parents never approved of boasting,” Alaric said. “My father thought it bad character to do so.”

Tane chuckled. “No matter. Likely, you do possess a great deal of talent and skill. And I am sure you know many more songs than you would admit in your modesty.”

Alaric frowned. “I have never admitted to knowing anything I did not. Lying was another trait my father would never tolerate.”

“Really,” Tane said with a smile. “So you consider yourself an honest man?”

“As honest as I am able to be,” Alaric said.

“Good,” Tane said, and waved his eating dagger back and forth like a wand. “Then tell me. Do you know a song that goes by the title of The Dragon’s Tongue Key?”

Alaric frowned. “I don’t believe I know that one.”

Tane lost his smile. “Are you certain? Because I was given to understand you boasted of learning the song from Ronan Tey himself.”

Alaric’s dread deepened. He took a deep breath and shook his head. “You were misinformed, sir,” he said carefully. “Ronan never taught me such a song.”

Several inches of the eating dagger buried itself in the center of Alaric’s trencher. He flung himself back against the chair as Tane leaned across the narrow table.

“And you call yourself an honest man,” Tane said. “I have no more tolerance for liars than your father.” Alaric flinched. “I want the Dragon’s Tongue Key, and you will give it to me if you value your life.”

“But I don’t know it,” Alaric said softly. “I swear to you, I have never heard such a song…or been taught its like.”

Tane roared as he wrenched the dagger out of the trencher and buried its blade in the frame of the chair quite close to Alaric’s head. “Liar!” Tane shouted. “I have a witness who says you bragged of knowing this song to none other than Fenelon Greenfyn!”

“When?” Alaric whispered, afraid to move or speak louder.

Tane drew back and turned his angry glower on Vagner. The demon flinched visibly, then spoke. “The night you went to the tavern in Caer Keltora, you came out and told Fenelon the names of the songs you had learned from Ronan Tey. You said you knew The Dragon’s Tongue Key. I heard you.”

“Just where were you?” Alaric asked.

“In your psaltery,” Vagner replied.

“Oh,” Alaric said and closed his eyes. He opened them again to find Tane’s glare had returned to him. “Look, I was drunk when I left the inn that night. Most of that evening is a blur. I don’t drink, and I don’t hold ale or wine well. I’m likely to have said anything and remember none of it.”

The demon’s face fell into a pout. “You sounded quite sure of yourself then.”

“I swear to you,” Alaric said. “I never learned any song with Dragon in the title, and certainly not from Ronan who made me sing every song twenty times in a row when he taught it to me until I grew sick of some of them, but I could sing them in my sleep. There was never a Dragon’s Tongue Key among them, and that is the truth.”

Tane pulled back, his gaze shifting from Alaric to the demon and back several times. “Well, one of you is lying, and since my demon is bound to me by its True Name, and cannot lie to me if I ask a direct question, that leads me to conclude you are the liar here, Master Braidwine.”

Tane gestured sharply. Alaric’s chair lurched as it was seized and lifted. “Horns!” Alaric hissed when the back of his head thumped roughly against the wood. He felt his stomach hitch in protest as he was carried over to the center of the circle and dropped abruptly enough to jar his teeth. A man on each side seized the chains that bound his wrists and pulled them tight, hooking them to the seat so Alaric’s palms were pinioned to the chair arms. He bit his lip and jerked experimentally to no avail. The shackles held fast.

“I had so hoped you would be cooperative so we could do this the easy way,” Tane said.

Alaric looked up as the bloodmage pulled off his cloak and tossed it across the back of his own chair.

“I do hate to waste time torturing people just to get what I want,” Tane continued, but his expression belied his words.

“But I don’t know the song,” Alaric said and shook his head as fear tore into him.

Tane paced into the circle until he faced the chair. He touched the bone amulet around his neck, stroking it like a pet. Then he began to pace again, and this time, he whispered words of power. Alaric felt the circle close around them. Oh, Bright Lady, preserve me, he thought and briefly closed his eyes. He opened them to find Tane leaning close, narrow features hardening into a scowl.

A slender dagger appeared out of nowhere. Alaric winced as the tip of it traced the backs of his knuckles, barely reopening the cuts left from his battering the lid of the trunk. The blade looked very much like the one he had watched Tane shove under Ronan’s nails in that awful dream. Alaric began to shake hard.

“Please…” he whispered. “Please don’t do to me what you did to Ronan the night you killed him…for pity’s sake, please…”

Tane paused. “How did you know I killed Ronan Tey?”

“I…I saw you do it in a dream…your bandits captured him, but you tortured him, and you cut off his hand, and you…”

“You saw all that in a dream,?” Tane reared back, looking genuinely impressed. “You actually dreamed of my killing Ronan Tey?”

“Yes,” Alaric said.

Tane’s free hand cupped Alaric’s jaw, gently drawing his face from one side to the other as though examining a prize gem. “Just what sort of mageborn are you to possess the power to see the past in his dreams?”

Alaric swallowed hard. “One who wishes he’d never been anything but a bard.”

Tane let go and reared back, smiling. “I can see why Ronan chose you,” he said. “You have a fine sense of humor. I appreciate that in a man who is about to be tortured. I will give you another chance to save yourself a great deal of pain, Alaric Braidwine. Tell me what I want to know, and you will not have to suffer.”

“I can’t tell you what I don’t know,” Alaric said, fighting the urge to sob. He closed his eyes and bowed his head. By all the gods, why had he not listened to Fenelon?

Tane’s deep breath took an eternity before he spoke again. “That’s too bad,” he said and rested his hand atop Alaric’s head as though blessing him. “I fear it really is going to be a long night for both of us.”

Tane began to whisper spell words, drawing essence into the air and conjuring white fire into his thin-bladed knife. Alaric could smell hot metal, much like being in his father’s forge when he was a lad.

The first pain was nowhere near the worst.














  







THIRTY ONE
 

At first, the master of Chambers was reluctant to allow Etienne and her companions to use the large conjuring chamber. “Magister Alden has it reserved for two days hence and wishes it be completely cleansed of all magic before then.

“So we will cleanse it when we are through,” Etienne insisted. “This is a matter of life and death. For all we know, it’s too late to save a young mageborn’s life. Would you wish to be responsible for assisting in his death by delaying our need?”

“Your cleansing will leave residue,” he argued.

“Look. I am a magister of First Rank on the Council of Mageborn, and I will go to Turlough himself and report your refusal, and I can promise it will not go well for you when I do. Now give me those keys before I am forced to leave your residue from here to Yewer.” Horns, but she hated to lose control in that fashion.

“All right, all right,” the Master of Chambers said wearily. He opened his mage-locked cabinet and drew forth a ring of keys. “But you really must make certain no residue remains. Magister Alden will be just as unkind as you, my lady, if the chamber is not to his liking…”

“We are doing a simple scry spell,” she said testily. “There will be precious little residue, but you have my word it will be dealt with properly!”

She snatched the keys from his hand before he could change his mind.

The others waited in the corridor. Wendon looked a little worn, but so did her own apprentices. Only Mistress Wallace carried herself tall and alert. On the other hand, she had likely already had a proper meal.

Fenelon, you will owe us a banquet for this!

Etienne did her best to look cheerful as she raised the keys for all to see then used them to unlock the ornate doors.

Fenelon arrived within moments of their entry, carrying the psaltery under one arm and a ream of bound parchment under the other. His grin flashed over the small party. “Friends, thank you all for attending…you too, Wendon.”

Wendon frowned. “Just why are we here?” he asked.

“Why, we have come together to join our skills and find poor Alaric before he becomes a demon’s supper, of course,” Fenelon said. “Someone close the door and bolt it, please.”

“Join our skills?” Wendon said. “How?”

I knew Wendon would be disagreeable, Etienne thought as she folded her arms. Tobin stood closest to the door. He eagerly obliged Fenelon who marched into the middle of the huge, concentrically drawn conjuring circle with the four tall elemental menhirs standing like sentries at the cardinal points.

“How?” Fenelon said. “Well, that’s the magic of it all, Wendon, and if you keep your tongue still long enough, you’re likely to learn some magic that will increase your chances of becoming a Master Mageborn much sooner than expected…”

Etienne covered her face with her hands. She expected Wendon to explode with rage and leave. To his credit, he folded his arms and clamped his mouth into a bull terrier grimace.

“All right, listen to me, everyone. This spell is very intricate, and I will need your full cooperation. Anyone who cannot give that, or take instruction without questions should leave now. Poor Alaric is depending on us, and we must work together to make this spell possible.”

No one moved or spoke. A good sign, in Etienne’s estimation.

“Good,” Fenelon said. He removed the psaltery from its sack and placed it on the floor in the middle of the innermost circle, then he flipped open the pages of the ratty parchment and scanned them briefly. “Now, we are going to be creating three circles of power here,” he said. “A prime circle, a secondary circle, and a heart circle.”

Etienne worked her brows together. Three circles? That would require a lot of energy and essence. She cast a quick glance at the four elemental stones marking the cardinal points of the outermost circle. Let us hope they are in a generous mood, she thought.

“All right, then. Prime circle must be formed and closed first,” Fenelon said. “Katriona, you shall hold the fortress of air.”

Katriona looked startled to be the first one called, but she took her place before the northern menhir and faced inward, fluttering her hands with excitement.

“Etienne, my love,” Fenelon said. “You will take charge of fire,” Fenelon said.

“But fire is masculine,” Wendon said, clearly disappointed.

“True,” Fenelon agreed with a grin. “But I know of no other woman whose heart and soul could wield fire so well. And since our gender is vastly outnumbered here, Wendon, we must put everyone to their best use.”

“Flatterer,” Etienne said and took her place at the southern stone. Even without scrying it with mage senses, she felt the elemental at its heart grow alert and eager. Another good sign…she hoped.

“Mistress Wallace, earth shall be your domain,” Fenelon said with a bow in the large woman’s direction. “Guard her fortress well.”

“I always do,” Mistress Wallace said with a tilt of her head. Like a proud leviathan, she took her place before the eastern stone.”

“And you, Tobin, shall be water,” Fenelon said. “That way, lad.”

Tobin beamed at being handed such a responsibility. He rapidly took his place before the western stone.

“Now, you four must close the first circle,” Fenelon said.

“Wind and Flame, Salt and Sea,” Etienne chanted with the others as she drew fire’s essence. It raced wildly over her skin, sparkling ruby lights that spread as she directed them around the prime circle’s edge. They met and mingled with the verdant and aqua essence spreading from the stones to her left and right. “Let the circle be closed. We Mote It Be…”

The elemental colors wove themselves into a tapestry of variegated lights around the outermost edge.

“Excellent,” Fenelon said. Etienne detached just enough of her concentration to watch the rest without losing control. “Now, Shona, you will be my sky, so please stand there.” He directed her to a point on the Secondary Circle that put her back to Katriona before he turned towards Wendon. “And as for you, I know of no other whose whole embodiment is as strong as stone.”

“Is that a compliment?” Wendon said, sounding unsure.

“Why Wendon, I have often compared you to stone…stand there please.”

Etienne bit her tongue. The reference usually included a comparison to having not achieved the mental capacity of a pail full of pebbles. Wendon must not have realized this. His expression was one of gratitude as he obliged Fenelon and took a place on the same circle as Shona, putting his broad back to Etienne and blocking her view.

“Now, please close the second circle,” Fenelon said.

Wendon and Shona spread their arms and repeated the incantation. The glow that welled from the circle on which they stood grew soft amber and swirled.

“Very good,” Fenelon said, and Etienne wished she could see Wendon’s face. The rearing back of his shoulders might have been a gesture of deep pride. Just don’t let Fenelon spoil the moment for him, she pleaded within herself.

Fenelon placed his parchment on the ground and walked the innermost circle, whispering a closing spell. Gold light sprang up around him. He stepped into the very center, practically on top of the psaltery, so all Etienne could see of him was his upraised arms and his head sprouting like a candlewick of copper over Wendon’s dark, squat frame. 

Fenelon’s voice flowed with the words of the spell.



“Fingers that beget songs upon these strings,

Strings that beget music which the golden voice sings

Show me thy face.

Show me thy place.

Where thou be,

Let me see.

I mote it be…”



In the mage tongue, those words sounded so beautiful, Etienne felt her eyes fill with tears. The power she wielded and gathered now drew inward to feed Fenelon’s call. With it, she felt him gently tugging essence from each mageborn who stood within the chamber so their awareness became as one. Power raced through Etienne, singing its sweet song and filling every corner of her physical being with gentle light that purged every shadow from her soul.

The hognose psaltery rose, spinning gently like a lodestone on a string over their heads. Back and forth its narrow end swayed, stopping at last so it was aimed north and slightly west.

Swiftly, images of land and lakes and forest and mountains unfolded. Etienne would have sworn her spirit flew, were it not for the sensation of two feet firmly settled on ensorcelled ground. The flash of scenery made her a little queasy, and she hoped it would soon reveal a place—a structure—something familiar.

But it did not. Instead, the vision faded into a frightening darkness that seemed void of all life.

“No!” she heard Fenelon shout in anger.

His sudden outburst shattered everyone’s concentration. The psaltery trembled and fell. Etienne opened her mouth to shout when Shona broke her place and lunged forward in time to catch the precious instrument before it could crash to the floor and shatter. As she crossed Fenelon’s glowing heart circle, it trembled and winked out. At once, the inner power Fenelon had raised, flickered, then scattered as though a bubble had popped. Only Prime Circle held, for which Etienne was grateful, for inside its boundaries, wind blasted the three mageborn, and the stones rumbled beneath their feet. Etienne tightened her concentration and held on, determined to keep the Prime Circle intact.

Fenelon cursed and banished the raging remnants with a wild gesture that subdued its residue into a single lump. Snarling, he crushed the tight glowing ball with his hands as though it were some insignificant and annoying insect. He sat down where he had stood, and glowered at nothing in particular. Shona timidly watched him, still cradling the psaltery like a newborn child.

Etienne cautiously banished the outer circle of power, gathering it to her to sift it apart and let it fade harmlessly.

Everyone looked exhausted now. The drain of power left Etienne’s own limbs trembling. Wendon sat down where he was, as did Katriona and Tobin. Only Mistress Wallace made it to one of the benches lining the outer walls to sit and rest.

“What happened?” Wendon asked. “Is he dead?”

“No, he’s not dead,” Fenelon growled and lowered his head.

“But…what was that black thing?”

Fenelon said nothing, rubbing his face. Etienne eased down at his side, slipping an arm across his hunched shoulders and looked at Wendon.

“That,” she said wearily, “was a void, Wendon, a place where no essence can be found. And so long as Alaric is in there, we cannot find him.”

~

Demons were not supposed to possess even a tiny hint of sympathy, but Vagner felt sorry for the young bard. Tane’s ruthless application of hot pain left Alaric shrieking for mercy, but failed to produce any of the information the bloodmage desired. The sincerity of Alaric’s denial had Vagner wondering if he was mistaken. No, I clearly heard him say he knew the Dragon’s Tongue Key that night. The youth could not have held out against such pain if he were lying, but Alaric continued to sob he did not know the song. Tane gained nothing for his wicked efforts, especially after the young bard fainted.

Though angry at this failure, Tane had the sense to recognize it would be futile to continue. Other methods of extracting the information were in order. The bandits unchained Alaric and carried him back to the cell. Tane restored his spell wall, announced his intentions to retire, and left.

Vagner sighed. After Tane disappeared, the demon fetched water and bandages. The spell wall at the head of the stairs did not turn demon essence. He walked into the void unhindered, curious to note that he did not feel it at all.

The bandits had done little more than lay Alaric out on the blankets. Vagner knelt and set about cleaning and bandaging the cauterized cuts and burns that ranged Alaric’s arms and chest and throat. The youth never stirred, and this worried the demon. What if he does not live? He’s young, but he looks so frail just now.

The demon sighed and finished the chore of bandaging Alaric’s wounds. Vagner made certain Alaric was well covered with the blankets before returning to the dais to watch and wait.














  







THIRTY TWO
 

Having sent her pupils back to her own quarters in Mistress Wallace’s care with a promise they would be properly fed, Etienne returned to Eldon Keep with Fenelon. His brows remained in a line the whole time, hinting dark and somber thoughts. He so hated failure. Etienne knew this well, and she feared he would allow it to dampen his efforts.

Once home, Fenelon showed no interest in eating. Etienne, however, was famished, but rather than bother his servants at this late hour, she fixed tea and gathered bread and cheese and some of the lovely pears from Fenelon’s own garden. Together, they sat in the Great Hall on the rug before the hearth, and bit by bit, she coaxed him into taking a few bites of food while she fed herself.

Silence remained. Talking to him at this moment would be useless. She knew by his stare that he was lost in his own thoughts, and she felt content just to sit by his side for the time being.

At last, the dark hour drew on them. Etienne wanted to sleep. She sighed and broke the silence. “Fenelon, don’t you think we should go to bed.”

“I’m too tired for that,” he said.

Etienne hissed and slapped his shoulder. “Is your mind ever anywhere else?” she said.

“Hey!” he said and glowered, but his eyes held mischief in their narrowing. The slight smile gave it away.

“I meant to sleep,” she said. “You’re exhausted and so am I, and we gain nothing for Alaric by ruining our own health.

His gaze dropped. “You’re right,” he said. “We’re safe and warm, and only the gods know where he is just now…”

“We will find him,” she said gently, her fingers pushing strands of Fenelon’s hair back behind his ear.

“But will he be alive when we do?” Fenelon whispered and looked away.

Etienne captured his chin and drew his face back around. His blue eyes were soft with unshed tears.

“We will find him,” she repeated.

He grasped the hand that cupped his face and kissed it. Etienne shivered and smiled.

“I thought you were too tired,” she said.

“I am,” he assured her as he drew her close and lay back on the bear skin rug. She smiled and snuggled against him, listening to his heart in his chest. “Too tired to even make it to the bed…”

His breathing relaxed, and within moments, she raised her head to find he had indeed fallen asleep.

Etienne smiled and shifted into a more comfortable position. She was not good at sleeping on floors, so she let her mind play over the scenes she had seen in the conjuring circle that night. Flying over moors and forest. The mountains rising sharp behind them. Heather and sedge were brown, and at one point some shaggy cattle shared grazing with sheep before the darkness came…

“He’s still in Keltora,” she whispered. Oh, she might not be familiar enough with the landmarks to know precisely where, but she had seen heather only in this vast kingdom and no other. And those cattle. They were certainly a native Keltoran breed with long graceful horns and unkempt red coats. No other kingdom in Ard-Taebh bred such beasts.

She sat up, and the motion stirred Fenelon who opened puzzled, sleepy eyes. “Etienne?” he said.

“He’s still in Keltora,” she said. “Alaric is still in Keltora.”

Fenelon yawned. “Keltora’s a big place.”

“But how many voids are there in Keltora?” Etienne asked.

Now Fenelon blinked. “I’m not sure, but someone at Dun Gealach would know…”

“Turlough would know,” she said.

Fenelon’s eyes widened with astonishment. “You’re right,” he said and sat up groggily. “Turlough became obsessed with knowing the location of every void after MacMorroch took the throne of Keltora. Turlough mapped everyone in Keltora himself. Had my grandfather and other mageborn mapping them elsewhere in Ard-Taebh.”

“But we only need to know which ones lie to the north of Keltora,” she said.

“That’s right.” Fenelon smiled. “Let’s go wake up Turlough and ask him.”

He stumbled to his feet.

“Wake up Turlough?” she said. “I think we had better wait until tomorrow. Neither of us has slept, and he’ll be too furious to give us a straight answer…”

“No worse than he deserves,” Fenelon said.

“But you said you were too tired to even make it up to your bed.”

“True, but you’ve awakened me and renewed my hopes with this news…and the longer we wait the worst it will be for Alaric. Come on.”

Me and my ideas! Etienne groaned inwardly as she took his offer of a hand and crawled to her feet. She would much rather be in bed herself.

But for Alaric’s sake, she would muster her strength. If only to keep Fenelon from doing anything rash.

~

How does he do that? Etienne thought as she stifled a yawn. Few mageborn would have managed to get past the first few ranks of guards before being stopped either by force or by magic. Fenelon made it all the way to the private bedchamber’s outer door before he met more resistance than he could walk past and ignore. Two guards proved a worthy obstacle to his misdirection spells, for neither of them stepped aside. Etienne knew why too. Both guards were mageborn and had a natural resistance to spells of distraction.

Fenelon stopped as they blocked the door.

“Renton,” Fenelon said to the younger of the pair, a tall youth with black hair and blue eyes. “So you’ve pulled this watch, have you?”

Renton Morwaine frowned. His senior companion took a step forward. Hasher Wolfstane was his name, and Etienne had heard him called Hasher the Smasher for obvious reasons. This blond giant who topped Fenelon’s height by half a head had a reputation for crushing walnuts with his teeth.

“The Lord Magister is asleep,” Hasher said. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”

“Oh, I’m well aware of that,” Fenelon said, “but this is an emergency. A mageborn’s life is at stake, and my Uncle Turlough may be able to help save the poor wretch…”

“Lord Magister is not to be disturbed,” Hasher said. One of his meaty hands locked onto Fenelon’s arm to propel him back the way he had come. “Not by you or any other…”

“You don’t understand,” Fenelon said, attempting to dig heels in and impede his own progress as he threw a look at Etienne that said, “Why aren’t you helping me with this?”

“I understand my orders,” Hasher said and grinned. “Lord Magister is not to be disturbed…especially by you.”

How about by me? Etienne thought. Drastic moments required drastic measures, and while she thought it totally beneath her, Etienne took a deep breath and let out a scream. As sharp and high pitched as she could manage. She so startled Renton, he dropped his pole arm with a loud clatter, and stumbled against the door in his effort to retrieve it. Hasher stopped hauling Fenelon away and jerked around with a startled look. No fool where opportunities abound, Fenelon readily took advantage of the distraction. He pulled free, ducked around behind Hasher and raced back to Turlough’s door just as it opened.

Turlough filled the opening, rage smoldering behind the bleariness of disturbed sleep.

“What in the name of Cernunnos is going on out here?” he snapped. He froze when he saw her. “Etienne?” His gaze swept the other way and went from surprise to indignation. “Fenelon. I might have known.”

“Uncle, so sorry to have disturbed you, but this is a matter of life and death,” Fenelon said.

“That is a matter of opinion,” Turlough groused.

Hasher had recovered and reached out to snag Fenelon once more.

“Oh, never mind,” Turlough snapped, and the giant guard flinched like an admonished child. “The sooner I give this fool nephew of mine an audience, the sooner I can get back to bed.”

Fenelon grinned and slipped through the open door. Etienne took her time and ignored the dark glances afforded her by the guards.

Turlough motioned and muttered “Solus” so the antechamber globe light swelled with the soft glow of magical illumination. His valet stood by one of the secondary doors, fumbling to close his robes. Turlough ignored his sleepy-eyed servant and strode over to the fire where with another flick of his hand and a whisper of “Loisg,” he renewed its warming blaze. Then he seated himself in one of the chairs there and gestured towards the other to indicate Etienne had his permission to claim the other, before turning his sour glare upon Fenelon once more.

“State your business and be brief,” Turlough said. “And be warned if this is some mad delusion, I shall have you banned from my quarters by more permanent means.”

“Oh, it’s very important,” Fenelon said. “Alaric’s life depends on your good graces and your knowledge…”

Turlough narrowed his eyes. “Yes, I heard he had been taken, possibly by the very demon he brought into this keep, I am told.”

“And that doesn’t concern you?” Fenelon said.

“Well, of course, it concerns me,” Turlough said darkly. “We can’t have young mageborn being kidnapped without being concerned. It does not serve our reputation well. From whence was he kidnapped?”

“Oh, surely you already know that,” Fenelon said. “And he was not taken by a demon, but by the very man who bribed you into sending him to Chatham Manor under false pretenses.”

Turlough cleared his throat harshly and shot a look at the valet that sent the servant scurrying for his quarters. Then Turlough rose to his feet.

“Of what are you accusing me?” he snarled.

“Had you truly taken time to check this Baron Talos’ claim instead of letting his bride distract you, uncle, you might have noticed he was really the bloodmage Tane Doran.”

“What?” Turlough stepped back, his gaze flashing over to Etienne who did her best to remain a silent observer. “Are you certain of this?”

“He revealed himself to me before he and his rogues fled with Alaric,” Fenelon said.

“And you let him escape?” Turlough said. “Knowing our edicts against blood magic and those who practice it?”

“I was outnumbered,” Fenelon said with a frown. “And may I remind you that poor Alaric would not be in this predicament were it not for you. I was the one who objected to his going to Chatham Manor, but you had to play master of all and practically ordered it.”

Turlough reclaimed his chair and glared at the hearth. Etienne held her breath. He is taking this accusation better than I would have imagined.

“So what do you want from me?” Turlough said.

“We have reason to believe that Alaric was taken to some place in the north of Keltora where there is a void.” Fenelon said.

“There are several such voids in that general direction,” Turlough said.

“And I would be grateful if you could tell me where I might find them.”

Turlough took a deep breath then rose and started for the outer door, forcing Etienne and Fenelon to scurry along in his wake. The High Mage thundered past the guards who drew themselves upright with stiff postures and followed him only with their eyes. Turlough continued his fast and furious pace to his main study, and there he called light and walked straight over to a square table with a surface that shimmered. 

Passing one hand across the surface caused the swirl of colors to shift and form a map of Keltora and its borders. Etienne leaned over the table, intrigued by the spell that wrought the map, for it shifted to reveal contours of lakes, rivers, mountains and forests and many of the larger villages and townships in miniature.

“There are seven major voids in Keltora,” Turlough said, and as he moved a hand over the map, dark spots appeared among the green. “Twelve medium sized voids and more than four dozen minor ones. The largest covers an entire lake while the smallest sits in a closet in a temple of Diancecht.”

“I’m only concerned with those that lie north,” Fenelon said.

Another wave of Turlough’s hand brought the north into greater focus. Etienne counted two large spots and two dozen lesser ones.

“That leaves approximately twenty-six,” Turlough said. “The largest one sits under a mountain in a tomb where an Old One is supposed to repose. The other large one is in an open field where no grass will grow.”

MacMartin’s Bald?” Fenelon asked, one brow rising.

“Yes,” Turlough said in a tired voice.

“It would have to be some place less obvious,” Etienne said. “Surely Tane would not go to a place where word of his presence could get back to the Mage Council.”

“Yes, you’re right,” Fenelon agreed. “Therefore, we should concentrate on isolate voids just large enough to hide several people. Possibly these voids would be connected to old ruins or castles.”

“Hmmmm,” Turlough said and shifted his hands over one another above the map. “That would reduce the number to six which are the right size. And at least four of those…” He tapped points of the map as he spoke. “…are in isolated ruins.”

“Exactly the sort of place I would hide myself if I was a bloodmage,” Fenelon said. “Ruins are avoided by more sensible folk.”

Then we must not be terribly sensible, Etienne mused privately.

“In that case, your choices are Fallon’s Tower, Dun Ferlie’s Tower, Morrigan’s Tower and the old Greenwall Temple,” Turlough said.

“A lot of towers,” Etienne said.

“Peel towers deserted after the Unification or torn apart as the aftermath of Keltoran clan wars,” Fenelon said with a grin. “The Keltorans have never really stopped fighting among themselves. They’re just more civil about it than they used to be.”

“I’d be rather careful saying such things here, if I were you,” Turlough said. “Considering you and half the Greenfyns have the same coloring as most Keltorans…”

“They can tell the difference, Uncle,” Fenelon said with a wicked grin. “I don’t run around wrapped in multiple ells of a tartan wool plaidie.”

“Who knows, it might suit you to do so,” Turlough said in a dry voice, and Fenelon raised eyebrows. “Now get out of here. Go find your apprentice and let me go back to bed.” The High Mage sounded weary. He started for the door then paused. “Oh, and Fenelon. I will expect you to deal with Tane Doran. Do I make myself clear?”

Fenelon’s face went grim. “Trust me, Uncle,” he said. “Killing Tane Doran will be my pleasure…”

“Just do it right, Fenelon,” Turlough said. “And one other thing…”

“Yes…”

“Your apprentice…if there is even the slightest hint he may have let Tane Doran get the better of him and turn him towards a darker path, I want to know. I am still not wholly convinced he is not part of this.  Good night to you both.”

Fenelon fairly bristled, but he had no chance to retort in outrage that the accusation was absurd. Turlough had already left the chamber.

“Damn him,” Fenelon growled. “By the Black Winds of Annwn, how dare he think that of Alaric.”

Etienne shook her head and took his arm. “Come on,” she said. “Alaric needs us.”

Fenelon nodded, starting for the door with her close at hand.

Four places to the north, she thought. Oh, Alaric, I hope you are all right.














  







THIRTY THREE
 

When Alaric first awoke, he could not move. He discovered very quickly he didn’t want to. His forearms and chest sang a hearty protest, and his own voice moaned in sympathy. Muscles began to spasm in mockery of his attempts to lie still. He coiled himself into a knot, stifling groans in the thick wool blankets—his only protection from the damp ground—and prayed for the pain to go away.

“Easy now,” A soft female voice instructed in a whisper. “Just ride it through.”

Etienne?
Shona? Alaric blinked. Hope rose in him, and he focused on the shadowy figure silhouetted by the glow of mage light. No, just Vagner, he thought. He would have jerked away had it not hurt just to consider such abrupt actions.

“Are you thirsty?” the demon asked.

“What do you care?” Alaric whispered hoarsely and closed his eyes.

“Because it will be my hide that is stripped and tanned into a pair of boots if you perish before Tane has what he wants from you.”

“Then he might as well kill me now,” Alaric groaned. “Because I can’t give him what I do not have.”

“In that case, he will just kill you slowly,” Vagner said. “And that would be such a shame.”

Alaric heard water dribbling before a cool cloth touch his face. He opened his eyes again. The childish countenance before him wore concentration and concern.

“Why?” Alaric asked.

“Why what?” the demon said.

“Why would that be a shame?”

“Here have some water,” the demon said and gently raised Alaric from his bedding. The small body moved around to support him, and a lithe hand brought the mug to his lips. It held water, clear and clean, and Alaric suddenly wanted to drain every drop of it quickly, but his hands shook too much to force the mug to the sharper angle necessary. He had to sip it slow because the demon would not allow him to do otherwise. Still, Alaric drained the container dry. Vagner took the mug away and lowered Alaric back down. The creature reached for a tray that held bandages and salve, bringing them closer to make use of them.

“You didn’t answer my question, Alaric said.

“You are not my master,” Vagner said. “I am not bound to answer you unless I wish to do so.”

Alaric sighed. “Oh….”

Vagner opened a pot of salve and sniffed the contents, then put an experimental finger into it. “Hmmm. One of the bandits said this was good for burns. Smells a lot like old sheep fat…”

Alaric grimaced. Nothing worse than “country cures,” he thought.

“Oh, well,” the demon said, and with unnatural gentleness, began to apply the salve to the burns. Alaric flinched and hissed at first, but in spite of its smell, the salve did soothe the blisters and stings enough so Alaric could draw deeper breaths. As if I want to, he thought bitterly. This place really did smell awful.

But he could sit up, at least, without feeling like every muscle would scream as it tugged the crisscross of wounds decorating his forearms and chest. Tane worked most diligently to slide that heated blade just under the tender skin and find the nerves. Alaric closed his eyes, not wanting to remember. He opened them and looked at the demon who busily packed the supplies away.

“Why would it be such a shame?” Alaric asked once more.

“Why would what be such a shame?” the demon said, rising to stand over Alaric.

“Why would it be such a shame for Tane to kill me?”

The demon’s eyes narrowed so the feral predator showed behind the sweet mask of a child.

“When I was but a demon youngling,” Vagner said, “I learned a song. A very simple song. My demon mother heard a human mother sing it to her offspring and noticed how the human child went to sleep. Being vexed with her own rowdy brood, my mother thought to try this human trick on us. And while my brood mates gave it no attention, for they could neither eat it nor tear it apart, I was enraptured by the rare beauty of the sound. I don’t know why, but it gave me great pleasure.”

Alaric cocked his head, intrigued. “You like music?”

“Like is such a shallow word,” Vagner said. “The pleasure I feel in the presence of song is the same pleasure I feel on a full belly or when rutting another demon. It fills every part of me. It satisfies and soothes me. It feeds something deep inside me.”

“Then, you love music?” Alaric said and laughed just a little. “I never thought a demon could care about such a thing.”

A faint glimmer of hurt darkened the demon’s eyes. “Then you know very little of demons,” Vagner said and started for the stairs.

As Alaric watched, the creature crossed the dais unhindered. Alaric frowned. Had Tane forgotten to set the barrier spell?

“I only know what I am told,” Alaric said and worked to sit upright, swaying like a frond. His head took off in circles, and he fought the dizziness. “And what I have recently experienced in your company. Quite frankly, before you came along, I can’t say as I’ve ever met a real demon.”

“Oh, and just what have you heard?” Vagner said in a mocking voice, never turning around to look at Alaric as the creature puttered in the corner.

“That demons eat people,” Alaric said. He made his way to the stairs and caught hold of the edge for balance. Quietly, he climbed them.

“Demons eat many things,” Vagner said. “Including one another. We’re no different from humans in that respect.”

“We don’t eat each other,” Alaric said.

“Really?” Vagner said. “Meat is meat to a demon. Greater demons devour lesser demons all the time…and if humans do not eat humans, explain to me what the Haxons are eating when they cut out an enemy’s heart and devour them.”

“Haxons are barbarians,” Alaric said. He put forth his hand and met an invisible barrier at the top of the stairs. “Oh, horns,” he groused quite unintentionally.

Vagner turned back, now carrying a tray of bread and cheese. The demon shook its child’s head from side to side and let a sardonic smile curl one corner of its mouth.

“Humans have all the answers,” Vagner said. “Haxons eat the hearts of great and worthy enemies because they believe it will transfer the enemy’s strength into them to do so. Did you know that?”

Alaric shook his head and sat down on the stairs. Wearing a smirk, the demon crossed the invisible barrier without stopping and offered Alaric the contents of the tray.

“Tane’s spell is set to stop you alone,” Vagner said, sitting down. “No one else is even affected by it.”

“But…he removed it when the bandits came down to fetch me.”

“They are stupid men and don’t know any better,” Vagner said. “Now eat. You’ll need your strength.”

“For what?” Alaric said. He selected a piece of cheese and tore it into tiny chunks.

“Tane knows the extent of resistance you have to physical pain,” the demon said.

“Very little,” Alaric muttered and stuck the cheese in his mouth to chew on it.”

“Little or not, you have not yielded what Tane wants, so he will try another method today.”

Alaric stopped chewing and frowned. He swallowed the cheese and asked, “What other way?”

Vagner smiled and touched a finger to Alaric’s forehead. “He will go in here.”

“He’ll find nothing of any use to him.” Alaric shook his head and sighed.

Vagner frowned. “And just why persist in denying you told the Greenfyn you know the Dragon’s Tongue Key. I was there when you boasted of learning it from Ronan Tey.”

“But I have no memory of that song or of saying I knew it,” Alaric protested, clenching his fist. “I don’t…” He paused as uncertainty crept into him. What was it Fenelon said Alaric did that day in the library? Sang a song he could not possibly know? “At least, I don’t think I know it.”

But could that be what is hidden behind the wall inside my head? He’d sung that strange song when he touched the demon skin map. That happened before Alaric fell under the fever…after he learned there was a wall in his head. Horns, is it possible I really do know such a song? He glanced at the demon’s stoic expression.

“Tell me the names of the songs I mentioned that night,” Alaric said.

“You said you knew The Battle of Brenhorn, The Mist in the Willows, White Maiden’s Lament and Down Among the Rushes,” the demon said.

Alaric shook his head. “And I could sing any one of those except The Dragon’s Tongue Key.”

“How does The Unicorn Wood go?” Vagner asked, looking absurdly hopeful.
 

“There’s a well within the wood,

Hidden from the eyes of man.

The Unicorn goes there to drink,

Deep in the Unicorn Wood.

She has a horn of purest white,

Hidden from the eyes of man.

And with it makes the water pure,

Deep in the Unicorn Wood…”
 

The clatter of the door lock stilled Alaric’s song. He turned with a gasp. The demon looked acutely irritated.

Tane and his bandits were entering the cell.

“Awake at last,” the bloodmage said. “And moving about too. Good.”

He waved a hand over the head of the stairs and muttered the release spell. Dread seeped into Alaric again. He lurched to his feet and let the tray fall as he backed down the stairs.

“And just where do you plan to run to?” Tane said as he nodded to the bandits. “Bring him up to me…and don’t hurt him unless you absolutely have to.”

Tane turned and left the cell as though sure his orders would be obeyed. The bandits traded leers and started down the stairs to fetch their quarry. They shoved Vagner aside in passing. The demon snarled at them like a terrier.

Alaric stumbled across the chamber. He was wishing he had some sort of weapon when he spotted the scolds bridle. Seizing it up, he spun around just as the first man laid a hand on him. Alaric shouted and lashed out with the leather. It caught the bandit’s ear, and he lurched sideways with a startled cry, tumbling into his companion. Both men went down in a heap of tangled limbs and curses.

I did it! Alaric thought excitedly. Tossing the scold’s bridle away, he bolted for the stairs. Vagner did nothing to stop Alaric as he raced out of the cell.

The stairs were dark, and while Alaric was tempted to use magelight to negotiate them, he feared the spell would alert Tane. So he ran half stumbling, arms and chest stinging as his own sweat rolled in to mingle with the salve that had protected him from his own injuries. His determination to escape overpowered his pain. Alaric ran, spurred to greater speed by the sound of angry voices to his back. The bandits were after him. Horns!

Alaric reached the upper door, pushing it open, and bolted into a long hall with a fire pit. He took but a moment to get his bearings before he bolted towards the outer doors. Oh, please, Arianrhod, don’t let there be bandits at those doors, he pleaded silently as he skirted the firepit.

Five long steps past the fire pit, Alaric hit a second invisible wall. The force threw him back, nearly knocking the breath out of him as he landed on the hard floor. For a moment he lay stunned. Oh, horns, he thought and pushed off to get back on his feet. His nose bled and a tickle of salty blood rolled into his mouth and down his chin. Go!  Forget your nose.
Find another way out.
You’re mageborn, by the Silver Wheel.
Start acting like one!

Applause broke the silence to his back. Alaric turned, leaning against the invisible wall for support. Tane stood on the far side of the fire pit, clapping his hands.

“Huzzah!” Tane said in a mocking manner and started across the room. Alaric flicked his gaze back and forth, judging distances. The others spread out to block his way. “I must give you some credit for making an effort,” Tane continued. “But surely you’re not so foolish as to believe I would set up only one warding wall to keep you prisoner?”

Alaric feinted towards his left. A bandit suddenly filled the gap. He shifted right, and there was the other.”

“Come, there is no way for you to escape unless you can fly,” Tane said.

“No, I can’t,” Alaric said and took a deep breath. But I can cast other spells here, he thought. Quickly, he stretched mage senses, reaching for the essence in the fire pit and jerking it into the air. “Loisg bhuail!” he said.

Flames rose like a huge hand prepared to strike. The bandits hesitated and looked at Tane who did not even flinch as Alaric directed the fire spell at the bloodmage.

Tane suddenly stepped forward, closing the gap between himself and Alaric in a heartbeat. The flames smacked the floor where Tane had been at the very moment Tane lashed out with the back of his hand. The blow caught Alaric hard and flung him down. Before he could think of reacting, hands seized him and jerked him off the floor.

“And here I trusted you when you gave me your word,” Tane said and held up the scold’s bridle.

Alaric was powerless to keep that rancid leather-wrapped tongue from pressing down his own. He retched when the sour filth filled his mouth, but he could not spit it out any more than he could stop them from dragging him up to the tower and putting him into that dreadful chair where he awaited Tane’s next phase of torture.














  







THIRTY FOUR
 

“Etienne?” Fenelon’s breath ticked her ear and made her flinch. Etienne opened her eyes. Fenelon leaned over her, smiling. “Time to get up and go,” he said.

“Already?” she murmured. She had hardly closed her eyes when they came back from interrupting Turough’s sleep. Etienne had insisted she needed her own, and Fenelon had agreed.

“Dawn’s already on the horizon, love,” he said and kissed her cheek.

She sighed and dragged herself out of the comfort of the pillows to dress quickly. The whole time, she reminded herself this was all for Alaric’s sake. Then she fetched Shona from Dun Gealach, wanting her to join the search.

“It could be dangerous,” Fenelon said once he learned of the plan to let Shona accompany them.

“Shona can handle herself,” Etienne said. “Beside, the more of us there are, the better our chances of survival…”

Fenelon frowned. “A single, alert mageborn is more than a match for a rowdy band of bandits…”

“And their bloodmage master and his treacherous demon in the shape of a child?” she challenged. “I think that combination more than takes the odds out of a single mageborn’s favor, no matter how alert and clever he considers himself.”

Fenelon leered but argued no more. He gated them first to the village of Fallonscroft which sat half a league from Fallon’s Tower. Fenelon made his reasons clear. Tane would likely have far reaching wards. Better to find out if the locals knew anything first.

So they found themselves in a tavern called the Grey Man on the main road Fallonscroft. Actually the only road, Etienne grimly noted. Fallonscroft was rather small, not much more than two dozen cottages and a few outlying farms. Not even a palisade surrounded the place. Sheep and cattle roamed freely in the fields and the streets.

Fenelon did not act the least bit disturbed by all this. He set about making friends with the tavern’s lone customer, a smith who gave his name as MacLear. Everyone else had already gone out to work the forest or the fields.

“The ruins?” MacLear said when asked. He shrugged his great shoulders. Etienne smelled the burned scent of his plaidie mingled with sweat. “No one goes up tae the ruins, laddie. They be haunted.”

Fenelon thanked the man, gently pulling Etienne and Shona from their chairs.

“Worth checking,” he told them and borrowed horses so they could cover the distance without magic.

All well and good in Etienne’s opinion. The terrain proved rocky. Fallon’s Tower sat atop a broch whose old road had long ago disappeared from existence. They tied the horses just out of view, and Etienne sent mage senses cautiously scrying the ruins of the old rath. She felt nothing past the outer walls, as though the world within them possessed no hint of life. The touch left her uneasy.

“I don’t think he’s here,” she said.

“Better to be sure than not,” Fenelon said. He drew the sword he had brought and picked his way up the rise. Etienne followed. She was glad she had chosen a split skirt and sturdy boots. Shona held the rear guard, looking undisturbed to be forced into such a strenuous climb, but then, she was highland born and had likely done this most of her early life.

“Fenelon reached the first wall and motioned for the women to stay behind him as he crept along its moss-draped edge. He stopped at the old gate, peered around the edge then moved again. Ravens called from the rath. Etienne heard the skittering of field mice in the grass and saw evidence of a rabbit warren when several coney burst from the sedge and fled for holes.

The building before them looked more ancient than most. Parts of its walls had fallen out. Holes gaped in others. Wind picked its way through those openings and moaned.

So much for spirits, she thought wryly.

Fenelon reached the open remains of the door and paused. Etienne quietly joined him, peering around his shoulder.

There was nothing inside but a great hole where the floor once sat. Evidence of some monstrous blast could be found in the arrangement of stones around the hole and in the blackened patches not worn away by time. The holes depth yielded no call of magic that she could feel.

“As I said before, I don’t think he’s here,” Etienne said.

“I think you’re right,” Fenelon said. He picked up a bit of stone from the litter of many at his feet. It had been turned to glass by some great force. “But I would like to know what caused this. You know, it would be interesting to go down there and…”

“Later,” Etienne said and tugged his arm.

He tossed the shard into the hole. She heard it clatter after a long silence. With a sigh, Fenelon followed her back to where the horses waited.

One down, she thought. Three more to go.

~

Tane was gentle once Alaric ceased to throw up walls of defense. The bloodmage’s intrusion into Alaric’s mind that morning was little more than a leisurely stroll. Only when Alaric fought back did he experience pain enough to make him ill.

He hated it. Hated the blithe way the bloodmage pushed and pulled the memories of Alaric’s past, like a discerning customer picking at a merchant’s wares. That Tane sought specific memories became clear. He wanted songs, and not just any song. Each time he found a memory of Ronan, Tane pounced on it like a cat. But as soon as it proved something he had no use for, Tane moved on to other places. Alaric could do no more than watch.

At length, Tane stopped. He looked weary both inside Alaric’s mind and in person. Such a lengthy exploration of Alaric’s mind exhausted the bloodmage. Alaric was just relieved to have the bloodmage withdraw his own essence from Alaric’s mind, for bits and pieces of Tane’s own life surfaced in the sharing. Cruelties and abominations abound. The presence of blood taint made Alaric ill. But wearing the scolds bridle forced him to fight the sensation. A hint of bile burned in his throat. He so wished they would take the damn thing off…let him have a drink of water.

Tane merely opened his eyes, smiled and gently patted Alaric’s cheek where tears mingled with sweat. The bloodmage banished his circle and slipped away.

“I shall rest now,” Tane said. “Vagner will keep watch.”

Vagner narrowed angry eyes at Tane. The demon child sat off in one corner, making short work of a foolish rat. “I need to feed,” the demon said. “I’m famished.”

“You need only what I tell you that you need,” Tane said. “And you had a whole sheep yesterday. Just where did you put it?”

“This body may not have demon powers or size, but it still has demon needs,” Vagner said, dropping the rat and lurching upright. “What good am I to you in this form? What use will I be if I starve to death? I want my old form and I want to…”

Alaric could feel Tane’s abrupt draw of power. So could the demon. Too late, alas. Vagner made a feeble attempt to throw the child’s body aside. Though Tane’s lightning spell was mild compared to some Alaric had seen, it fulfilled its purpose. The bolt struck Vagner in the side. The demon’s shriek was that of an injured child as the creature was thrown against the wall and dropped to the floor.

“Stop it,” Alaric screamed as best he could, but the words came out as little more than foolish gibbering, which Tane ignored. The bloodmage crossed the chamber to tower over the trembling demon.

“Keep that up and you will be of no use to me in any form,” Tane said. “In fact, once I am a god, you will be of no use to me at all. Now, don’t tempt me to anger again, monster. Stay here as you were told and keep an eye on him while I sleep.”

Tane turned and stalked from the room. The bandits followed at a slower pace and closed the door.

Slowly, Vagner pushed the child form off the floor, using the wall as a support. The blackened shift was hanging unnaturally, and a patch of burn skin showed. The demon’s pain made itself obvious in the way Vagner moaned and whimpered and clutched the injured side. Angry eyes turned towards Alaric.

“This is your fault,” the demons hissed and hobbled across the room towards the narrow table.

“My fault?” Alaric murmured around the tongue depressing his own. “How?”

A hint of amusement twitched the demon’s face, but the eyes never lost their rage.

“Just give him what he wants,” Vagner said. “Maybe then he’ll let us both go free.”

“I can’t give him what I can’t remember,” Alaric said, and new tears streamed down his cheeks; tears of regret, remorse and frustration.

The demon merely crawled only the table, lying there curled in a small ball of misery and looked away.

~

Noon sun cut holes through the layers of grey clouds and set aglow patches of verdant heather and the ruins of Greenwall Temple. A village once stood here, Etienne thought. And a temple of Diancecht. But the histories showed that a mere generation ago, a lone Haxon raiding party made it across Tamnagh and Elenthorn via the river ways to reach this point. Here, they had pillaged and burned and killed every man walking while taking every woman and child hostage. An army of Keltorans aided by one of the mageborn, swept in and drove the few Haxons they did not manage to kill back into their mountainous homeland. Those women and children who managed to survive the ordeal saw no reason to remain. So the village and its temple were abandoned.

As before, Fenelon led the way. They approached the ruins with caution, stretching mage senses in search of any hint of blood essence. But as before, they found nothing outside of the void.

This void seemed more purposeful in Etienne’s opinion. And she and Shona followed Fenelon through the ruins Etienne was struck by the regularity of this void’s parameters. The boundaries were straight and even, rectangular and just below ground level. Stairs to the back of the temple nave led into its dark depths. Fenelon lit torches with flint and steel. Magic fire and mage lights were useless here. Even mage senses would be helpless. Etienne motioned for Shona to stay on the upper level and keep watch, then followed Fenelon down into those eerie depths.

The stairs turned back upon themselves to form a descending square and stopped in a rather large room. Broken cots and tables and pieces of wooden partitions were scattered. Remnants of bandages rotted on the floor. The chamber felt cool and lifeless. A hospice, she thought. The healers had obviously used this as a sick ward.

She and Fenelon spent the better part of an hour searching each chamber that ran off this one. But they found nothing. No sign of Alaric, or any other form of life, save a number of eight-legged arachnids.

“So sad,” Etienne said softly. “To think this was once a place of healing.”

“Now a nest for spiders,” Fenelon said as he pulled another web from his sword which he had used to hack through them. “Did you notice those stone pillars in the main corners? The ones with the runes?”

“Yes,” she said. “They vaguely resemble warding glyphs.”

“Exactly,” Fenelon said. “A rather neat little mystery to ponder. This place was built well before the healers set up their temple. Makes you wonder what the Old Ones used it for. It’s too large and open to have been a prison.

Etienne shrugged. “There looks to have been a gallery on the upper half that was filled in to support the temple walls,”

“I noticed that too,” Fenelon said. “Fascinating. Wish we had more time.”

“Well we don’t,” Etienne said. “We’d better go on to the next place on the list.”

“Morrigan’s Tower,” Fenelon said. “That will take some effort to get to. I’ve never been there. Closest I can get us is the village of Spaewood a couple of leagues to the south.”

“What about Dun Ferlie’s Tower?” she said.

“It’s the other way from here,” Fenelon said. “Morrigan’s Tower is close enough to the borders of Mallow to appeal to someone trafficking in demons.”

“True enough,” Etienne agreed. Like all mageborn, she knew Mallow’s swampy heart had a rift that opened into the demon realms. “Morrigan’s Tower, then.”

They headed back up, fetching Shona and opening a gate to Spaewood. Fenelon knew a croft where they could borrow horses to ride north to the tower.

~

The pain kept Vagner from sleeping. The demon wanted to go into the cells and fetch the ointment for its own wounds. But Tane’s word was law, and by True Name, Vagner was forced to remain here and watch the young bard who had fallen asleep. Head drooped forward, his blond hair hid his face. Only his regular breathing gave the demon a clue.

Slowly, Vagner unwound from the knotted position he had held for what seemed like an eternity and crept across the room. Crouching, the demon looked up into the pale face, wanting some distraction…any.

“Why must you fight him,” the demon whispered.

Alaric’s eyes flickered under the lids from the rapid motion of one dreaming. He stirred and grew still, a bare ripple of human reaction. The demon wished his power were still free. It would have been interesting to see what the young bard dreamed.

But Tane had taken that. Taken all the demon cared for. Oh that Vagner had never fallen for that sweet musical bait, though now as Vagner thought back on it, the bait had been no where near as sweet as this young man’s voice and songs.

You are a thing of beauty.
You have an immortal gift that I can do naught but envy. Vagner shook the child’s head. What a shame it would be to see this youth die. Oh, Tane would not keep his word, not now. Why should he? Once the bloodmage had achieved his goals, he would have no use for the demon or this bard…not even for the bandits. Yet Vagner had a feeling they would be allowed to live and go about their unlawful business.

Vagner did not care about the bandits or their fate. They were base, callow men. Most unworthy of pity in any form.

This bard, however—this mageborn youth—he was another matter in the demon’s eyes. Vagner might not know love, but he knew joy and pleasure.

To destroy this bard would be to destroy joy and pleasure and a multitude of old songs. To save this bard, though, would just as likely lead to Vagner’s demise.

If I had my old form…

The demon frowned and looked up at the youthful face.

There must be a way we can live.

Cautiously, Vagner rose. The demon gently pushed a hand through Alaric’s hair, then retreated to a dark corner to squat and wait.

There had to be a way.














  







THIRTY FIVE
 

I do believe Morrigan’s Tower is occupied, Etienne thought. This fact became evident as the trio reached the edge of the heavy forest that protected this tower from the world. Tangled vines encrusted the weathered stones, turning the tower into a green monolith with a tree growing from the very top. Etienne couldn’t help but wonder who had planted the tree there and why.

Evidence someone had tracked through the growth recently before them lay about. Signs of a horse’s passing were everywhere. Hoof prints and other less pleasant spoor decorated the ground. Even Shona’s keen eyes found small broken branches and other items that escaped Etienne’s attention.

And, of course, the dim flicker of firelight visible in the gloaming gave it all credibility.

Horns, we should not be out in the forest at evening. Not with faint hints of magic traceable in the air. Old magic, by the feel of it. The sensation reminded Etienne of the catacombs beneath the King’s palace in Caer Keltora, a secret place once believed to have been an underground city built by the Old Ones. A number of these were to be found under the main cities of Ard-Taebh. But where those catacombs had a haunting beauty, this felt cold.

Morrigan, according to the tales Etienne heard, had been one of the three Morrigu, the battle sisters of ancient times. While Babh and Memhain were still believed to be the goddesses of war who came to the battlefields as ravens that came to flock and feed on the dead and wounded and the frenzy that drove men to berserker madness, Morrigan was said to have turned to darkness. The Phantom Queen had betrayed Cernunnos, deceived him into fathering her child. She had given birth to a treacherous son and ended her days imprisoned in a place where magic could not be found.

Etienne looked at the tower and could not supress a shiver. Blessed Lady of the Silver Wheel, I do hope Alaric is not in here. She hated to think of him being held and likely tormented in such a dreadful feeling place.

Fenelon suddenly took her hand. She met his blue eyes and felt the rush of his excitement filling her with his essence. “Can you feel that?” he said and wrinkled his nose. “Pure Old One…”

“Feels more like Dark Ones,” she thought back. Or Dokkalfar. Her own great grandmother once told stories about the dark kin who lived in the old realms to the north before the ice came. “Morrigan wasn’t one of the Shadow Lords, was she?”

“I don’t think so,” Fenelon quipped. “But she did use dark magic to deceive Cernunnos into fathering Morhred. That’s why she was imprisoned in a Void…to keep her from using magic ever again.”

“And Morhred? Could he still be around?”

“Oh, no. If I remember the story right, Morhred was killed by Cernunnos…cut off his head with some all-powerful sword. Then Arawn stole Morhred’s head from the pike at the gate to the Summerland, and some say he used it to create the Cauldron of Doom.”

“Oh,” she thought and sighed. “Then we only have to worry about an angry trapped goddess and not her treacherous son?”

“I don’t think this is the place where she is being held,” he said. “She’s supposed to be buried for all time in a cave beneath some mountain in Carn Dubh.”

“Then why does this place feel so dark?”

“That’s what I intend to find out,” Fenelon said. “Come on.”

He released her hand. The horses were secured away from the track and downwind from the tower and the trail to keep other horses from detecting them. Then the three of them, using scattered boulders and scrub trees as cover, crept cautiously towards the tower. They were but a few meters away from the outer moat that ringed the tor on which the tower sat when Fenelon froze and motioned for Etienne and Shona to hide. They flitted into the shadow of a boulder, and not a moment too soon. Someone was climbed out of the rock and vine filled depths of the moat. A scruffy-looking man in ill-kept armor adjusted his lacings and looked around.

A guard! Etienne let out a controlled breath and waited for Fenelon to decide what course they should take.

Fenelon carefully groped the ground and picked up a small stone. Staying low, he pitched it so it clattered among the shrubs to their far left. The guard turned that way. He seized up the small axe dangling from his belt and looked puzzled at first. “Who’s there?” he called. When no answer came, he frowned and started towards the sound. Fenelon slid around the opposite side of his natural barrier so he came up behind the guard. Fenelon’s cat-like stealth impressed Etienne. The guard never knew what hit him before Fenelon made use of his pommel. The guard dropped without a cry. Fenelon swiftly dragged his victim into the brush, and Shona and Etienne bolted out to lend a hand. Within moments, they had the man stripped of his armor and trussed to a tree and gagged.

“One down and no telling how many to go,” Fenelon whispered as he pulled on the bits of armor. Etienne wrinkled her nose. Some of the leather stank of old sweat. She didn’t understand how Fenelon could bear it.

“Just what are you doing?” she asked.

“It will be easier for me to get in if they think I’m one of them,” he said. “With all this dark magic floating around, it might not be safe to use our own until we’re inside. Tane’s likely to have traps tuned to magic…”

“And what about us?” Etienne said.

“You’ll have to get your own armor, love,” Fenelon teased, but when Etienne fixed him with a morbid scowl, he shrugged. “All right, I’ll help you get some armor too.”

Etienne rolled her eyes. “Not if it smells like that, you won’t…”

“Shhhhh, someone’s coming,” Shona hissed.

Simultaneously, Etienne and Fenelon headed for the tree where Shona kept watch. Mage sight revealed two figures moving across the landscape. One carried a crossbow at the ready. The other had a sword out. Both looked around them in the manner of men who were nervous, twitching at every little sound.

“Are you sure you heard Arn call out?” asked the one with the sword in a whisper only mage ears could hear.

“Aye, I heard him,” the crossbow’s owner replied. “He said, who’s there, and by the time I got around to his post, he was gone.”

“Gone? Like vanished?”

“Aye.”

“Bet it was the Shadow Hag,” sword said, visibly trembling as he picked his way closer.”

“Yer daft. That’s just a story…isn’t it?” crossbow insisted, though he sounded none too sure in Etienne’s opinion. That could be to their advantage. She looked at Fenelon, and he back at her, and his smile was too full of mischief for her liking. Etienne sighed as he motioned her and Shona closer.

“My granny saw the Shadow Hag in these woods when she was a lass,” sword said.

“Your granny was never a lass.”

“My granny says the Shadow Hag is still looking for the man who betrayed her so she was hanged from the gallows tree atop the tower. My granny says…”

“Shhhhhh!” crossbow hissed and motioned sword to stillness and silence. He scanned the dark.

“What?” sword whispered.

“I heard something. Out there…”

Fortunately, he was pointing in another direction, away from where the three hid. But Etienne’s eyes were drawn there all the same, and widened when she perceived a shape that moved among the trees. She touched Fenelon’s arm, and he looked as well, and his bemusement went away with startling speed.

Darkling!
Horns, she thought. What was one doing in a forest this far from the swamps of Mallow? Like a small black fog, the creature drifted and moved among the trees. It headed straight towards the two men. Sword panicked and backed away only to trip over a root. Crossbow took aim for all the good it would do. Darklings had no solid form until they attacked or fed.

But suddenly, there was a flash of brilliance, and mage light filled the air, creating a wall. The darkling shrieked and backed off, twisting and seeking another route. Again light flashed, and the creature raged in anger and pain. Pacing back and forth, the darkling took on feline form. Etienne reached out with mage senses and realized the barrier was around the entire keep, one tuned to keep this creature of the night at bay.

At least we are inside the barrier. Etienne froze and glanced towards where they had left the guard. Oh, Blessed Lady of the Silver Wheel. Their prisoner was outside the barrier. She turned her attention towards the darkling. It paused from pacing and sniffed the air. Then, with sudden resolution, it gave up its solid form and raced towards the thicket where they had left the guard.

“No!” Etienne cried and started towards him.

“Hey!” crossbow shouted and raised his weapon to fire. “Get back!”

It occurred to Etienne that the gruff guard was actually doing her a kindness by calling to her, but for the moment only one thing mattered. To save the life of the man tied helpless to the tree. All thoughts of caution and safety went away. The darkling was swifter than she. Its shadow form rolled at the man, then reared up like a black blanket on end. Etienne saw the maw open, and it looked so dreadfully large.

Too close for a fire spell. “Solus!” she shouted and sent a wide spray of magelight filling the woods.

The darkling screamed and fled, seeking sanctuary in the shadows of the forest. Etienne rushed to her prisoner’s side. Frightened eyes met her gaze.

“Are you all right?” she said.

He nodded, puzzlement claiming his brow. Behind her, Etienne sensed the swell of Fenelon’s spells. The air crackled with the static of his essence as he shouted, “Put down your weapons, lads, and no one will get hurt.”

A second scream of essence suddenly filled the air not far from where Etienne knelt. A spell gate suddenly tore open, and there was no mistaking the underlying anger in the caster’s aura. Etienne surged to her feet, reaching for the essence she would need to feed her own defensive spell. Before she could gather enough, the gate spell gouted a stream of flames that rushed at her with such pin point precision, she could not help but be amazed.

“No!” Fenelon shouted.

His concentration changed. Etienne sought to raise a wall of hardened air in her own defense, but while she sought to include their prisoner, Fenelon focused his spell to a narrower space, for which Etienne was grateful. She watched the grand display of fire splattering around her, leaving her unharmed.

At that moment, Fenelon charged, and an individual exited the gate. Etienne saw a woman of advanced years robed in greens. The newcomer stood nearly as tall as Fenelon, and possessed hair of the same coppery hue that seemed to run strong through the Greenfyn line. She cast an angry glower upon the part at hand as she clutched her staff like a weapon.

“Just what in the name of Cernunnos is going on here?” she demanded in a wintry voice.

Much to Etienne’s surprise, Fenelon froze and even blanched. He went from fierce rescuer to guilty toddler in an instant. “Uh…Auntie Katrina,” he said.

“Fenelon?” the tall woman said. Her pose relaxed, and the heel of her staff thumped the ground. The wild battle aura that had swirled around her faded, though not the expression of anger. “I might have known. What are you doing here, boy?”

Fenelon’s discomfort was apparent. He made no effort to correct the woman’s assumption that he was a child, which amused Etienne just a little.

“I was looking for a friend who’s being held prisoner in a void,” he said, then sighed as though gathering his wits. “Just what are you doing here?”

“Watching you undo nearly a fortnight of planning and work,” Katrina said sourly.

Etienne noted that the guards traded uneasy glances, but showed no intention of fleeing. Katrina’s hard gaze fixed on them. “Well, don’t just stand there, you two. Go untie Arn. Now!”

Crossbow and sword rushed to their companion’s side and struggled with the tricky affair of knots Fenelon had used.

“These are your men?” Fenelon said.

“Hardly,” Katrina said. “They are locals who volunteered to come here and assist me.”

“To do what?” Etienne ventured.

Green eyes flicked in her direction as though measuring her. “And you are?”

“Etienne Savala,” Etienne said.

Katrina raised her brows just a hair. “Ah, yes. Turlough speaks of you with pride. I would think you were much too wise to be found in the company of my errant nephew.”

“Sometimes I wonder about that myself,” Etienne said, and enjoyed the sight of Fenelon wincing in dismay. “And this is my student, Shona.”

Shona managed a proper curtsey, though it was barely acknowledged.

“Now kindly explain to me why the three of you were attacking these poor men?” Katrina said.

“We had no intention of hurting them,” Fenelon protested. “We thought Tane Doran might be hiding here, and that they were his henchmen.”

“Why here?” Katrina asked.

“There’s a void here,” Fenelon said. “Wherever Tane went, there’s a void hiding him and Alaric. And Turlough said this place was one of the most likely voids to be useful to Tane.”

“Yes there is a void here, but the only person who has been in and out of this place over the last fortnight is me, and I think I would know if that wretched bloodmage was here. If you want Tane, I suggest you look around Dun Ferlie. Last time I sensed one of his ilk, they were flitting in and out of that dun.”

Dun Ferlie. Eitenne sighed. The fourth Void. The last place they had planned to search.

“But before you chase after Tane, I think you owe me an apology,” Katrina said.

“For what?” Fenelon said.

“For ruining my trap. I’ve been trying to capture that darkling for three nights now. This was the closest we’ve gotten it to our trap.”

“Why would you want to capture a darkling?” Etienne asked.

“It is Turlough’s wish that we obtain a specimen. He wants to study its nature, and since this one was here terrorizing the locals for the last three months, we thought to take it and do them a favor. Now, it’s likely to go elsewhere to feed, and I shall have to track it all over. So if you will excuse me.”

Katrina gestured to the men who hurried over to join her. All save Arn. He cast a surly glance at Fenelon.

“Can I have my armor?” Arn asked.

Fenelon frowned as he shucked out of the bits of mismatched leather. He thrust them into Arn’s outstretched hands. The guard turned and marched away to join his companions. They followed Katrina through her spell gate.

“Lets get out of here before she decides to recruit us into her mad plan,” Fenelon muttered and began a gate spell that would take them back to where the horses waited. “Damn, Turlough. He knew she was here. He could have told us…”

Etienne smiled. “And why haven’t you mentioned your Auntie Katrina before?”

“You have to ask?” Fenelon said tersely as the world split open to let them step out of the forest and back into the copse where the horses were tugging nervously at their tethers.

“Well, yes,” Etienne said.

“Then remind me to tell you about her another time when I’m in a better mood,” Fenelon growled. “She’s not exactly one of my favorite relatives. She’s Turlough’s youngest sister, and she’s too much like him in a lot of ways…”

Etienne sighed and seized her mount’s reins. This was going to be a long, dull ride. Horses were not fond of gate spells.

At least we now know there is only one more place to look, she thought.

She just hoped Alaric really was there. And after all this time, he was still alive.














  







THIRTY SIX
 

Alaric was dreaming of the tower at Gordslea Hold. He climbed its stone stairs, bathed in a strange bluish pallor as the strains of music floated down from above. Alaric followed the sound, reveling in its cheerful nature, eager to find the source. He reached the top step, pushed open the door and slipped into the chamber.

Firelight turned azure in the strange world of his dream, flickering behind two familiar figures seated there. Marda was leaning back in her chair, looking so much younger than Alaric remembered. Before her, seated on Alaric’s stool was Ronan Tey. The bard was bent over his small harp, pulling sweet notes from the strings. But he stopped and turned, and his eyes flashed a mixture of sorrow and joy.

“Alaric,” he said, his voice softly ringing like the harp he had stilled with his long fingers. “I’m so sorry…”

Alaric felt tears in his own eyes. “Why?” he whispered. “Look at the trouble you have caused me with this curse…look at what has happened to me. I…I…” His throat grew thick. “I loved both of you like a family, and you both betrayed me…”

He wiped a sleeve across his eyes as moisture flowed. Ronan’s expression became one of deep pain as he set his harp aside and rose from the stool to flow across the room like a spirit. “Alaric. Lark,” Ronan said. “Do not be afraid.” He pulled arms around Alaric’s shoulders and drew the youth close, kissing his forehead. Alaric felt the warmth of another soul embracing his own, sending comfort rolling through him.

“I had no choice,” Ronan said. “I had to keep this hidden. Had to rid myself of the burden before Tane caught up with me. My secret will be safe with you.”

“But Tane will have it now,” Alaric said, pulling away. “He’s trying to break me.”

Ronan nodded. “I know, but you have nothing to fear. I have arranged everything.” He glanced at Marda as he spoke. Alaric saw her face growing wet with tears.

“That’s my fault,” Marda said, and she glided across the expanse to join them. Her face shifted from young to old before Alaric’s bleary eyes. “I should never have…”

“Marda, this is not the time,” Ronan said.

Alaric clutched himself and turned away. “But Tane…He will find the secret now, won’t he?”

“Perhaps,” Ronan said.

“And then he will kill me,” Alaric said and shivered. “He will feed me to that silly demon and…”

“There may yet be a way to stop him,” Ronan said. “But you must trust me, Alaric. You must do exactly what I say.”

Alaric whipped around. “And what price would that trust hold?” he asked. “My life? My soul? How can I trust you after…”

“Silence!” Ronan shouted, and the very commanding presence of his voice took Alaric’s speech away. “You must do what I ask, when I ask, or all will be lost!”

Alaric pulled back, unsure as to why, but he felt as though he was being dragged from the tower and sucked out of the dream by a stinging blow that came from no where.

“Wake up!” a voice called from afar.

“Do as I ask,” Ronan whispered.

“Wake up!” The voice was more persistent, and the burn that warmed Alaric’s face again knocked his head off to one side. With a choking gasp, he opened his eyes.

Tane was there, face set in a frown. “It’s about time you woke up,” the bloodmage said.

Alaric shivered. Ronan? he thought. Why could he still feel Ronan’s presence?

“Let us begin once more,” Tane said. His fingers supported Alaric’s head while his thumbs pressed the young man’s temples and drew circles there. “Relax. Open your mind to me.”

Alaric tried to pull away.

“Do not fight me!” Tane snapped and pushed Alaric’s head hard against the wooden back of the chair.

Alaric froze. Tane took a deep breath and resumed the gentle massage. 

“That’s a good lad,” Tane said. “Now, look at me. Relax and let me in…”

Alaric tried to relax. It was hard. Fear seeped into him with the bloodmage’s cold essence. Horns, it was almost like being raped the way Tane’s essence thrust this way and that without any respect, pushing aside the memories he had already seen in search of new ones. This time the bloodmage was not gentle. He forced himself around, battering the slightest resistance with heavy precision. Alaric knew he was resisting in a small way. He couldn’t help it. Tane was too strong and had no qualms about mentally lashing out so his presence would be cold as ice one moment and hot as fire the next.

All through it, Alaric could see the various scenes of his life with Ronan Tey. Of the times they sat up in the apple tree together, tossing fruit down to Marda who caught them to fill the basket. Of singing duets before the family hearth, watching appalled as his sisters continually flirted with Ronan and tried to make Alaric miss a note or two of the song.

Tane examined these things then shoved them aside. “It has to be here…has to be here,” Tane’s voice muttered coldly.

Then he found the stairs and unfathomable dread rose in Alaric’s heart.

“No,” Alaric felt Ronan whisper from afar.

Tane ascended the stairs to the tower, dragging Alaric’s presence of mind in his wake. He broke down the door with a wave of his hands and entered into the room, and then walked straight over to the dreaded wall.

“This has to be it,” Tane said.

Alaric wanted to flee that place, and his dread of the wall rose like bile, but Tane’s strength of will was great, too strong to allow Alaric to break free. The bloodmage’s essence greedily attacked the wall, pushing at its giving surface. That it did not burn Tane amazed Alaric. Tane merely pushed again, and his hand stroked the amulet of harp wire and bones hanging from around his neck.

Alaric felt Ronan’s presence as though the bard were right at Alric’s side. But Alaric was unable to break off watching Tane to look around and be sure. And besides, Tane was casting his strength against the gelatinous wall. He was burning it away, opening a hole into the other side.

A song began to swell. Words in an ancient tongue flowed through the hole. Tane jerked them out, absorbing them, filling the air with brilliant images. A pair of mountains. A waterfall. A valley encased in ice. A cave. The song spread all these around, and Tane laughed.

“I will be a god!” he cried. “Oh Mother of Shadows, I will set you free, and I will be a god!”

“No!” Alaric cried in vain. “No!”

Stop him. Ronan’s voice vibrated inside Alaric.

“I can’t,” Alaric said.

“Stop him!” Ronan said.

“I don’t know how…I can’t…I…”

“You have the ring,” Ronan said. “Take my hand…”

“Take my hand…”

An image appeared before him. Ronan gathered like a mist, stretching a bony grasp. Alaric wanted to scream as much at the sight of the skeletal apparition as at the shadow the song was giving birth to; a great winged shadow with cold eyes that stretched to cover the land.

“Take my hand.
Alaric, open your eyes.
Take my hand…”

Alaric opened his eyes. Tane was there. His eyes were closed as he leaned over the youth trapped in the chair.

Take my hand.

Alaric’s arms were pinioned by the shackles to those of the chair. But as Tane leaned and chanted in a strained voice, the bone amulet dangled close.

Take my hand.

Alaric struggled to shift…to reach.

Take my hand…

Alaric’s head thundered. Tane was shredding the wall to take the rest. Alaric stretched fingers and hit the bones. He started them swinging towards the hand on which he wore the silver ring Marda had left him. Her treasure. Her prize…a gift from Ronan Tey.

The bones swung back and forth like a pendulum, and on the third try, Alaric seized them in his grasp. They suddenly crumbled into dust.

Cold fire raced into Alaric’s hand and up his arm. Cold fire burned in his mind. Ronan! It was Ronan Tey’s essence, bitter as cinnamon and bright as white fire. Ronan’s spirit tore into Alaric’s mind like a fury and went after Tane. Alaric screamed, and his voice was echoed by another. Tane howled, lurching back, letting go as he stumbled and fell down. There were voices shouting but Alaric barely heard them now. His own head thundered. Ronan was there Ronan was inside Alaric, fighting to give voice to spells Alaric did not know. The cold fire rampaged until Alaric could no longer bear its weight. His mind turned to blackness and only then did the pain go away.

~

When Tane screamed, Vagner lurched over to the circle’s edge. The bloodmage fell away from his victim, dropped to his knees and clutched his head between his hands. Bone powder left a wide swatch across his clothes. He coughed at the dust he inhaled. But because of the circle, Vagner could come no closer. The demon cursed. Fine mess this was.

“Tane!” Vagner said. “Tane, answer me!”

But Tane crawled about like a wounded beast, clutching his head and moaning in pain. The bandits traded frightened looks, slowly backing away from the circle. If they fled and Tane passed out as the youth had, there would be no one left to assist the bloodmage.

By the black barb, what did you do to him, little bard? the demon thought.

“Tane!” Vagner called again.

“Shut up, damn you,” the bloodmage hissed and used the back of the chair to clamber back to his feet. “Your voice is thunder in my head, demon. Be quiet!”

Vagner said nothing. Slowly, Tane reared upright. He passed a hand through the air in the general direction of the edge of his circle of power and whispered the words of the spell. The glow of magic died. Two steps from the chair, Tane collapsed again. Vagner rushed in to offer help, only to be shoved aside. The bloodmage turned towards the three bandits cowering like frightened deer at the door.

“You two,” Tane said, gritting his teeth in a tight white line. “Unchain him and take him back down to the cell…lock the door. And you…” His gaze turned on Vagner, sinister in its amusement. “Stay with him, demon. Should he revive, keep him off the dais until I come down. Do you understand?”

Vagner nodded, not liking the secrets whispering from those hooded eyes. What are you plotting now? the demon thought.

“Then go!” Tane said. He gestured to the leader of the bandits. “You come here and assist me…”

The man obeyed as Vagner helped the others with Alaric’s removal. As the demon followed the bandits and their unconscious prisoner, his own unease grew tenfold. The leader of the bandits helped Tane off the floor, but the bloodmage merely shook his head.

“Don’t bother,” Tane said softly. “I need to rest a moment. I have another task for you and your men.”

Another task? The demon whisked over into the shadows, then slipped closer to the door.

“Lock them both into the cell, then lock the doors leading into the dungeons. I no longer have need of the young man or that wretched creature.”

“But…” the bandit began.

Tane raised a hand. “You and your men will find a chest of silver down in the great hall. It’s hidden beneath the second stair. It’s yours, payment for your services…but I expect two things in exchange, and you know that if you do not do as I ask.”

“Name it,” the bandit leader said. He already knew the price disobedience carried.

“First, once you have locked them into the cells, you and your men are to leave this place, and burn it to the ground.”

“But the lass…”

“You have scruples now?” Tane asked with a frown, and the bandit froze and shook his head. “You know perfectly well the child is nothing but a monster and the young man is now a liability I cannot risk letting free. Let them be burned and buried in the ruins of this place, and that is that.”

“And your second task?” the bandit asked, looking hesitant.

“Send the least necessary of your men…one you can do without…” Tane said, smiling. “He can…help me to recover, and then I will be gone, and you will be on your own…”

Vagner quickly darted away. So that was Tane’s game. To abandon them trapped in the depths of a burning keep. Like as not, the bandit he asked for would be used to feed his own essence so he would be well enough to gate himself to a place of safety. The demon could sense Tane was close to death himself. He would need more than one life to renew his own, but the one would suffice for now. And he dares to call me a monster…

Briefly, Vagner considered leaving. After all, the bandits were occupied. It would be a mere matter of going out the door, never to return. But I am still stuck in this form! The prospect of remaining a child for all eternity was not pleasing. Without his magic, Vagner might survive, but not for long.

The demon heard the bandits below cursing their burden as they bore Alaric towards the cell. With a sign, the demon hurried down the stairs. As much as he wanted to leave, he wanted his old form back even more. And he only knew one way to get it back.

The pair bearing Alaric had reached the cell. They didn’t bother going down the steps. Scolds bridle and all, they tossed poor Alaric over the edge like a sack of grain. The demon winced to hear the muddy thwack that accompanied the young man’s landing. Vagner glared at the men as they hurried out and barred the cell door.

“Fine mess,” the demon muttered.

He descended the steps, removing the scolds bridle and giving the young mageborn a shake.

“Wake up, Alaric,” Vagner said. “Wake up or we both are dead!”

There was one way to escape…only one way. But only if Alaric would agree.














  







THIRTY SEVEN
 

“Alaric, wake up…” The sing-song child’s voice whispered to him from afar. Alaric didn’t want to wake up. Down here in the darkness of his mind where time slipped effortlessly away, he knew peace instead of pain. And besides, Ronan was here, singing a sweet ballad about putting violets in a maiden’s black hair, and it was one Alaric had never heard before.
 

“Close your eyes my precious

Lay your head upon my knee

I’ll put violets in your ebon hair

That shimmers like the sea…”
 

“Alaric!” The beckoning voice spoke louder. Alaric frowned at the interruption. Ronan stopped singing and fixed Alaric with a bemused smile.

“You better do as he asks,” Ronan said.

“I don’t want to,” Alaric protested like a child. “It will hurt.”

“That’s my fault, I fear,” Ronan said and sighed. He leaned against an apple tree that had not been there before. “I could not attack Tane without hurting you. He was tangled up in your essence, and I had to stop him quickly…”

“It didn’t help,” Alaric said with a sigh. “Tane has the song.”

“Aye, all the more reason for you to wake up,” Ronan insisted. “If we are going to stop Tane from waking the Dark Mother…”

Na’Sgailean, Alaric thought. “We?” he said.

“Oh, yes,” Ronan said and grinned like an imp. “Because I’m here for the ride.”

Alaric frowned. What did Ronan mean by that?

“Run along, Lark,” Ronan said, never losing that wicked smile. “I will be here when you need me.”

“Alaric!” The demon’s voice ripped into Alaric, accompanied by something wet and cold. Alaric lurched sideways, sputtering and coughing.

“Horns!” he hissed when he could finally draw a breath, and wiping water from his face, he peered up in time to see Vagner toss a wooden pail aside.

“Humans,” the demon muttered.

“What did you do that for?” Alaric groaned as he pushed himself upright. Damp hair fell over his eyes, and cold rivulets dribbled into his collar by way of his neck.

“Desperate times require desperate measures,” Vagner said, putting hands on thin hips and cocking the child’s head to one side. “Tane has locked us into the cells, and you have been unconscious for the better part of an hour.”

“And that gives you the right to drown me like a rat?” Alaric retorted, putting his head between his hands as dizziness seized him.

“Will you shut up and listen,” the demon snapped, and leaned over in an attempt to look menacing. “Tane has locked us in here because he no longer needs either of us. He has left, but not before giving the bandits orders to burn this place down.”

“Why?”

“Why?” Vagner mocked. “Because he is Tane. Because he wants to be a god, and now that he has the secret of the Dragon’s Tongue, he has no need for demons or mageborn. Why indeed?”

A groan sounded from afar. Alaric heard the faint tearing of wood and a thunderous rumble as something collapsed.

“It has begun,” the demon said. “Now, you must come up onto the dais. We have little time and much to do.”

The demon turned and stormed towards the stairs. Alaric hesitated, then crawled to his feet. His legs wobbled like green twigs beneath him, and he staggered as he crossed the uneven ground only to drop to his knees. With a snort of exasperation, Vagner returned, slipped an arm around Alaric and helped him the rest of the way.

Alaric hesitated but a moment before crossing the top step. It was like crawling out of a cold, dead tomb into warm sunshine. The emptiness of the void fell away, and Alaric’s senses tingled with life. He took a deep breath of air no sweeter than that below, but at least, it felt alive with essence. His hopes renewed, he pulled on the door, but it refused to budge and the effort tired him. He frowned and sniffed. Through the door wafted the faint odor of burning.

“I take it, you cannot conjure a spell gate,” the demon said.

Alaric turned and looked at the woman-child as he leaned weakly against the wall. “No,” he said.

“Neither can I as long as I wear this form,” Vagner aid. “And in order to get us out of here, I must have my old form.”

“And what am I supposed to do about that?” Alaric said. “It’s Tane’s spell.”

“Locked in place by my True Name,” Vagner said. “And only by my True Name can the spell be broken by another mageborn. But to have my True Name is to have my life at your disposal, and that is a pact no demon would accept lightly.

“I don’t understand,” Alaric said, unease creeping into his soul as he struggled to stay upright.

“It’s simple,” Vagner said. “I will give you my True Name and the means to break Tane’s spell on me…and I will take us from this place to safety, but before I can agree to do so, I must have your word you will not use my True Name to do me any harm.”

“Do you harm?” Alaric said and laughed coldly. “What about all the harm you have done to me?” He sank to the ground, looking at the damaged Tane’s blade had done to his skin. It still burned like fire

“Is keeping your scruples intact worth the price of losing your life?” Vagner asked.

As if in response, there was a heavy moan and the thud of stones falling as wooden support frames were devoured. The air was getting overly warm. Alaric flinched and looked up. How could he bring himself to ally his soul with a demon?

But I will never be able to stop Tane if I stay here and burn to death.

He took a deep breath, meeting the demon’s gaze. “All right… you have my word I will not use your True Name to harm you. Now what must I do?”

“Close your eyes,” the demon said and knelt before him. “Look at me with mage eyes and tell me what you see.”

Alaric blinked then obeyed. He drew essence from earth and stone and bound them with the essence of fire he sensed above them. The demon’s form shimmered and revealed what looked like a tightly woven web, but there was no order that he could discern.

“It looks like you’re wrapped in a cobweb,” Alaric said.

“I thought as much,” Vagner said. “Give me your hand.”

Hesitantly, Alaric obeyed.

“Deep breaths now. And relax, for this will sting…”

“What?” Alaric opened his eyes.

“Close your eyes and listen. For this is the sound of my name…”

Warily, Alaric did close his eyes, and as he did, he felt Vagner tracing some pattern across the palm of Alaric’s right hand. A song began to fill his ears, strange and alien in its beauty. He thought of a brass bell having a rod drawn across its rim. Twice more, the demon made this sound then whispered. “This is my name. Sing it back to me.”

Alaric took a deep breath. Tiny fingers still traced the palm of his right hand as he haltingly repeated the strange, wordless song. It danced dark across his tongue, thick as honeyed wine.

“Again,” the demon said. “Twice more you must sing it to me again.

Alaric sang the name. This time, it glided more sweetly from his throat. He sang it a third time and it tone was almost cloying…sickly sweet, like the odor of death.

And then there was pain. Upon the third time Alaric sang the song, he felt a searing in his right hand. He cried out, opening his eyes and saw the demon cutting through the skin of Alaric’s palm with a sharp little fingernail. Alaric tried to jerk away.

“No, not yet!” Vagner snapped and held tight. Alaric arched against the wall, pain burning like poison on his skin. Then the demon lapped the spot with its tongue, and the fire increased tenfold. Alaric shrieked from the wretched pain. But at last, the creature ceased to torture his skin with the mark. Alaric was released, and with a sob, he leaned against the wall and stared at the pattern laid raw on the flesh of his palm.

“Now, to be one with me, you must know my essence with my name,” the demon said.

Alaric watched the demon slash a nail across the childlike left hand. A black ichor swelled.

“Drink,” the demon said.

“What?” Alaric clutched his hand close and stared in horror at the child. “But your blood is poison…”

“Only a sip is needed to seal the bond,” the demon said. “You have my True Name and wear my mark. By my blood, you will not die…” The hand thrust closer to his face. “Drink now or we both will perish! Drink!”

Alaric flinched and hesitated until he heard the moan and crash above of another floor collapsing. Do it, fool, or die!

He seized the hand and brought it to his lips.

The demon’s blood tasted like bile. It burned his tongue and throat going down. He almost spat it out, but the hand remained firmly in place until he swallowed. Only then did the demon let go. Alaric rolled over and retched in agony. A hand took his arm and gently pulled him upright, leaning him against the wall.

“Now, you must look at me with mage eyes and say my name,” Vagner said and stepped back.

Alaric coughed then sang the cloying sounds with mages senses and mage sight focused on Vagner.

The glyphs that hid the demon’s soul were as clear as multicolored threads. Alaric could see the beginning and the end of the weaving of that spell. And something else…something familiar, but when he tried to focus on it, the pattern vanished like smoke.

“Undo it, please, and hurry,” Vagner whispered, sounding frightened. “We have so little time.”

Alaric took a deep breath, pulling the essence of fire to him once more. His head spun in protest as thread by thread, he unravelled the weaving like a ragged tapestry falling into his hands. Glyph by glyph, he spoke the names of the wards and untangled the spell until the last one fell away and set the black soul free.

Vagner screamed. Alaric sank to the ground again and drew himself as far away as stone walls would allow. Had he done it wrong? Had he killed the demon instead? 

All is well, a voice whispered in his head.

Ronan?

The child form dropped and writhed in a knot, then the skin and cloth began to rip apart as easily as rotten silk, and the great hulk of its true form slowly swelled into being, The child-like shrieks deepened to anamilistic howls. The last shreds of the girl faded, and in her place, a thing of scales and fur and wings. Slowly, the bat-like head rose, revealing a toothy grin.

“Well done,” Vagner said breathily. “Now come. We must get away.”

Alaric did not move, staring at the hideous fiend.

“You are the master of my True Name now. You’ve nothing to fear from me.” The demon seized Alaric as it spoke and drew him close. “Take a deep breath, little master, and close your eyes…”

The embrace tightened until Alaric almost couldn’t breathe. “Why?” he whispered.

“Because the Between where demons go is not like your gate spell. You open a hole from one place to the other. We step into that place between the holes, and back out again. The air contained there has a poisonous perfume to which demons are immune, but it will kill you if you breathe it. No more questions. Take a deep breath, for I think we must leave immediately.”

Alaric felt a surge of panic growing as he obeyed. The demon held him too tight…too close. Alaric flashed back on being stuffed into that tiny trunk as blackness folded around them like a giant hand. Cold air, as pure as winter, tore into him. He clung to the demon as they lingered in that void for what seemed like an eternity.

And then it was over. A blinding burst and they were hurling together into the sky while below them, the keep crumbled in a conflagration of hot flames. Alaric smelled the scorched timbers and stone as he suddenly gasped for air. His stomach and senses heaved. He was going to faint, he just knew it.

“Where to, little master?” Vagner asked.

“Take me to Fenelon,” Alaric said in a ragged, care-worn voice he almost did not recognize as his own.

“As you will…”

Vagner flew high where the air was so thin, it hurt Alaric to breathe.

He prayed they didn’t have too far to go.

~

When Fenelon opened a gate just outside an inferno, Etienne felt immense heat and heard the crackle of flames. By the Silver Wheel, the tower of Dun Ferlie was ablaze, turning the gloaming amber. The stone structure collapsed as they arrived, sending waves of dust, debris and flames spilling in all directions.

“NO!” she heard Fenelon shout. He ran towards the conflagration like a mad man. “Alaric…!”

Etienne threw herself after Fenelon. She seized his arm and jerked back, and digging heels into the heath, she used her weight to deter him. He flailed, so she wrapped arms around him and refused to be shaken.

“No! Let go!” he ranted.

“Fenelon, we can’t go in there!”

“But he’s in there!” Fenelon cried and struggled to pull free. “I know he’s in there! Damn you, Tane! I will hunt you to the ends of the world, you bastard!”

Etienne tightened her grasp. By the horns, Fenelon would get himself killed just trying to avenge poor Alaric. She would help him, she knew, but not like this. Not when Fenelon was spewing curses at the sky and the flames…

Then something tickled her senses with dread. Moments later, the burn of demon essence tore the air. Shona shouted and pointed to the sky, and Fenelon’s struggles ceased. Etienne’s eyes were drawn to the source of the bitter essence. High above them, blackness had warped the air, and disgorged a fiend with chiropteran wings.

“It’s got someone in its arms,” Shona said, half hopeful and half afraid.

It was difficult for Etienne to agree. The demon moved swiftly and became a small speck in the firmament. But suddenly, it stopped and began to descend, coming right at them.

“Get back!” Fenelon shouted and shoved Etienne away.

The fiend landed a few wing lengths away. At first, it crouched and snarled at them as it clutched something to its chest. Etienne did let go of Fenelon this time, but only because she felt him drawing essence to fuel his lightning spell, and she didn’t want to be in the way when it struck.

“Wait!” a familiar voice cried weakly. “Stop! Don’t…”

Only then did Etienne realize the bedraggled and bloodied shape in filthy rags that seemed to flop out of the demon’s arms was Alaric. He struggled to keep on his feet, though it was obvious the task cost him. Still, Alaric staggered forward, keeping himself between Fenelon and the demon.

“Alaric, get out of the way!” Fenelon said harshly.

“No!” Alaric said. “Vagner…run!”

“What?” the demon said. “And leave you with this spell-happy fool?”

Alaric sang a wordless song that seemed little more than a jumble of notes then shouted, “By your True Name, leave this place!” The demon hissed and lurched away, looking stung and indignant as it threw itself into the air.

Fenelon shifted, preparing to call the lightning spell once more, but Alaric clumsily hurled himself forward, tackling Fenelon. They went down, rolled and stopped. Cursing, Fenelon scrambled upright, but by the time he made it back to his feet, the demon was already gone.

Alaric did not get up, however. He remained a tossled heap of limbs and rags on the grass. His breathing was hoarse and belabored as Etienne knelt at his side. At least his heart was beating. Shona crowded close behind Etienne.

“Is he alive?” Shona asked.

“What in the name of Cernunnos did you go and do that for, Alaric,” Fenelon snapped. “I could have accidentally killed you!”

“Fenelon, he cannot hear you just now,” Etienne said as her experienced eyes took in the multiple injuries with dismay. “He needs a True Healer…and quickly too. Poor lamb. Look at him. He’s been tortured.”

Fenelon stopped ranting and knelt at Alaric’s side. “Oh, Horns! Etiennne, look at this!”

Fenelon lifted Alaric’s right hand and drew the fingers back. The palm bore a livid cut, a glyph, and even Etienne recognized a demon’s mark. Alaric, what have you done… She touched the raw mark, fighting tears.

“We can’t take him back to Dun Gealach,” Fenelon said. “Not wearing this. Turlough will have Alaric’s head on a pike if the old fart sees this.”

“But Alaric needs a True Healer, Fenelon,” she protested. “I haven’t the skill to deal with all this.” She gestured to the cuts and bruises, many of which were unhealed.

“Then we’ll take him to Eldon Keep,” Fenelon said. “I know a True Healer named Storne who is usually hanging around Bengore this time of the year. He’ll come, if asked, and question nothing. I know he will. Give me a hand with him.”

Etienne sighed and helped Fenelon to lift the young man from the ground so they could carry him through a spell gate. Shona insisted on lending a hand to the task, and the women supported Alaric between them, which left Fenelon free to begin his spell.

Oh, Alaric, what have you done, Etienne wondered as the air shimmered and parted to reveal a friendly hall.

She looked at Shona’s pitiful expression of anguish and fought the urge to weep in sympathy.














  







THIRTY EIGHT
 

Freedom! Vagner flew northwest and let the wind pass over his wings. Freedom! No more Tane. As far as the demon’s first master knew, Vagner was dead. He had no fear of being summoned back out of the demon realms now.

To celebrate, Vagner stole a pair of fat, shaggy Keltoran cattle, swooping down on them in dragon form and carrying them up into the snow-capped bens. There, he settled down on a ledge and promptly devoured the bawling bovines, along with a wild ram who made the mistake of wandering in on the demon’s feast.

Sated on warm blood and flesh, the demon leaned back like a lord and sucked the marrow from the bones strewn about him. Ah, this was the life he had dreamed of so long. The life he had left when he became a prisoner of Tane’s whims.

Go, be a god if you like, Vagner thought. Once I am home, what will I care for the puny matter of even punier men.
May they all come to rot and ruin.

His only regret was that he would not be able to hear any more of the little bard’s songs. Small loss, he assured himself and closed his eyes. A ray of sun broke through the ever-present clouds and warmed his fur ruff and sleek scales. Vagner smiled…

And then he felt it. The whisper of his True Name.

The demon sat bolt upright and cast about him with a snarl. Who dared!

It came again, soft and gentle as spring rain. His True Name vibrated in his demon soul, a feather stroke, yet ever so clear. The little master? No, not Alaric. Another sang Vagner’s name and slipped honeyed magic into every note.

“No!” he cried and launched into the air. This could not be. Tane could not be calling for the song of Vagner’s True Name never sounded so sweet and tempting on the bloodmage’s tongue. Tane always filled the call with acid and pain. This came as soothing as a mother’s caress. Over and over, it summoned the demon, and though he rushed northward towards Mallow, he could not evade the beckoning. With an anguished cry of frustration, Vagner stepped into the Between and waited, but even there, the ethereal call found him.

What have I done?

Still raging, Vagner followed the summons, slipping out of the Between and into the air over a keep perched atop a tor and skirted in a thick forest. The summons came from this place. Vagner rushed at it, determined to end the call and escape.

But he could not reach the keep. As soon as Vagner tried, he felt a wall of pain. Demon wards marked everything, and someone had recently tightened them.

He could do nothing more than circle the outer edges and rage at the voice inside still singing his True Name. In desperation, he broke limbs from trees and chucked them over the walls and into the courtyard, and at the walkways and windows. His anger attracted a good deal of attention too. A laundry woman about to hang wash ran screaming when a branch took down her line. Stable hands and servants rushed about shouting and pointing towards the sky.

Then the Greenfyn who was master here came out atop the keep. In anger, he tossed lightning bolts, but Vagner saw they were merely intended to drive him away. He dodged them easily enough and continued to scream and rage at the voice. His high-pitched chiropteran shrieks echoed all around, but did nothing to silence the call.

At last, the demon bored of his fury. He settled into the forest below, hiding among the rocks, howling each time the voice called.

Perhaps he should just bury his head in the dirt to see if that would rid him of the agony.

~

“I think he’ll be quite useful to us in the long run,” Ronan Tey said and plucked an apple from the branches of the old tree.

He sat up in its branches, though Alaric sort of wondered how since this was just a dream. And anyway, Alaric was on the ground trying to shake the last of his own painful memories back in order. He wanted to bury everything in him that had been fouled by Tane.

“Very useful,” Ronan said and took a bite of the apple. All around them, the demon’s name swirled, and the wordless song was starting to get on Alaric’s nerves.

“And what makes you say that?” Alaric asked, lying back in the soft grass, trying to ignore the song.

“Demons can be very useful,” Ronan said. He smiled as if enjoying a private jest.

“Only to a bloodmage,” Alaric said and frowned. “Which I am not.”

“Ah, but bloodmages merely abuse demon powers… In the old days, the Old Ones knew their true worth. Besides, we have his True Name, and we still have to stop Tane…”

“We?” 

“Well, I can hardly desert you now after all I have put you through. I need you, Lark…more than you will ever know.”

“Oh, good,” Alaric said and closed his eyes. “At least you acknowledge that all this is your fault…but this is just a dream, Ronan, and you’re nothing more than a memory and…”

“Nothing more than a memory?” Ronan said. His sudden laughter rang, nearly drowning the demon’s name. “Surely you jest, Lark…or can it be…?”

“What?” Alaric opened his eyes and looked up at the sly mockery in that smile.

“Marda didn’t tell you after all,” Ronan said.

“Marda couldn’t tell me,” Alaric rebuked and lunged to his feet. He felt like shaking the tree and seeing if he could dislodge the bard. “You made her give her word not to tell me!”

Ronan continued to smile. “Poor Lark,” he said. “You have so much more to learn, and we have so little time. But you’ll figure it out, I’m sure. You’d better wake up now.”

“I don’t want to wake up,” Alaric said.

He seized the tree and found he could actually shake it as though it were little more than a sapling. Ronan yelped as he was tossed from the branches. But he somersaulted like a professional tumbler and landed on his feet, finishing the move with a sweeping bow.

“I want answers, and I want them now!” Alaric said and lunged at the master bard.

“No time,” Ronan said, and still laughing, he just disappeared. Alaric passed through the place where Ronan had stood and began to fall. The grass disappeared as well, leaving Alaric tumbling through empty space.

The sense of floating gave way to weightiness, and the sensations of warmth and sweat and pain. Alaric moaned and opened his eyes.

“Ah, so you are still with us after all, Bless the Brother,” an unfamiliar voice said.

Alaric looked up at the friendly face of an older man with silvery hair tied back from his round face, and a smile that held a promise of comfort and ease. Gentle hands sopped sweat from Alaric’s brow.

“My name is Brother Storne,” the man said. “Do you know where you are?”

“No,” Alaric said, “and I don’t care…”

Brother Storne’s bushy brows rose just a hint, but his friendly smile never wavered.

“As long as it’s not where I was,” Alaric added with a sigh.

“That is most understandable,” Brother Storne said. “Here, now. Let’s get a bit of this in you.”

He took up a beaker from a table by the bed and poured a portion of its contents into a mug, then added water and stirred the mixture. Alaric watched the process, feeling a little dazed and bemused. Brother Storn’s meaty arm easily lifted Alaric from his pillow so he could take the liquid without choking.

“Just a few sips at a time…there we go. Easy now…”

Alaric found the gentle words a comfort especially after all he had been through over these last few…days? He had no concept of time.

At last the mug was empty, and Alaric was allowed to sink back into the soft pillow. Wooziness flooded him, and the edges of pain grew dull.

“Better?” Brother Storne asked.

Alaric nodded. “Where am I,” he asked, now curious for all he could see in the soft light was Brother Storne and the bedclothes.

“You are in Eldon Keep,” Brother Storne said.

“Then it wasn’t a dream,” Alaric said. “The demon got me out…”

Brother Storne cocked his head. “Why don’t you rest?”

“Where’s Fenelon?” Alaric asked. “I must see Fenelon.”

“It’s late, and the others are resting,” Brother Storne said. “Just relax. I’m going to fetch you a bit of broth from the hearth…”

“No, please,” Alaric said. “I need to talk to Fenelon. Please, there’s so little time.”

Brother Storne sighed. “Very well, I will go see if I can awaken him. But first you must swallow the broth. And you must promise you’ll try to sleep.”

“I won’t have much of a choice, will I?” Alaric said wearily.

“No, you won’t” Brother Storne said with a good-natured chuckle. He rose from his seat by the bed and disappeared for a time. And then he was back with a cup of broth. He propped Alaric upright once more and brought the cup to his lips. Warm and thick, the broth flowed into his mouth, and the realization he had not eaten in a while rose with the audible rumble of his stomach.

“Easy now,” Brother Storne said, “I’ll not have it all coming back up because you were greedy…”

Alaric tried to be patient.

~

Etienne roused first to the gentle knock on Fenelon’s bedchamber door. With a deep breath, she rose, pulling a robe about her. Fenelon hardly stirred. Quietly, she padded across the floor, flicking mage senses at the essence beyond, and feeling the warm aura of Brother Storne. He stood in the corridor, hands slipped in the sleeves of his robe, as Etienne opened the door.

“He’s asking for Fenelon,” Storne said in a whisper. “He says it’s important.”

“I’ll see if I can wake Fenelon,” she said. “How is Alaric faring?”

“Weak at the moment,” Brother Storne said, “but quite happy and relieved to be here…”

Etienne nodded. Horns, she didn’t really want to think about what Alaric must have been through as she made her way back to the bed. She had assisted Brother Storne with the dressing of Alaric’s physical wounds. Those marks left by a slim dagger had oozed and looked poisonous before the Brother called his True Healing into play. She had given up counting the number of cuts and bruises poor Alaric wore.

“Fenelon,” she said softly, and crawled onto the bed. “Fenelon…?”

“Hmmph?” he murmured, his breathing still shallow and even.

“Fenelon, Alaric is asking for you,” she said.

Fenelon’s eyes flashed open. He sat up quick, then grabbed his head and groaned. “Ahhhhh…” He took a deep breath. “He’s awake?” he finally asked.

“I would assume so since it’s unlikely he could ask for you in his sleep.”

“I wouldn’t put it past him,” Fenelon said, rubbing his face. “He can sing in his sleep, you know…”

“Yes, I know. Brother Storne was just at the door,” she said. “I don’t think he’d be here if it was Alaric talking in his sleep.”

Fenelon nodded, scrounging for clothes. It took some effort for him to get them on right. Etienne used the time to dress. She wasn’t sure of the hour, but it could have been close to dawn. Alas, it was too dark to tell at the moment.

She watched Fenelon wash his face, rake fingers through his red hair and put himself in order. Still, Etienne could see the strain of being awakened in the dark circles under his eyes. No doubt, she had them as well.

Once they were ready, they crossed the hall and quietly entered Alaric’s room. Brother Storne had returned to his place at the young man’s side. Alaric’s eyes were closed. His dank hair stuck to his face in limp strands. He looked whiter than the linens just now. Etienne glanced at Fenelon’s stoic mask. Whatever he felt at seeing Alaric looking so frail, he kept to himself.

“Alaric,” Brother Storne said in a soft whisper, leaning close to his patient. “Fenelon is here.”

Alaric’s eyes fluttered open. “Fenelon,” he said. His voice was a weak whisper. “Tane…Tane Doran has the secret of the Dragon’s Tongue. I tried but I just couldn’t stop him…”

“It’s not your fault, Alaric,” Fenelon said. His cheerful expression fell away. Worry seethed across his face as he moved to the opposite side of the bed and sat down on the edge. “How are you feeling, old friend?”

Alaric’s eyes filled with tears. “Better…I think…I don’t really know. Fenelon, I’m sorry. I should have listened to you. I should have…”

“Hey, don’t,” Fenelon said and took Alaric’s right hand. “You have no reason to apologize to me. I’m the one who should swallow his pride and beg for your forgiveness. I was just carried away, that’s all. I should never have pushed you like I did when Marda died. I should have listened to you.”

Alaric opened his mouth, but the only sound to fall from his lips was a ragged sob.

“Shhhhh, it’s okay,” Fenelon said, and in spite of Brother Storne’s grave disapproval, he slipped arms around Alaric and gathered him close. “It’s all right, Alaric…we’ll fix it…We’ll fix everything. I promise.”

Etienne bit her lip, hoping to keep her own tears in check as she watched Alaric weeping against Fenelon’s shoulder. For moments, those sobs were the only sound to fill the chamber. Eventually, the sobs became snubs. Alaric looked limp and weak, his grip on Fenelon slowly relaxing. At last, Fenelon let go, sliding Alaric back into the pillows. Brother Storne offered a bit of dry linen to Fenelon who used it to clean Alaric’s face.

“Look,” Fenelon said and smiled. “There’s a lot we need to talk about, but you’re in no condition, and I really need to catch up on my sleep.”

“But Tane…” Alaric said.

“We’ll get him,” Fenelon said. Etienne saw him steal a glance at Alaric’s right hand before laying it on Alaric’s chest. “And we’ll do what we can to fix you.”

“You’re not going to tell my father or mother about this, are you?”

“And have your mother come after me with her meat cleaver…I don’t think so,” Fenelon said and smiled. “Now go to sleep.”

Alaric looked amused, but it was apparently getting harder for him to keep his eyes open.

“Rest, now. We’ll talk tomorrow, if you’re up to it,” Fenelon said.

Alaric barely nodded. Whatever Brother Storne administered with his tea had finally done its work. Slowly, Fenelon pulled himself off the bed. He flashed a weary look at Etienne then started for the door. She followed him out into the corridor, but he did not head for his chamber.

“Fenelon?” she called.

“I’ve got to look something up in the library,” he said. “You go back to bed. I won’t be long, love.”

“Are you sure you won’t need my help?” she asked.

Fenelon shook his head. “I know where to look. I’ll be fine, really. Go on. I promise I won’t be long.”

He turned and headed for the stairs. Etienne sighed.

“I’ve heard that before,” she said and slipped into the chamber alone.














  







THIRTY NINE
 

Whatever Brother Storne had given Alaric certainly kept the dreams at bay. Seemed to Alaric all he did was close his eyes and the world went away. When he opened them again, daylight streamed through his windows. He took a deep breath and focused on the bowed head beside his bed.

“Shona?” he whispered.

She looked up from the book on her lap, tossing back the pale length of her hair, and smiled. “Good morning,” she said.

“Good morning,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

“I got up early and relieved Brother Storne,” she said.

“And the others?”

“Having a good sleep in, I imagine,” she said. “How are you feeling.”

He sighed and weakly rubbed his face. “Like the wet plaidie of some drunken Keltoran who went out in a rain storm.”

She giggle in response. “Oh, surely not that bad.”

Alaric felt himself smile.

“Brother Storne thinks you’ll heal quite nicely now that the fever is gone,” she said.

“I like his bedside manner much better than Mistress Miranda’s, I must confess,” Alaric said, and cautiously, he pushed himself upright. His limbs trembled with the effort, but he made it, leaning against the headboard. “Why did they bring me here instead of taking me to Dun Gealach.”

Her smile fluttered away, and her gaze briefly flickered towards his hands folded across his chest. “Fenelon thought it would be better to bring you here,” she said.

“But why?” he asked again.

She didn’t get to answer him. Shouting voices filled the air outside. Alaric heard a roar of rage, and it was followed by the thump of some heavy object striking the stone walls of the keep. The bitter tang of demon essence filled the air, and with it, such rage and remorse, it pierced Alaric heart and soul.

What in the name of Cernunnos? Dizziness rushed into him. He could feel the rage as though it were his own, and it burned under the skin of his right hand.

Alaric’s door flew open, and Fenelon thundered through the gap wearing little more than half laced trews and a shirt pulled on in haste. “Alaric,” he cried. “Make it stop!”

“What?” Alaric said. Suddenly, his room was full of people; Brother Storne, Etienne and several servants.

“Make it stop!” Fenelon said. He walked straight to the windows and threw them open. Alaric frowned.

“Make what stop?” he said.

Fenelon marched over to the bed and seized Alaric, tugging him out from under the covers. For a brief, embarrassing moment, Alaric realized he had nothing on, but Brother Storne rushed to Alaric’s rescue, raging at Fenelon and throwing a blanket around Alaric’s shoulders.

“He does not need this trauma,” Brother Storne cried.

“And I don’t need my household running amok with fear,” Fenelon retorted.

He supported Alaric more gently than the words implied, practically carrying him over to the open windows. Alaric grasped the sill for support and looked outside. His stomach clenched. The wind blew in to strike him so that he shivered.

Chiropteran wings flashed across his vision. A demonic shape rose over the edge, bearing part of a tree. Vagner reared back to throw the thing, and howled his song of rage.

“Vagner, no!” Alaric cried. 

Though he did not have his full voice, his words had the necessary effect. The demon froze in mid action, except for the beating of those massive wings as it hovered and blinked in surprise. Then like a guilty child, Vagner thrust the chunk of wood out of sight behind his back.

“Oh, uh…hello,” the demon said. “Good to see you’re awake…can I go now?”

“What are you doing here?” Alaric said.

“You summoned me,” the demon said.

“No, I didn’t,” Alaric insisted.

“Yes, you did,” Fenelon said and seized Alaric’s right hand, holding it palm up. “Do you know what this is, Alaric? It’s a death warrant, that’s what. As long as you wear the mark of a demon’s name on your person, then every mageborn from Keltora to Yewer will have the obligation of seeking you out and killing you. If Turlough finds out, you won’t live long enough to regret it.”

Alaric stared at his hand. His legs began to betray him. “I need to sit down,” he said.

“First, you need to tell your demon to stop chucking rocks and trees at my keep,” Fenelon said.

“Vagner?”

“Okay, so I was a little upset I couldn’t reach you,” the demon said. “Shall I go now?”

“Go where?” Alaric asked.

The demon shrugged. “Wherever you wish, little master…”

“Don’t call me that,” Alaric said.

“Sorry,” Vagner said and ducked his head. “Well?”

“Well what?”

“What is your will?”

“I want you to go away,” Alaric said.

“Gladly…except that I can’t. Not really,” the demon said.

“Why not?” Alaric cried.

“You wear my mark. You know my True Name…and you drank my essence. And I sort of forgot to tell you everything…”

“Forgot to tell me what?”

“I am now your possession, body and essence. Yours to command or destroy…whatever you choose.” The demon looked elsewhere. “I had hoped it would be otherwise, of course. Had hoped that once I was bonded to one with a good heart would counter my bond to something as evil as Tane and would set me free.”

“I need a chair,” Alaric said desperately as his knees gave way. Brother Storne acted quickly, practically shoving Fenelon aside. Within moments, Alaric was seated and wrapped in more blanket. He stared at the demon’s sidewise gaze.

“So, how do I let you go?” Alaric said.

“I do not rightly know,” Vagner said. “Generally, those who enslave us are not so willing to let us go. I have never known a single demon who was set free by any means other than the death of the master…”

Alaric’s brows rose.

“Don’t worry,” Vagner said with a smile that showed his horrid array of fangs. “You wear my mark, and I cannot kill you. That’s the irony of it. We normally hate the ones we serve, but we cannot harm them without risk to ourselves.”

“And what about Tane?” Alaric asked.

“What about him?”

“Doesn’t he wear your mark as well?”

“Oh, yes,” the demon said and scratched its chin in thought. “But he thinks I’m dead. You, on the other hand, are alive, and I am obliged to protect you while you are ill.”

“He is not coming into this keep,” Fenelon said.

Alaric shook his head. “Vagner, why didn’t you tell me all this before?”

“Because, I had hoped by giving you my mark, I would be set free,” Vagner said. “And besides, it was the only way to regain my true form again, a condition without which both of us would have perished in that tower, no thanks to Tane…”

The demon’s face flickered with just a hint of ire as he spoke the bloodmage’s name.

“And what happens if Tane finds out you are still alive?” Alaric asked.

“Most likely, the two of you would be forced to meet in a battle of wills with me at the center. Only the strongest will be able to force me to kill the other. Either way, I would still be a slave to some mageborn’s whim, and one of you would die.”

Alaric closed his eyes and leaned his head against the sill. Horns, there was no way he could defeat Tane if such a challenge arose. Alaric had already seen how weak his own will was by comparison to that of the bloodmage.

He felt a hand touch his shoulder and heard Brother Storne’s whisper of concern, and Fenelon’s quiet promise to end this in a moment.

“Alaric, send the demon away,” Fenelon said.

“How can I?” Alaric said, raising his head and peering at the Fenelon’s furrowed face. “He’s not to blame any more than I am…”

“He deceived you into bonding with him,” Fenelon said. “He’s not a creature to be trusted…”

“He saved my life!” Alaric said firmly and sighed as the anger exhausted him.

“But he cannot stay here,” Fenelon said. “I mean, what would the neighbors think?”

“What neighbors?” Alaric asked, and Fenelon clamped his lips in a tight line. “Besides, it wouldn’t be hard to disguise him as something harmless. He can, after all, change forms. If he became a dog or a cat, who would notice then?”

Vagner rolled his eyes.

“Alaric,” Fenelon said carefully as though explaining to a small child. “He is not a pet…He is a demon, and I will not have him wandering this keep of his own free will.”

“Why not?” Alaric and Vagner asked in unison.

“He’ll scare everyone half out of what little wits they have left at the moment, no thanks to his temper tantrums!”

“Not if he looks like something normal,” Alaric said.

“And just what did you have in mind?” Fenelon challenged.

“I don’t know,” Alaric said with a shrug. “A raven or a crow or…”

“I will not be some scavenger bird,” Vagner interrupted. “I’ve more dignity than that, thank you very much!”

“An owl then,” Alaric said and shot a surly glance back at the demon. Vagner actually cringed a tiny bit.

“And owl would be good,” Vagner agreed. “They are raptors…”

“And what would be the purpose of having an owl, may I ask?” Fenelon said.

“Well, that way, he could stay here with me and behave himself, and your household wouldn’t have to worry about him chucking trees and rocks at the walls,” Alaric said. “And whatever shape he is in, he’ll no doubt be able to help us find where Tane has gone so we can stop him. We need Vagner.”

Fenelon’s mouth fell open. He glanced at Etienne who shrugged her shoulders. “He has a point,” she said. “We could use the demon to track Tane. And in the meantime, we could try to find someone who knows enough about demons whomight actually know how to safely break the bond so Alaric won’t be executed for trafficking with demons…Besides, I think owls are quite handsome.”

Fenelon frowned at her. “And I think his insanity is becoming contagious.”

Etienne returned a scowl.

“Vagner, become an owl,” Alaric said.

“Is that what you wish?” the demon asked.

“Yes, by your True Name, be an owl!” Alaric said, his mind singing the creature’s name.

“Oh, I do wish you hadn’t put it like that,” Vagner said testily. “No free will here, I see…” A shimmering light passed over the fur and scales as he spoke. Alaric felt his right hand tingle as the demon shrank and feathered out. Within moments, a great horned owl was soaring over the wall. Shona clapped her hands, and Etienne smiled.

Only Fenelon continued to frown. “There are still wards to keep him out, no matter what form he wears,” he said.

“You can cancel those,” Etienne said. “I’ve seen you do it many times. And anyway, it’s only temporary.”

Fenelon’s expression steadily grew sour by the moment. “The things I am forced to do to keep you people happy,” he groused. He touched the wall with one hand, and in the mage tongue, he whispered the names of the warding glyphs as he magically peeled them away.

Vagner dove through the window, circling the chamber with a giddy “Whee!” and fluttered to a landing on the back of Alaric’s chair. “So where are the mice,” he said, bobbing his head up and down. “I could use a bit of sustenance just now.”

“If that thing makes a mess in here,” Fenelon said.

“I’ll clean up after him,” Alaric insisted.

“Damn right you will,” Fenelon said and started for the door.

“Where are you going?” Alaric asked.

“To the books,” Fenelon said. “The sooner we figure out how to break your attachment to that fiend, the sooner we can banish the bloody beast back to the demon realms from which it sprang…”

The slam of the door in his wake sent an echo vibrating on every ear. Alaric sighed. Horns, what have I done? he thought, and gave in when Brother Storne’s hands took Alaric’s shoulders and started him towards his bed.

Looking as delighted as an owl could, Vagner began to preen.






  







FORTY
 

Vagner was quite pleased with his new captivity. Over the next few days, he had little to do other than eat and sleep. Alaric was a most undemanding master, and the demon felt relieved he was able to relax. There were very few mice to be found inside Eldon Keep, but plenty of game flourished in the forest below. The demon ravenously devoured more than a dozen rabbits a night, plus whatever squirrels, field mice and small birds he could capture. He even ate a newborn lamb. The latter, however, got him into trouble with the Greenfyn who promised a hearty lightning bolt in the demon’s near future if he dared to take another from the farms that lay outside the forest around his keep.

Alaric quickly recovered under Brother Storne’s care to the point of being well enough to dress and wander the grounds, and even practice a little spell casting on the side.

And to sing, much to Vagner’s delight. The demon would gladly forego fresh prey of any sort to hear the young man sing.

Interestingly enough, Vagner thrived on and delighted in the female attention he received. The woman called Etienne was such a dignified beauty, and quite curious enough to want to discuss matters of magic with the demon on a serious level. The younger woman Shona was uneasy at first, but she overcame her fear of the demon, obviously so she could be close to his master. That she was fond of the young man was no secret to Vagner. He sensed her desire to mate with the young bard, a desire she worked hard to keep in check. As did Alaric. Vagner would gladly have suggested that the two of them should go ahead and consummate their need, but both seemed wary of showing any sort of affection in front of Etienne. Too bad, the demon thought. He would rather have liked an opportunity to watch humans mating by mutual consent. If only so he could understand their attraction for one another. He knew the Greenfyn mated regularly with Etienne. Demon ears could hear their passion at night through even the thick stone walls of the keep.

Three nights after becoming an owl, Vagner sat on the high back of a chair before the fire. Young Alaric plucked his psaltery, and would occasionally stop and stretch his hands, looking at the fading scars left by Tane’s torments. The late hour found them alone since the others had long ago retired. Alaric danced a lively tune from the psaltery when he stopped abruptly and held his left hand out so the silver band around his finger glittered in the firelight. The demon’s senses buzzed, and sharp eyes picked up the slight waiver in the young bard’s essence, as though another overlapped it.

“What in the name of Cernunnos…” Alaric muttered and frowned at his hand.

“What’s wrong?” Vagner asked.

“My hand,” Alaric said. “It doesn’t feel like it belongs to me.”

“It is attached to you,” the demon said. “So how could it not be yours?”

“I know that.” Alaric rolled his eyes. “But sometimes, I feel like. Like I don’t really control this body, like I’m not entirely alone.”

“Of course, you’re not alone,” the demon said. “I’m here.”

“I’m not talking about this here,” Alaric said and shook his head. He thumped his own chest. “I’m talking about in here, inside myself. It’s as though sometimes, I’m not alone.”

“Then it must be the other who resides in you now,” the demon said and stretched his wings as though bored with the whole matter.

“What other?” Alaric asked, rising and turning to face the demon.

Vagner hesitated. Perhaps this was something he should have mentioned before? Or not at all? “You…have another’s essence in you,” Vagner said. “You have carried him since that night. I know because when you took my essence, he took it as well. I felt him then. Sometimes, he is very quiet, but other times, I hear him speaking to me through you.”

“Who?” Alaric insisted. “Who is he?”

“The one you spoke to in your dreams,” the demon said. “The one you call Ronan.”

Alaric grew rapidly pale, and he grabbed the arm of the chair and seated himself once more. He closed his eyes, and with a deep breath, he whispered mage words. Vagner could feel the whisper of magic tracing through the air. The demon hunched down small and watched with an air of uncertainty and dread.

I should not have said anything at all, Vagner thought.

~

The other? Alaric slowed his breathing and drew bits of essence to himself. Then as Fenelon had taught him, Alaric began to slowly drift into himself, searching with a mageborn’s inner eye.

Ronan? How could it be? Ronan was dead. Ronan was just a dream…

“Not exactly,” a familiar voice said in a gleeful manner, and the merriment echoed through Alaric, filled with familiar mischief.

“Ronan? How?”

“Well, it’s rather long and complex, Lark,” Ronan said. “It’s a very ancient spell. A rather good one, I might add. Apparently, it works quite well…”

“But, you’re inside me,” Alaric said, and through his mental eye, he saw shadows and light take form. Ronan appeared, dressed in bardic greens.

“What you carry is my spirit essence, and my knowledge,” Ronan said. “It’s quite well known a dead mageborn’s spirit can share flesh with a living one…so long as that living one gives consent. It’s also known a mageborn’s spirit can be bound into an object, allowing them to leave the place where they actually died.”

“The ring you gave Marda…” Alaric said, and his thumb subconsiously twisted it about the finger on which he wore it.

Ronan smiled. “I knew you would figure it out sooner or later. I put a piece of my essence into that ring when I was alive and set a pathway spell on it. I put part of my essence in you as well, hidden behind that wall I built in your head along with the song. Something to give me an anchor when the time came. The rest of my essence, Tane kept trapped in my own hand, the one he cut off that night I died. He used my own bones to trap my spirit. But when you touched that hand, or rather when my ring touched my old bones, it opened the pathway I needed, and all I had to do was follow it while I used my essence in the wall as a focus point so I could break free of Tane’s little prison.”

“Then you are inside me?” Alaric asked.

“Yes,” Ronan said and grinned. “Isn’t it grand?” 

Alaric sighed. “This isn’t right,” he said. “I want you to leave.”

“I can’t leave,” Ronan said softly. “I’m afraid you are stuck with me, Lark.” 

“I don’t like this!” Alaric said. “I don’t want to be stuck with you.”

“It’s a little late for that, I’m afraid.”

“You lied to me. You used me and now…I’m stuck with you forever!”

“Well, only until the time of the Darkening, Alaric. Only until Na’Sgailean rises once more to throw her shadow across the land. It will happen one day, though no one can truly say when…”

“Well, that may not be so far from happening as you think,” Alaric said. “Tane broke that wall. He knows the secret of the Dragon’s Tongue, even if I do not…”

“Not all of it,” Ronan said and shook his head so the dark hair fluttered about his eldritch face. “Tane does not have the key, thanks to me. Who do you think struck Tane out of your mind when he breached the memory wall?”

“You?”

“Exactly,” Ronan said. “Now, we will have stop him. Even without the full secret, he can still set the Dark Mother free, and that is what we must prevent.”

“We?”

“You and I, and your demon…and Fenelon and his friends, but only if Fenelon behaves.”

Alaric shook his head. “I don’t want to be part of this!” he snapped. “I never wanted to be part of it!”

“You have no choice,” Ronan said with a bitter smile. “Besides, look at it this way. With me as your internal guide, your chance of becoming the greatest bard in all Ard-Taebh is increased tenfold. Quite a good thing for you, if you want my opinion.”

Alaric blanched. “Are you telling me the only reason I am a bard is because of having you inside me?” Anger surged. Was his whole life one big lie?

“I did not give you the talent and skill you already possessed, Lark,” Ronan said. “You were meant to be a good bard. I saw that the first day I met you. That’s why I chose you.”

“And how can I believe that? How do I know you’re not lying to me now?”

A brief hint of grief swelled inside Alaric. Ronan looked pained by the accusation. “I’m sorry, Lark. I never meant for you to hate me so. I promise, I will not interfere in your life. I’m part of you now, as translucent as air. Look at me, Lark. You know I speak the truth!”

Alaric sighed. He could feel it, though he was hard pressed to believe it was so.

“All right,” Alaric said slowly. “But we must get one thing perfectly straight.”

“And that is?”

“I am in charge,” Alaric said.

Ronan smiled. “I won’t take that from you unless you relinquish it of your own free will. This flesh belongs to you. I am only here for the ride.”

“And I don’t want you to go chattering in my head all the time,” Alaric said. “The last thing I need is people deciding I have gone insane.”

“I will only speak to you when you speak to me.”

Alaric sighed. “Then you can stay for now,” he said.

“Thank you, Lark,” Ronan said and looked amused. “You won’t regret my company.”

“Just don’t make me regret it,” Alaris said.

Ronan smiled again and started to fade. “By the way,” he said. “Tane is not having much success at finding the Dragon’s Tongue just now.”

“Why not?” Alaric asked. “How do you know this?”

“I crippled him when I attacked his mind…” Ronan said, sounding quite pleased. “He had to go into hiding to recover. The life of one measly bandit was not enough to feed his power and give him back his health. And besides, while you’ve been asleep, I’ve been watching…”

Alaric would have asked how Ronan could do that, but the bard’s presence slipped away. Oh, Ronan was still there. Alaric could still feel that essence now as a separate entity from his own.

An ancient spell, and I’m stuck with you for the rest of my life. Wait until he told Fenelon about that.

~

“This was a dream, right?” Fenelon said at breakfast the next morning, and Etienne could see his disbelief and dismay. Of course, knowing Fenelon, it was probably coupled with jealousy. He was forever coveting ancient spells.

“No, it wasn’t a dream,” Alaric said in a testy fashion. She felt sorry for him. Fenelon’s response would have drowned her enthusiasm too. “I was wide awake. Vagner said he could see the other in me, and when I looked for myself, I could see him too. I’m carrying Ronan’s essence right now, and he’s laughing at you…”

“That’s impossible,” Fenelon said. “I would have noticed.”

“Look, I told you he said it was an ancient spell,” Alaric said.

Fenelon frowned, and his gaze flashed briefly at the demon’s mark on Alaric’s hand. “And how can you be sure Vagner didn’t put this dream in your head?” Fenelon asked, and his narrowed gaze moved from Alaric to the great horned owl perched on the young man’s chair. “Demons, after all, do possess spells of mind control.

“I most certainly did not,” the demon said with a mad flutter of wings. “The other was already there when I gave the little master my essence. And anyway, I cannot control the mind of one who wears my mark and is master of my True Name.”

“What?” Fenelon glowered now. Etienne picked up a piece of bread and tore it into small bits. This was becoming quite entertaining. It wasn’t often Fenelon looked so flustered at not being on top of things.

“Part of Ronan was behind that wall in my head,” Alaric said and held up his hand. “This ring, which Marda left to me, was the path. Tane trapped the rest of Ronan in the bard’s own hand, which Tane wore as an amulet. When I took hold of that hand, I completed the bridge that set Ronan free from Tane’s trap.”

Fenelon looked thoughtful now. “Well, that wouldn’t be unheard of,” he said. “I do recall my grandfather telling me about how his father had spoken of a Firstborn spell of transference. But his father would never give him the spell because he said it was dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” Alaric paled. “In what way?”

“Something about losing control of oneself.” Fenelon raised an eyebrow in thought.

“Ronan assured me it would not come to that,” Alaric insisted. “Not without my consent.”

“All right,” Fenelon said. “So maybe Ronan’s spirit is in you. And maybe he does know a trick or two of Old One magic. He was always rather selfish about sharing his spell knowledge…”

Now, that, Etienne thought smugly, sounds more like Fenelon. Jealous of someone who knows Old Magic he has been denied.

“But for now what is important,” Fenelon continued, “is for us to figure out where Tane has gone and where the Dragon’s Tongue is. And to find a way to get rid of your pet demon.”

“I don’t like the way he says that,” Vagner hooted and billowed his feathers into a fierce raptor’s pose.

“First things first is right,” Alaric said. “Our first goal should be to stop Tane.”

Etienne could not help but notice how the ferocity of the demon’s eyes became mirrored in Alaric’s gaze. She glanced at Fenelon, wondering if he saw it as well.

But Fenelon frowned instead. “Oh, Horns,” he said.

“What?” Etienne ventured.

“Turlough is outside requesting permission to enter Eldon Keep…”








  







FORTY ONE
 

They mutually agreed Vagner needed to hide, so Alaric ordered the demon out of the keep and into the forest below. Etienne came up with a plan to hide the demon’s mark. She quickly bandaged Alaric’s right hand and a portion of his arm. Fenelon, meanwhile, took his time going to the gate and opening the wards that would allow the unwelcome Turlough to enter Enldon Keep.

“Why do you think he’s here?” Alaric asked, feeling a strong sense of unease in the pit of his stomach.

Etienne merely favored Alaric with a shrug. She had barely finished tying off the dressing when the bluster of voices filled the corridors. Patting his shoulder in a reassuring gesture, she quickly returned to her chair. Shona picked up a chess piece from the board and held it as though thinking where to move it.

“…Of course, I was going to bring him to you,” Fenelon could be heard to say in a loud manner, “but he was only able to get out of bed for the first time today. Tane tortured him something terrible, you know. It’s a wonder he was alive at all when we found him.”

“Then he should have been taken to Dun Gealach’s healers instead of being entrusted to some local herb cutter,” Turlough said. 

“Ah, but under the circumstances, I though it best to bring him here. This way, Etienne and I could weave some of the greater spells needed to protect him from Tane.

“You certainly had more than enough wards around this place…”

“One cannot be too careful, Uncle. Tane kidnapped Alaric once, and I refuse to let that happen again. The wards are merely a precaution. That Tane is a tricky fellow. Why he might try anything to get inside…even a disguise. For that matter, how do I know you’re really my delightful uncle and not Tane in disguise?”

“You have got to be out of your mind,” Turlough said. “And why are you shouting?”

“Sorry, Uncle, but my ears are a bit stuffy today,” Fenelon said. He came through the door, poking a finger into one ear and wriggling it for effect.

Turlough ignored the explanation. His hoary gaze fixed hard on Alaric as the old mage marched across the room. His robes fluttered about him, reminding Alaric of a bird of prey descending on a helpless hare. Behind him came the ever faithful Lorymer.

“Well, lad, good to see you up and about,” Turlough said, though his expression clearly said otherwise. “So exactly what did Tane Doran want from you? And why, in the name of Cernunnos, does it smell like a demon’s been in here?”

Oh, Horns, Alaric thought. He’d never imagined Turlough could smell the demon’s presence.

“Uncle, Alaric was the demon’s prisoner while he was being tortured by Tane,” Fenelon said. “Likely, it’s the stench of that terrible place still clinging to the poor lad’s essence.”

“Perhaps,” Turlough said and narrowed his eyes with a swift glance at Lorymer. “So what did Tane Doran want, lad?”

“Well, I’m not quite sure,” Alaric said, his voice breaking convincingly. “But I think he wanted a song.” He caught a glimpse of Fenelon back behind them all whose gestures indicated Alaric should say little more.

“A song,” Turlough said. “He could have paid for plenty of those. What song?”

“Something about a dragon,” Alaric said. “But I didn’t actually know the song, so I couldn’t tell him.”

“And just how did you escape?” Turlough asked.

“He didn’t escape,” Fenelon said. “We rescued him. He was unconscious when we brought him back here. You can ask any of my servants.”

Well, Alaric thought. That was true enough.

“Ah, then you dealt with Tane Doran as I asked?” Turlough said, turning to Fenelon.

“Well, no. He got away,” Fenelon said. “But we think we may know where he was going. We were just waiting for Alaric to recover…”

Turlough ignored Fenelon, though. His gaze had fallen to the floor where a solitary owl’s feather rested upon the fresh reeds. Alaric’s brows rose. Even from here, he could feel the demon’s essence on it. He shot a glance at Etienne who was closest. She too saw the feather, and suddenly lunged out of her chair. Quickly, she stepped into Turlough’s path while brushing the reeds with the hem of her long robes and gown.

“What Fenelon means is once Alaric has recovered, we plan to go after Tane Doran…” 

She tried to catch his eye. Turlough merely raised a hard stare, then gently took her arm and pushed her aside.

“I sense a demon,” Turlough said. He glanced at the place where the feather had been, but it was gone. A frown furrowed his eyebrows into a single line. He turned a sharp look back at her. “Madam, will you lift and shake your skirts…Now!”

“Well, I never!” Etienne said, and her face went livid with color. Alaric wasn’t sure if it was an act, or if she was really shocked by the High Mage’s demand.

“Really, Uncle,” Fenelon said and charged forward to defend her. “How could you ask such a thing of Etienne? And in front of the young folk, no less.”

“Damn it, I am not propositioning her!” Turlough snapped. “I want to see if that feather is stuck to her skirts.”

“Feather?” Fenelon said. “Now, that is a rude euphemism, Uncle. Where are your manners?”

“Oh, never mind,” Etienne said. “If it will make him happy to humiliate me in this fashion…” She took a step, then lifted the skirts of her robes enough to show her ankles. For good measure, she gave the cloth a shake. Several reeds fluttered, but no feather. Alaric frowned. He could still sense it.

Turlough, however, did not look convinced by any part of this performance. “Now, will you kindly step back…without lowering your skirts,” he said. “For to hide evidence of a demon from a High Mage is to risk trial for interfering with his justice.”

Etienne held her place.

“Madam, move back, or I will move you myself,” Turlough said.

“Over my dead body,” Fenelon said.

“And you will join this conspiracy and give me all the reason I need to banish you from Dun Gealach forever,” Turlough said. “Now both of you. Step back. I am still the keeper of the mageborn law.”

“Only when those laws suit you, I’ve noticed,” Fenelon said. He stepped aside. Etienne hesitated then started to lower her skirts.

“Ah, ah, ah…” Turlough said and shook an admonishing finger at her.

With a sigh, Etienne stepped back and revealed the feather had been under her foot. Turlough beamed as he scooped it off the floor.

“So, a demon has been in here in the form of a bird,” Turlough said, holding the feather aloft. “No use in denying it. All your actions speak of a conspiracy to keep this hidden, so all of you are aware of it. And since this same essence clings to only one of you…” He turned towards Alaric who suddenly wished he knew how to cast a gate spell when the feather was waved in his direction. “Let me see your hand, young man,” Turlough said.

Alaric held up his left hand. Turlough frowned.

“Uncover the other and let me see it as well.”

Alaric took a deep breath. Horns, he would be tried and executed for certain. But then, he supposed his own fate would not matter once Tane got hold of the Dragon’s Tongue and became a god. Slowly, he unwound the strips of linen.

“I didn’t have a choice,” Alaric said softly. “I was going to die.”

He drew the last of the bandage away. Turlough seized his wrist and stared at the mark on his hand.

“I knew it!” Turlough said. “From the first day you were brought before me at Dun Gealach, I knew you had lied to me. You have consorted with demons!”

“No, I have not!” Alaric said, and tried to pull free. “I…”

His protest was cut short by a back hand blow that rocked his head back. Thankfully, the chair was padded, but the blow left him dazed. He heard shouts all around him.

“This is the mark of a greater demon,” Turlough said through gritted teeth. The strength of his grasp felt like it was about to crush Alaric’s hand. “Summon it now!”

“But…”

“Summon it!” Turlough snapped. “I want to kill it myself. Lorymer, open a gate to Dun Gealach. We will take this rogue back with us and try him for consorting with demons.”

As to who acted first, Alaric could never quite be sure. Shona threw the chessboard at Turlough, and Etienne hauled around and knocked Lorymer to the ground, breaking his gate spell. He heard Fenelon shout words of a gate spell of his own. Turlough had yet to release Alaric’s arm, but suddenly Shona was there, and like a cat, she sank her nails into the High Mage’s hand. Turlough screamed and let go so abruptly, Alaric fell. Shona gave a hearty shove that toppled Turlough just as Alaric was seized by friendlier hands. He felt himself half carried, half dragged, through a gate spell that seemed all wrong…

Moments later, he was tottering on a ledge with the wind whipping his hair. He could see a river and a forest, both of which looked keenly familiar.

“Careful,” Fenelon said. “That first step’s a little long.”

Alaric merely sank to the ground. “Horns, what did you just do?” he asked.

“Saved your life, for starters,” Fenelon said.

“And put all your own lives on the line,” Alaric said. “I’m not ungrateful, or anything, but… you’ll all be hunted now.”

“We took that into careful consideration,” Etienne said as she sat dosn beside him. Shona quickly claimed the space on the other side, beaming with excitement.

“Look what I managed to grab,” she said and held up the demon’s feather.

“Good catch, lass,” Fenelon said.

“But all of you have just put your lives at risk,” Alaric blurted.

“Yes, we know,” Fenelon said.

“But…why?”

“Because that’s what friends do,” Fenelon said.

“But now Turlough will…”

“Forget Turlough. At the moment, he should be stalking the ruins of Ferlie Tower trying to find us.”

“What?” Alaric looked stunned.

“My gate spell words were mere misdirection,” Fenelon said. “It was all part of the plan.”

“Plan?” Alaric looked from Etienne’s somber little smile to Shona’s ecstatic grin. “May I ask what plan?” He took a deep breath and narrowed his gaze on the world at large.

“I knew Turlough hadn’t given up on his quest to prove you were the demon’s master,” Fenelon said. “It isn’t easy to stop an old dog from gnawing an old bone their rather fond of. The problem is, with that mark on you, I knew he’d figure he’d been right all along, and I had been wrong. And I knew he would come see for himself. Turlough may be a cantankerous old fart, but he still knows a demon when he gets a whiff of one. So we three planned for it.”

“By attacking him and gating us here?” Alaric said. “What will that achieve?”

“A distraction,” Etienne said.

“Misdirection is often a mageborn’s best spell,” Fenelon said. “Turlough has been scrying us since the day we brought you back to Eldon Keep.”

“He can do that?” Alaric asked.

“Aye. He’s a Secondborn. All he has to do is attach his awareness to the ley lines that pass my keep. Granted, I’ve kept them busy enough he couldn’t know exactly what was happening, but with Lorymer’s assistance, he probably scried the presence of the demon. I, of course, figured it was only a matter of time. So I opened a prime gate spell and I hid it…A little trick I learned from one of my ancestors. Then I summoned a gate to Ferlie Tower, only in the confusion, Turlough couldn’t see that we didn’t actually use it. By the way, Shona, I do wish you had thrown something besides the chessboard. That was a good game I had going.”

Shona grinned at him in response.

“So now what?” Alaric asked.

“Well, first off, we go back into the keep by mortal means, and gather food and gear. Then we come back here by the same means. You summon that demon of yours, and we’ll be on our way. Time to get back on Tane’s trail. We’d best move quickly, though. I sense Lorymer has gone back to Dun Gealach to fetch a host of mageborn guards, and it won’t be long before Turlough realizes he has been deceived.”

The women were already getting to their feet. Alaric looked down, then up. As far as he could tell, there existed no means of getting off the ledge.

“Uh, when you said mortal means, just what did you have in mind?” Alaric asked. Visions of dangling from the cliff face by his fingers were not pleasant.

“Walking,” Fenelon said. 

Shona helped Alaric to rise when his trembling legs proved a little awkward for the task.

“Up the cliff?” Alaric asked.

“Oh, no, we’ll take the stairs,” Fenelon said.

“Stairs?” Alaric said, and as he spoke, Fenelon pressed a rock and pulled a shrub beside it.

The face of the cliff glided inward without a sound. Alaric would have toppled over the edge in surprise had Shona not kept his arm entangled in her firm grasp.

“Old Ones,” Fenelon said. “They left a lot of wonderful things.”

Inside, Alaric saw a tunnel. Barely visible with mage sight because of the outside glare, he spied a set of stairs.

“No light spells,” Fenelon said. “No magic at all for now. Don’t want to leave any obvious traces.”

“Then how will we see?” Alaric asked, peering into the gloom with a hint of unease.

“Flint and tinder, of course,” Fenelon said, producing a torch and the flint and steel to light it from a corner near the door. “Always be prepared, Alaric. A mageborn can never be unprepared for anything, and that includes not using magic.”

Within moments, Fenelon had the torch lit and was leading them up the stairs.








  







FORTY TWO
 

Vagner sat in the branches of an oak tree and glowered at the keep. He sensed Alaric’s unease then his sudden fright, and the demon came close to launching himself from his perch and going to the little master’s rescue. But Alaric had been specific about Vagner staying hidden so long as the High Mage of Dun Gealach was in the keep. For that reason alone, Vagner held his place. He could sense the depth of power in the High Mage, and while it was not quite as strong as that in the Greenfyn, it wore the heat of rage and the confidence of one possessed of great experience.

Such skills made the demon downright uneasy. The High Mage’s essence was in some of the demon wards at Dun Gealach too. That he had no tolerance for Vagner’s kind was obvious in his own essence. And Vagner could not help but wonder which of his kind had upset the High Mage.

But then magic flared, and Vagner nearly fell from his perch in surprise. Filled with anxiety, the demon did launch himself. The little master was in danger, and the other inside him was calling to the demon for assistance.

Then the call stopped as abruptly as it began. Vagner soared skyward, unable to determine where it had gone, or why. It was as though Alaric had stepped into some sort of void.

Gate spell, the demon thought. He sensed several now. But which one had Alaric taken? The demon had no idea, and would likely have gone the wrong way had he not suddenly sensed Alaric’s essence again. It was somewhere below the keep, and the earlier fear had vanished in favor of frustration.

With a sigh, the demon in owl form settled once more into the branches of a tall pine tree. What now? Vagner wondered. The summoning had ceased. He was no longer required? Or perhaps the other who had called simply no longer perceived an immediate threat to his host. Vagner frowned. To go to the little master now was tempting.

He sensed movement next. The powerful essence of the High Mage had vanished from the keep, along with his assistant. And Alaric seemed to be moving under the keep now. The demon frowned and began to preen, keeping some awareness on the youthful aura as it wove its way around under the earth and headed back for the main keep. There was a new anxiety present now. Close and uncomfortable images came to the demon, a sense of suffocating…

The little master was afraid.

~

Torchlight was not so reassuring in this close dark. Alaric tried to stay focused on the light, but his palms sweated and his heart thundered. Oh, Horns. This passage was too narrow.

The stairs had risen only a short ways before it turned right and rose again. After that, it had leveled into this tiny passage hewn out of solid stone. Alaric could touch both walls by merely extending his elbows. Too close, he thought. Too close. Almost as close as the coffin of darkness of the trunk in which he had ridden as prisoner of Tane.

Don’t think about that, he scolded and looked at the light. Fenelon held the torch in front of him, and since he was slightly broader through the shoulders, not as much of it as Alaric like provided visible comfort. A torch to the back of this party would have been nice. Etienne and Shona followed directly behind Fenelon, adding to the depth of shadows. Alaric had been polite and allowed them to go first, but it occurred to him that either of these women would have made a better rear guard just now than he could.

He put a hand out and steadied himself against the wall when he stumbled a bit. The surface was slick with moisture, and so cold, it made Alaric shiver. He must have made a noise, because Shona stopped and looked back.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

Alaric blinked. Oh, horns… “I’m…fine,” he said. “I just stumbled like a clumsy oaf. I’m not very good at maneuvering in caves.” His words sounded weak and watery.

Shona merely stretched her hand towards him and smiled. “Here, I’ll help you,” she said. “It’s a wonder you can manage, considering you haven’t been out of bed for long…”

At first, Alaric hesitated, not sure why. But then, the need to touch warmth in this stygian cold drove him to accept the offer. She took his hand firmly and tugged him along like she would a reluctant child whoonly needed gentle coaxing. Did she know how much he abhorred small spaces? How they drove him to distress? Could she sense fear in his aura? Or feel it in his trembling hand?

She said nothing of the sort. Merely kept hold of his hand behind her and continued on. His anxiety lessened somewhat as he concentrated on the touch.

At length, they reached another flight of stairs. A turn. Another passage. Two junctions later, Fenelon halted before a dead end. Alaric bit his lip. Horns. There was no visible way through. His heart quickened.

Not true, however. Fenelon pushed a block of stone, and it shifted and swung aside, revealing the back corner of a storage cellar. Even in the limited light of the torch, it looked far more spacious and inviting. The thunder of Alaric’s heart eased. They crossed this chamber to a door which opened into cellar stairs, which were much like the stairs above in the keep. Alaric could see a door at the top. It was all he could do to keep from racing past the others to reach it. He was relieved to find it opened to reveal the lower, familiar corridors of Eldon Keep and the kitchen area.

“Go gather what you need for travel and come back this way,” Fenelon said. “Oh, and make sure what you bring is your warmest stuff. Etienne, I will need my white fur cloak and a small change of winter clothes, if you don’t mind.”

“Certainly,” she said and started for the nearest stairs. Fenelon headed over to speak with the cook who worked on as though having the master of the keep and his companions come popping out of her cellar was as natural as sunshine.

Alaric glanced at the secret door. They would be coming back…and this time, he would insist on his own torch.

~

Vagner felt the summons this time. It was not filled with unease or frantic with fear. Just a simple call for him to come to Alaric. The demon launched from the tree and flew towards the source.

The mageborn all stood on a narrow ledge and wore clothes more suited to chillier climes. Each one carried a pack. The little master held out his arm as an obliging perch, so Vagner landed there, shuffling back and forth to keep his balance.

“Hey, not so tight,” Alaric said and winced.

“Sorry,” Vagner said, lightening the grasp of his talons.

“All right,” Fenelon said. “I can get us as far north as Kellerscroft in Elenthorn.”

“What’s in Kellerscroft?” Etienne asked.

“A cousin who won’t ask questions and won’t give us away,” Fenelon said. “From his place, we’ll let the demon scry north and see if it can find Tane.”

Vagner tried not to frown, then realized owls always seemed to be frowning, and likely, the expression would go unnoticed.

“Once the demon finds Tane, we’ll gate as close as we can without being detected.”

“How are you planning to do that?” Alaric asked. “If a mage needs to know where he is going before he gets there…”

“My guess is Tane is looking for the Shadow Vale on that map, and Ronan will have an idea as to where we need to go.”

Alaric looked a little perturbed. Vagner felt the “other” chuckle silently within the little master and whisper, “As if I would tell him…”

“What if Ronan won’t tell you?” Alaric ventured.

“He’ll have to tell you,” Fenelon said. “If he really is part of you, he can no more hide the truth from you than you can from him…”

“He can always hide behind that wall he built in my head like he did before,” Alaric said.

“In which case, we’ll have to depend on your pet demon,” Fenelon said. “And if Ronan won’t help us, I’ll teach you how to lock him away in your own mind so he never bothers you again.”

“You can do that?” Alaric said. Vagner sense the “other” grow restless with unease at his young host’s enthusiasm.

“It’s your body, mind and soul, Alaric,” Fenelon said. “Ronan can borrow, but he can never truly own your flesh unless you have given it to him willingly. Therefore, he does not command you unless your will is weak and he knows an old spell that gives him the power to usurp you.”

Alaric looked thoughtful. Clearly having that sort of mastery appealed to him.

“We’ll talk about it later,” Fenelon said. “Is every one ready?”

“Ayes” answered Fenelon all around.

“Then let’s go…” The Greenfyn mageborn gestured, drawing elements to him, as he called his gate spell into being.














  







FORTY THREE
 

Kellerscroft sat in the shadows of the borderlands of Carn Dubh in the northernmost corner of Elenthorn. There, a black stone keep held court atop a tor of solid rock, and about it ranged a village of huts composed mostly of the same material. The village itself was also built into the sides of the tor, and the whole lower area was surrounded by a wall of stone. It looked strange, this single mound of black rock rising from the middle of rolling green moors and scrub forest.

“Mountain goats must live here,” Alaric commented as they approached. He and the others clutched their cloaks against the bracing wind that cut across the open plains and around the tor.

“It’s the only way they can deal with Haxon raiders,” Fenelon said. “When you live this close to the Mountainous Range, you have to be clever and well fortified to survive.”

Alaric nodded. Farms and crops had been terraced on the tor. He wondered how they kept their soil from blowing away.

“So where does this cousin of yours live?” Alaric asked. He felt weary just now. As soon as they were settled he would ask Etienne to fix him a cup of tea using the herbs Brother Storne left in her care.

“Up in the keep,” Fenelon said. “He’s the Lord Protector of this realm.”

“Wonderful,” Alaric muttered. “We’ve got a long climb ahead of us, then.”

“No,” Fenelon said. He closed his eyes, and Alaric felt the buzz of power as Fenelon touched the ley lines. After a moment, Fenelon opened his eyes. “Now, we can gate to the keep,” he said, and with that, he conjured the spell once more.

The rift opened to reveal a courtyard where the harsh wind seemed less prevalent. Fenelon gestured them past. Etienne took the lead with Shona at her side. Alaric followed, still carrying Vagner who flapped owl wings and looked like a happy raptor. Fenelon took up the rear and quickly closed the gate.

The courtyard stood deserted. “Quaint,” Etienne said. “So where is the welcoming party?”

“Halloo!” a voice shouted from above.

Alaric looked up at the corner tower. One of the narrow windows had grown an arm that waved.

“Come on up,” the owner shouted, his face hidden in the slit. “Door’s open.”

Fenelon waved back and started into the keep. He took the lead, clambering cheerfully up the stairs, forcing Alaric and the others to practically run to keep up with his stride. With great enthusiasm, Fenelon threw open the tower door…and stopped in his tracks.

Not one, but two people stood in the chamber. The first was a short, stubby cherub of an older man. At a glance, Alaric realized why all the man could stick through the window was one arm, and the opening was but a quarter of his girth.

It was the second man who had Fenelon’s attention. He was tall, and wore his long white hair pulled back in a single braid. A trim white beard and mustache decorated his jaw and upper lip. Over crisp blue eyes, his faded reddish brows drew close.

“Father?” Fenelon said, recovering from his initial surprise. “What in the name of Cernunnos are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same,” Gareth Greenfyn said.

“I came to seek Cousin Maelwyn’s hospitality for a few days,” Fenelon said. “So what’s your excuse?”

“I came because I got an urgent message from Turlough Greenfyn, as did every mage in the length and breadth of Ard-Taebh, telling me you had gone renegade and were harboring an evil fugitive mage with a demon familiar.” His gaze slipped towards Alaric and the eyes crinkled with a faint hint of humor. “I take it Turlough meant you, lad?”

Alaric blushed.

Fenelon frowned. “That’s not true!”

Gareth merely looked back at Fenelon and said nothing.

“Well, not entirely true,” Fenelon added.

Horns, Alaric thought. Now what do we do?

“Very well,” Gareth said with a sigh. “Let us hear your side of this story, my wayward son.” With a frown, Fenelon opened his mouth to begin. “Oh, and do me the favor of not wasting your time with the embellishments you’re so fond of,” Gareth added. “Just stick to the necessary parts of the tale, if you don’t mind.”

“As you wish, father,” Fenelon said in such a dry manner, Alaric had to bite his tongue to stave off laughter.

~

Alaric felt like an ox on an auction block. Cousin Maelwyn sent for refreshments and sat smiling throughout Fenelon’s tale. Gareth Greenfyn took a more serious interest in the whole affair. His face remained a stoic mask from beginning to end, and occasionally those quiet glances would put their intent blue stare on Alaric.

“So there you have it,” Fenelon said, swirling a wine goblet gently in one hand and watching the whorl in the liquid. “With Alaric pretty much being our only hope of finding Tane Doran, I couldn’t very well let Uncle Turlough run off and execute him without good cause.”

Gareth leaned over from his chair and took Alaric’s right hand, studying the mark with an intensity that reminded Alaric of Fenelon. Gareth released it and looked at Alaric’s left hand, and is eyes narrowed in thought before the old mageborn touched Alaric’s forehead. A warm tingle spread. Alaric stiffened, for it felt too much like a gentle version of what Tane had done to him. Horns!

“Relax, lad,” Gareth said, and one corner of his mouth tugged into a good-natured smile. “I just want to see the damaged Tane and Ronan have done.”

Alaric swallowed his unease. The warmth slipped in and out in a moment. Gareth let go and leaned back.

“You’re a brave young man,” Gareth said. “If Tane had done this to one of mine, there wouldn’t be a corner of the world in which he could hide.”

“Then you believe me when I tell you I had no choice but to bond with Vagner.”

“Have no fear, lad,” Gareth said with a nod. “Granted, we still have a bit of a problem here. The laws by which we mageborn live these days by are rather plain as to what we do with those who consort with demons.”

Alaric paled.

“On the other hand, as my son so aptly points out, you are rather important just now. Tane Doran is a much bigger problem in my own opinion, one that must not be allowed to escape justice. His kind of vermin is much worse than a demon lover any day.” 

Alaric sighed. “Then on that, we agree, sir,” he said.

Gareth’s attention turned to the demon once more. “A fine looking form you chose for him. I’ve always been rather partial to owls.”

“Why, thank you,” Vagner said and puffed his feathers.

“If it wasn’t for the demon stink of his essence sitting on my tongue like bile, I suspect he would make a fine familiar,” Gareth added with a grin.

Vagner tightened his claws on the chair back as a sign of his disapproval.

“Alas, it’s apparently against the laws…” Alaric managed a twitch of a smile.

“Aye, well, not all our laws seem fair to some,” Gareth said. “And not all demons are bad. Some can be quite useful. Unfortunately, some of them have exceedingly large appetites, and bloodmages have long put them to ill use, giving the art of demon mastery a bad reputation. There was a time when the Old Ones were thought to have used demons, mostly the elemental and more ancient ones.” His eyes narrowed again and though some thought had disturbed him.

“And look at what they accomplished,” Fenelon said with a smile. “Total destruction of themselves and their world.”

“Not total,” Gareth said. “Your grandfather found evidence of Hidden Folk still living within isolated pockets of the Ranges.”

“Hidden folk?” Alaric said.

“They are thought to be similar to the Old Ones,” Etienne quickly supplied. “Ancient Haxons called them Aelfar. However, they were not so friendly towards mortals and stayed hidden from the eyes of men…unlike Dvergar, who were also called Stone Folk and considered men their friends as long as ale was as plenty as gold.”

Alaric raised his eyebrows in wonder. Hidden Folk, Old Ones and Stone Folk…Just how many old races were there before the Great Cataclysm?

“Father,” Fenelon said, looking thoughtful. “All this folklore aside, who do you think would be most knowledgable in the matter of finding ways to break Alaric’s bond with the demon without hurting him?”

Gareth’s brows slid together as he glanced at Alaric. “Do you want to do it now?”

“Well, no,” Alaric said. “Not right now, anyway.”

“Why not? It would end Turlough’s excuse to persecute you.”

“I know, but Vagner is also stilled bonded to Tane,” Alaric said. “As long as he is attached to me, Vagner may be able to help us find Tane and I may be able to free Vagner from Tane as well.”

Gareth nodded. “Quite right,” he said. “But when you are ready to be rid of the beast, I might be able to assist you. My grandfather has that knowledge. I’ll check his old journals. I know where he keeps them.”

“Your grandfather is still alive?” Alaric said.

“Aye, as is my great grandfather who is Turlough’s younger brother.”

“And how old is Turlough?”


“Too old,” Fenelon quipped. “Which is why his wits have withered.”

“You watch your mouth, my boy,” Gareth said. “I can still take a stick to you.”

“Now you know why I learned to cast spell gates so quick,” Fenelon said and grinned at Alaric.

“Now I know why you are like you are,” Alaric said.

“Flatterer,” Fenelon said.

Gareth looked from one to the other and rolled his eyes.










  







FORTY FOUR
 

Ronan looked displeased to see Gareth Greenfyn invading Alaric’s mind. Alaric noticed how the bard kept his distance. Ronan walked outside the edge of a circle of menhirs, wary as a deer that scents a predator. In fact, Alaric could not help but notice there seemed to be something almost inhuman about the bard just now. Something in the way his eyes shifted and refused to meet Gareth’s gaze. The way those thin shoulders hunched under the bardic greens. Fear filled Ronan’s eyes, and scented the air like strong cinnamon and cloves. Alaric stood at Gareth’s side in the center of that circle of stones and followed the bard’s uneasy moves. 

“You’ve no right…” Ronan began.

“Would you rather talk to my son?” Gareth said, and Alaric detected a hint of sarcasm. Fenelon had wanted to be the one to come here, but Gareth thought it unwise and Alaric agreed. Fenelon had the look of a man who wanted to wring Ronan’s neck.

Ronan shook his head and looked at Alaric. “I would rather talk to Lark alone, old man.”

“No,” Gareth said. “If we are to stop Tane Doran then I or Fenelon must be here.”

Ronan hesitated then took a deep breath. He behaved as though he wanted to leave, but he could not. Alaric was not about to let him. Gareth had instructed Alaric as to how to hold Ronan’s presence, and he could see Ronan was no more pleased to be a prisoner of Alaric’s will than he was to be facing one of the Greenfyns.

“Very well,” Ronan said and entered the circle of menhirs. “What you seek is a valley which lies on the northern edge of the Ranges between the headwaters of the River Rune…”

“That’s a rather large area,” Gareth said. “Could you be a little more specific?”

Ronan narrowed his eyes slightly, then turned from them and waved one hand. Visions filled one of the archways which grew and swallowed the horizon. Alaric saw a pair of mountains buried under ice and snow. As he stared at them, he felt certain he had seen them before. He could not fathom how or why. Only that they held a familiarity he could not shake.

 “That is as close as I can get you,” Ronan said. “Lark will know them when he sees them. He has been there, though he does not remember.” A sly smile dressed the bard’s lips, and Alaric shivered. “I will let him keep this memory.”

Those words stirred unease in Alaric. Another secret buried in his subconscious he had no power to control. Horns, how much deeper had Ronan’s spell gone? Just what had he buried in Alaric’s mind?

“The way is not so clear,” Gareth said. “I would know where the artifact lies…”

Ronan sneered. “Only Lark can tell you that,” he said. 

“Me?” Alaric said. “I don’t know…”

“Let him lead the way…” Ronan said abruptly. “I will not stop the memories.”

Gareth concentrated on the peaks for a moment then nodded. “‘Twill serve,” he said.

“But how are we to get there?” Alaric asked. “I…can’t use a gate spell yet.”

“I will open the gate that will take you to this place,” Gareth said. “But you had best get Fenelon to teach you the gate spell soon. Ronan could probably teach you, though under the circumstances, I don’t think it would be wise to ask him to do so for you would have to give him total control…if you haven’t already done so. And all the more pity if you have…”

Ronan said nothing, but Alaric felt the bard’s anger all the same. He and Gareth traded looks, and Alaric was under the impression a challenge was taking place. What secrets were there between them that Alaric could not know? Then Gareth slipped out of Alaric’s mind with such gentle ease. Alaric blinked and opened his eyes.

The others stood about him. Fenelon had his arms crossed and wore the disappointed pout he had sported since Gareth’s decision. Shona looked eager, Etienne calm. Alaric took a deep breath and started to rise, but his head was just a little too light.

“Not so fast,” Gareth said. He sat on a stool at Alaric’s side. “Maelwyn, a bit of wine and perhaps a meal for this young man.”

Maelwyn rang for a servant. The wine and a supper were promptly served. Gareth used the time to regale Alaric and Shona with tales of his own travels to the Ranges, and Alaric found himself warming to this elder Greenfyn. He wondered how a man who seemed as stable as Gareth Greenfyn could have fathered such a rogue for a son.

At length, they all grew tired. Fenelon and Gareth agreed morning was the time to set out. Besides, Gareth wanted time to prepare what he referred to as his ruse.

“If you think Turlough is going to give this mad chase up just because you’ve all left Keltora, your wrong,” Gareth said. “I’ll delay him as best I can, but you will need additional protection if you are to evade him.”

What he had in mind, however, was to wait for morning as well, and that was fine by Alaric who just wanted to sleep. Even Ronan remained unobtrusive in Alaric’s dreams. Oh he was there, but these were more like memories of youthful escapades. Like naming stars. For some reason, Ronan had adamantly insisted Alaric should memorize the location of northernmost star of a constellation he called Epona’s Forelock. And when Alaric asked why, Ronan merely shrugged and said, “Because one day the world will need to know…” and went silent.

Other dreams came too, some of the unpleasantness of his recent imprisonment, except that instead of Tane, it was Turlough who enacted the torments. And instead of the Dragon’s Tongue, he wanted to know where the demon was, and when Alaric denied knowledge of the beast, Turlough called fire…

Alaric awoke with a gasp and sat up swiftly. The dull lack of light meant it was still dark. He had sweat pouring off him, and his mouth was dry. Catching his breath, he cast a shy glance towards Fenelon with whom he was sharing a room, but Fenelon was buried under his blankets and lost in enviable sound slumber. Grabbing a blanket for warmth, Alaric crawled carefully off the bed and tiptoed towards the small table. The pitcher was empty. He sighed and set out to find water from another source.

Maelwyn’s halls were actually lit by a set of dim globes enhanced with magic. They cast soft blue upon the stones. Alaric followed the hall to the stairs and went down. The only source of water he knew about would be the kitchen well.

He had just reached the kitchen entry when he noticed a warm light of a large fire from the direction of Maelwyn’s hall. And felt the glimmer of spell casting as it sent shivers across his nerves. Frowning, Alaric crept over to the door.

Gareth Greenfyn was there, hands spread over objects he had laid upon the table. He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. 

“Yes, that should work,” he said to himself. “Well, don’t just stand there, lad, come on in if you must satisfy your curiosity. It’s perfectly safe…”

Gareth angled around to look at the doorway where Alaric stood feeling just a hint of unease. Gareth smiled.

“Come on, I don’t really bite, in spite of anything my son may have said to the contrary,” Gareth said.

Alaric fluttered a smile and stepped into the hall. “Sorry to have disturbed you, sir, but I was thirsty…”

“Water and wine on the board over there,” Gareth said with a jerk of his head. He reached for one of the items on the table, and Alaric saw that it was a cloak Gareth now folded. “And you didn’t disturb me in the least. I was just finishing a few final touches.”

Alaric helped himself to a tankard and filled it with water. “On what?” he asked, then quickly added, “if you don’t mind my asking, that is?”

“Not at all,” Gareth said. 

He tossed a cloak to Alaric. The moment his fingers caressed the thick bear skin pelt cut and fitted with a hood and turned so the leather side was outward, a tingle shot through Alaric. He almost dropped the cloak in surprise.

“Magic,” Alaric said.

“You can feel that, can you?” Gareth said and nodded, admiration masking his face. “I rather thought you were a sensitive.”

“Sir?” Alaric looked puzzled. Was he being insulted?

“Mage senses vary in strength and sensitivity from mageborn to mageborn. Like you knowing the demon was about before anyone else did.”

“Oh.” Alaric felt his face redden once more.

“The cloak is ensorcelled,” Gareth said. “I made one for each of you…and for you, some additional protection.” Gareth held up a pair of boots. “They’re not magic, just warm, but you’ll be glad of them.”

“But…what are these for?” Alaric asked.

“To make Turlough think you are elsewhere,” Gareth said. “I will delay him as long as I am able without arousing his suspicion, but I dare say, he’ll have more than one mage scrying the Fourteen Kingdoms for you and the others. The more time you escape him, the more time you’ll have to stop Tane.”

“Thank you,” Alaric said, unsure of what else to say.

“It’s nothing,” Gareth said. “That son of mine is a good lad in spite of himself. I do this because you are his friend, and he has so few of those because of himself. But also because I believe you should have the chance to prove your own innocence…”

“Not much chance of that as long as I wear this mark,” Alaric said and looked at his hand.

“Aye, well, something sort of slipped my memory in the company of so many earlier,” Gareth said. “Something you should know.”

“Which is?” Alaric said.

“There are ways to disguise that mark…and to hide the demon’s essence as well,” Gareth said. 

“How?”

“You know his True Name, do you not?”

Alaric nodded.

“That’s all you really need,” Gareth said. “The rest is a matter of choice…and a few old spells I will gladly teach you once this is over with.”

Alaric frowned, still uncertain.

“You best get on back to bed now, lad,” Gareth said, jerking his head. “Fenelon will be up with the hens wanting to get going now that we have a clue, and I need my sleep as well.”

Alaric nodded. “Thank again you, sir,” he said.

“You’re welcome, lad,” Gareth said. “Now off with you.”

“Good night, sir,” Alaric said and turned for the door, still hauling the cloak and the boots.

“Good night, lad,” Gareth’s voice drifted after Alaric as he made for the stairs.

The tenor in it made Alaric miss his own father. He hurried up the stairs.

The rest is a matter of choice, Alaric thought. Just what had Gareth meant by that?

~

The humans were being rather secretive in Vagner’s opinion. The little master’s sudden rise from sleep was easy enough to understand, for he had been tossing in the throes of dreams. The demon assumed they were dreams of Tane’s manufacture, the result of his cruelty. He knows too much of being cruel, that one, the demon thought.

But when Alaric came back, he carried a cloak and boots, and the demon felt confused by their presence. He could see the little master, but felt like he was not entirely there.

The demon pushed this aside. Alaric went to bed and promptly fell back into a comfortable sleep. The demon waited the hours until dawn arrived. Sleep was not a necessity, except when a demon had overtaxed itself, and Vagner had yet to do anything more strenuous than pretend to be an owl. Far worse, he was finding the owl form more acceptable than the child form Tane imposed.

I must be going mad, the demon mused.

Something else was bothering the demon. He had noticed a strange essence somewhere at the edge of his perception. A dreadfully familiar essence stirred. The demon was tempted to launch itself into the night and seek the source, but at this point, he felt too closely tied to young Alaric to leave.

Still, he could not shake some unease as he perched at the head of the bed and waited for the dawn. He wondered if the four mageborn would sense it as well.






  







FORTY FIVE
 

Stepping through Gareth’s spell gate felt just like dream walking through his own mind to Alaric. One moment, they all stood in the center of Maelwyn’s courtyard looking at stone walls, and the next, they were standing in a snowy pasture high in some mountain range where the air bit cold on Alaric’s cheeks. He shivered and tightened his bearskin about him. Fenelon had said something about casting warming spells once they were away from the gate. Alaric hoped that would be soon.

The view before them was two mountains rising just past a valley where everything looked dark and sinister under a thick mist. Greenery cloaked the lower elevations, but this valley was buried beneath a heavy coating of winter that felt horribly unnatural to Alaric.

Magic.
Something ancient and powerful. It was everywhere. In the soil beneath his feet. The mist that hung like dusty drapes and smelled slightly of sulfur carried a taint of power.

The view was as familiar to him as his own face in a mirror. But how? he thought and shivered again. The demon’s owl form seemed unaffected in spite of the clip of the wind that threatened to knock the beast from Alaric’s shoulder.

“My, my,” Fenelon said.

“I have heard tales of such a place where winter is forever,” Etienne said.

“Long Winter,” Alaric muttered.

Alaric found Etienne staring at him. “That is an old Haxon story,” she said. “How is it that you know of it…”

Alaric shrugged. He felt Ronan chuckle. “I guess it’s one of the things Ronan told me before he blocked my memories with that wall,” Alaric said.

“Good old Ronan,” Fenelon said. “Some of the tales of the Old Ones also mention a long winter that is connected to the Great Cataclysm.”

“This is all very interesting,” Shona said, “but could we possibly discuss it someplace less windy? My ears are starting to ache.”

“Looks like there’s a stone hut down there,” Fenelon said. He pointed towards a lower section of the pasture.

“I know that place,” Alaric said as the image of sitting inside it drinking a warm brew and stretching his hands towards a fire flashed into his mind. Horns, he didn’t like feeling so helpless in his own mind. You’re not helpless, he scolded himself. Remember what Gareth told you…

Ronan chuckled again.

“Figures,” Fenelon said. “Let’s go. It would be nice to be warm while scrying this place a bit.”

Everyone agreed. The hut sat downhill from the pasture, carefully picking their way across the white wintry blanket. Fenelon took the lead, one hand resting on his sword, the other free for spell casting. Alaric sensed when Fenelon stretched mage senses to scry the hut. Fenelon frowned.

“Someone had been here recently,” he muttered.

“Tane,” Vagner whispered, and the demon shivered.

Alaric glanced at the demon. “Is he here now?” he asked.

“Hard to say,” the demon said. “The air here is confusing…”

Confusing was putting it mildly. Something wholly unnatural was hidden in that valley. Distorted by the mist, it burned Alaric’s mind. A slow distrust of what his eyes perceived rose in him. Was the mist really there? Or the hut? Or his friends…

Fenelon reached the door first. He put a hand against the wood then shoved it open, drawing the sword and shouting, “Loisg!” Fire flared around his blade, and he thrust himself through the opening like an avenger. Etienne and Shona both readied themselves with staffs firmly in hand, and Alaric put a half-hearted hand to his own hilt.

But Fenelon’s stiff back relaxed, and he drew himself up straight.

“It’s empty,” he said, turning to look out, “but it has been recently occupied.”

Eitenne and Shona were already through the door by the time Alaric arrived. A putrid stench hit his nose. “What…”

He heard Fenelon swear and Shona suddenly rushed for the door, a hand to her mouth, pushing Alaric aside in her flight. Etienne tried to block his way as she reached for Shona, but Alaric pressed past her and entered the hut. He stopped at Fenelon’s side, suddenly regretting the haste.

A corpse lay pinned to the floor with ropes and stakes. It was difficult to determine gender at a glance, and took Alaric a moment to realize it had actually been a man. Very little of the skin remained. Most of it had been pried back to reveal muscle, arteries and bone. The eyes were gone as well.

Around the body were marks drawn in blood. Fenelon frowned, sheathing his sword and stepped closer.

“Careful,” Etienne said. “It could be laden with wards. Alaric, please step away from that dreadful sight.”

Alaric needed no more bidding. He pushed himself away, spinning on heels like a drunken man and staggering for the open door. The demon owl on his shoulder was dislodged, making for the rafters. Outside, Alaric stopped and leaned against the wall, too aware of bile stinging his throat. Shona crouched near a drift now, pulling off a gauntlet and wiping the back of a hand across her mouth.

“I’ve never seen anything so awful in my life,” she whispered.

Alaric nodded, squatting beside her. “Are you all right?” he asked, knowing his own face was probably just as pale as hers at this moment.

Shona looked shyly at him and nodded. Her nose was running, and Alaric fought the urge to wipe it for her. “I don’t usually get ill, but…”

“Don’t worry,” Alaric said. “I may still get ill myself…”

Fenelon cursed again, the shouted, “Alaric, get this demon away!”

Alaric pushed back to his feet and slipped inside. Vagner had flown down and perched atop the chest of the corpse…

“Vagner! What are you doing?” Alaric said.

“You would have me waste this when I am famished?” the demon said.

“I thought owls were not carrion eaters,” Alaric said with a frown.

“A starving demon has no choice,” Vagner said. “Now give me my form and let me feast…”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” Fenelon said with a sharp glance at Alaric. “At least not before I have a chance to scry all this…”

“This is Tane’s work,” the demon said. “What more do you need to know.”

“The manner of the spell. Its purpose…”

“Divination,” Vagner said plainly. “Why do you think he took the eyes? He devoured them as part of the spell. I’ve seen him do this before. This way, he absorbs what they saw, or so he claims.”

“Oh, Horns,” Alaric said, and his stomach churned bitterly with the thought of Tane committing such an act.

“Let me do this my way,” Fenelon said.

The owl sighed and looked at Alaric. “Well?” Vagner said.

“Come on,” Alaric insisted and held forth his arm. He wanted to get back outside before he started to retch.

The demon reluctantly deserted the corpse. Fenelon knelt at its side, and Alaric gladly returned outdoors where Etienne was casting a warming spell about Shona and the ground. Alaric willingly stepped into the warmth to join the women and wait.

“Unfair,” Vagner muttered and puffing his feathers, he hopped from Alaric’s shoulder to the ground. “You are as bad as Tane, forcing me to wear this ghastly shape and not letting me feed…”

“And what would Tane do to you for such a remark?” Alaric asked, glaring at the demon. “Or do you enjoy the thought of Fenelon toasting you with lightning?”

“Point taken,” Vagner said and hopping along, he flapped his great wings and took to the air. “In which case, I’m going rabbit hunting.”

“I’d ask you to bring us one, but I’m not certain it would be sanitary,” Etienne said drolly as she settled on conjuring a more comfortable space. She used her magic with care, weaving elemental essence of air and earth. Within moment, the snow parted and the ground had sprouted chairs and a table, and the air had hardened into walls to keep the wind away. “Much better,” she said and reached into her pack to draw out the supplies necessary to make a pot of tea.

Such practical uses of magic, Alaric mused. He gladly accepted the hot steaming mug she held out for him and relished the warmth sliding down his throat and washing away the bile.

Eventually, Fenelon came out of the hut to join them. He dropped into one of the conjured chairs as though it had been there all along, and accepted the mug of warm tea Etienne pushed his way.

“He failed,” Fenelon said.

“Are you certain?” Etienne asked.

“Oh, I’m sure,” Fenelon said with a nod. “Part of the mutilation was performed in anger. No concentration. The spell told him nothing.”

“So where is he?”

To that, Fenelon shrugged. “Down there in the valley, like as not,” he said. “Can’t seem to scry into that. It’s not a void, but it’s not penetrable either. Probably the reason his spell failed. Nothing can see into that mist…”

“I can.”  The gleeful voice startled all as a rabbit plunged from the sky and landed in the middle of the table. “Your coney, my lady,” Vagner added as he swooped down to perch. “Now, little master, if you will give me my form, I shall gladly clean up the remains in the hut.”

Alaric hesitated, glancing at Fenelon. 

“Might as well,” Fenelon said with a nod. “It told me all it could, and if we actually plan to sleep in that hut tonight, we might as well have it clean…”

“But what about the dignity of the dead?” Shona said, looking a little disturbed.

“Better to be devoured than left to rot in ignominy,” the demon said.

Shona cast him a surly look and shook her head.

Alaric sighed. He looked at the demon, “By your True Name, be as you were,” he said.

Vagner whooped and launched himself into a backwards somersault from the end of the table that landed him on clawed feet where he shimmered and stretched and rose to tower above the small party, stretching those chiropteran wings. Shona gasped.

“I forgot how large he was,” she said.

“In my world, size does matter,” Vagner said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

“Not yet,” Fenelon said. “Alaric, hold him here.”

“Why?” Alaric and Vagner chorused.

“Because, he said he could see into the mist,” Fenelon said. “And before he feeds, I want to know where Tane is…”

“I am considerably more cooperative on a full stomach,” Vagner said darkly.

Fenelon glared.

“What does it matter if he eats first,” Etienne said. “I’d just as soon he did get rid of that body so the stench will leave.”

“I agree,” Alaric said.

“And I,” Shona said. “Dignity withstanding, the stink is terrible even out here.”

Fenelon frowned. “Overruled, am I?” he said. “Very well.”

Alaric motioned the demon towards the hut. “Go on, Vagner,” he said. “Fill your belly.”

“With pleasure,” the demon said and disappeared into the hut. 

Within moments, the air was filled with the sounds of him gorging. Looks were traded across the table. Alaric shook his head. Then Etienne lifted the dead coney by one leg.

“Does anyone remember how to skin one of these?” she asked.

“I’ll do it,” Shona said in such a practical manner no one argued with her.

~

Vagner took the corpse apart and devoured it with practiced ease. Dead flesh was not as satisfying as live, but it filled his belly and he was starved. The owl form had gorged on smaller things frequently, but since they had fled Eldon Keep, the demon had found little time to indulge.

True to his word, Vagner cleaned up every hint of the remains. And he was about to smudge away the circle when he froze. Something flicked at him, something familiar and chilling that whispered to his True Name.

No! the demon thought.

The temptation to become smoke and wind grew strong, to make himself something invisible. But that call would not be so easily deceived.

He knows I still live, the demon thought.

Quickly, Vagner rushed from the hut, practically sliding in the snow as he stopped at the table.

“Tane knows I am here,” he said.

“What?” Alaric said.

They all rose as one. “Where is he?” the Greenfyn demanded.

“In the mist,” Vagner said. “I’ve got to hide. He’s scrying us. He knows I’m here…”

“Not what I wanted to hear,” the Greenfyn hissed. “Alaric, can you draw a shield around yourself?”

“What? How?” Alaric said.

“Simple enough. Like building the walls in your head, only you concentrate on stretching them outward.”

“But why?”

“Because once you block yourself, you can extend that ward to cloak the demon,” Fenelon said.

“Be quick, then,” the demon said. “I feel him searching, and if he chooses to summon me, I may have no choice but to obey him.”

“All right, I’ll try,” Alaric said and closed his eyes.

Vagner held his breath. He felt the magic the young mageborn invoked. Warm and soothing compared to that from afar, its comfort veiled the demon. Within moments, he could no longer feel the other call. Vagner relaxed, sinking to his haunches. From there, he looked into Alaric’s strained face. Eyes opened, and the demon offered the equivalent of a smile. At the sight of it, the little master hitched back.

“Well done,” the demon said. “The call is gone…”

“This is why he should have stayed an owl,” Fenelon said.

Vagner merely sneered.






  







FORTY SIX
 

Fenelon wanted to get closer to the mist, but he made Alaric and Shona stay behind. Rather than let him disappear alone, Etienne accompanied him. She frowned when he insisted on carrying a bundle of faggots from those piled around the hut, wondering if he thought they would have need of a fire. We can use magic to stay warm, she thought.

He used a gate spell to cover most of the distance, sighting on the distant fields of snow. Etienne felt something was not quite right within this place, and it made her grateful he chose to continue on foot rather than touch the strange magic in the air.

The world was a great deal colder here too. The wind that cut them from the far northwest carried the odor of ice. Etienne increased her warming spell. She was grateful for the thick fur cloak Gareth had supplied her.

Fenelon stopped, on hand on his hip, and peered at the mist that rose like a wall and sent tendrils curling about. It reminded Etienne of some tentacle-laden, living creature she had once observed in the southern seas when she first traveled from Ross-Mhor to Ard-Taebh. She felt just a little apprehensive as she stopped beside Fenelon and studied the undulating swirl of the fog. Interesting, she thought, for in spite of the furious wind that whipped about them, the mist hovered and shifted in a leisurely manner.

“This is a strange place,” she whispered.

Fenelon nodded. He was not in one of his more talkative moods. She knew, of course, he wanted to concentrate, and so stilled her tongue to wait. The flicker of his mage senses reaching outward touched her. He was trying very hard to draw essence from the world without letting the theft be felt. Wise, she would agree, since they knew Tane was in the area. He might notice too swift a gathering of power.

Etienne looked down and pushed her foot through a drift of snow. Her boot found rocks slick with ice below the surface. And something else…Grass frozen into hard blade-like shards where it grew in crevices between the stones. Ignoring Fenelon, she knelt to satisfy her curiosity and brushed more of the snow away. Beneath its layers, she found more signs of life’s sudden change, including a hare. It was caught in a pose that indicated it has just looked up before it was frozen. The bits of nibbled grass still projected from a corner of its mouth.

“How very strange,” she muttered.

“What?” Fenelon ceased scrying and looked down at her. Etienne pointed to the hare. He squatted beside her, one eyebrow rising in amazement. Tentatively, Fenelon reached out and touched the hare. “Solid as stone,” he said, “Look here, you can still see every hair and whisker in detail. Stories of the Great Cataclysm tell of such things, but I have never seen it for myself before now.”

Etienne nodded and stood once more. “Did you find anything out there?”

Fenelon shook his head and rose with her. “No. Whatever magic is here, it’s thick and distorted. It’s a wonder the demon could sense Tane at all.”

“They are bonded,” she suggested with a frown.

“Aye, I suppose that’s it…” Fenelon pulled his cloak a little tighter. “Let’s go closer,” he said and started forward.

“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Etienne said. “What if we get lost in that fog?”

“I get lost in a fog every time I’m near you, love,” Fenelon said with a smile.

“Fenelon, I’m serious,” Etienne said, tempted to push him down in a snow bank on principle. “If it’s hard for you to scry in this mist because of the magic, it will be hard to find out way back out as well. There will be no way to sense out the direction. We might even step into a void or off a cliff…”

“I’m fully aware of that,” Fenelon said and waved one hand in dismissal of her concern. “Why do you think I brought these along?”

He slung the bundle of faggots off his back and started breaking one of the thin sticks into pieces the length of his arm. Then he thrust one into the ground upright so it stuck out above the snow.”

“Clever,” Etienne said.

“Father used to tell me a story about a beggar lad whose wicked stepfather kept leaving the lad out in the woods to have one less mouth to feed, and how the lad always found his way back with a trail of breadcrumbs and sticks.”

“What a terrible story,” Etienne said. “Was your father contemplating leaving you out in the woods?”

“I don’t think he would have told me the story if he was planning that, though I do remember some threat about leaving me in the swamps of Mallow if I didn’t behave,” Fenelon said,

“Apparently, it didn’t frighten you in the least,” Etienne said with a wry smile. 

Fenelon shrugged as he walked a few steps and stuck another stick upright in the snow. “Moral lesson aside, I thought it was a clever idea. Here, break these for me will you. Oh, and loan me your staff, love.”

Etienne nodded, trading her staff for the bundle. Breaking the sticks, she handed them to Fenelon who placed them at visible intervals. He prodded ahead with her staff for good reason, for at length, they came to an edge where rock descended into white. By then, the mist was all around them, thick enough to distort anything more than a few arms length away. It was all Etienne could do to keep track of Fenelon’s cloak, which she noticed was white and invisible against the landscape. Fortunately, that crop of red hair was slipping out of the mouth of the hood and giving her a visible reference point.

“Hmmm,” Fenelon said, kneeling at the edge. He scraped under the snow and found a frozen stone which he used the end of her staff to thump free. Then he tossed it over the edge. It clattered as it bounced down a face of rock, and the echo gave Etienne the impression of something vast and deep. “Hopefully, there’s a path,” he said.

Etienne frowned. Something suddenly did not feel right to her. Something to do with the mist. She closed her eyes briefly. An aura of danger rode on the air. Oh, dear, she thought.

“If we’re going to go down there,” she said abruptly, “I think we should go back and fetch the others first. Personally, I don’t like the thought of leaving Shona and Alaric alone back there.”

“It’s not like he’s going to rape her or anything, Etienne,” Fenelon said. “Alaric has more self-control and morality than you are willing to credit him for.  I mean just because he forgot himself a little around you that day.”

“I am not worried about Alaric not behaving like a gentleman, since he is more of one than you at times.” Fenelon’s brows quirked in response to her declaration. “I’m worried about them being alone and unprotected. What if Tane should return to the hut?”

Fenelon nodded. “Hadn’t thought of that,” he said. “And since we can’t sense him. But they’ve got the demon with them. He would know if Tane was coming.”

“Yes, and since Vagner is still under Tane’s control as well, I doubt he would be of any use to them.”

“Oh,” Fenelon said. “Good point.” He sighed. “But by the time we get back to the hut, it will be too late to bring them along.”

“So we come back tomorrow,” Etienne said. “I would much rather return in daylight and know they are safe. Something feels wrong just now.”

“All right,” Fenelon said, shaking his head. He started to follow his trail of stick back towards the edge of the mist and smiled over his shoulder at her. “But you’re going to feel rather silly if we get back and they are only having an intimate chat.”

Etienne narrowed her eyed. Fenelon took one look at the expression and blanched.

“Right,” he said and started to trudge away from the edge.

Etienne dropped the faggots where she stood and followed.

~

Alaric felt a little disappointed at being left behind like some errant child. He and Shona had moved inside the hut to get out of the blinding whiteness. A warm fire burned in the hearth, knocking off the uneasy chill Alaric felt, and Shona kept her fingers busy with a bit of mending. Why women always brought along mending to occupy themselves puzzled Alaric. But then, he recalled many an evening of sitting before the family fire, watching his mother and sisters engage in this activity while he sang or played one of his instruments. His sisters, of course, thought it quite unfair, but Father always quelled their tongues with a glance. They would grow sullen, and later, they would find some means of tormenting their only brother, much to Alaric’s chagrin.

With a sigh, he pulled out his psaltery and used the plectrum to stroke the strings. Vagner crouched in a corner to watch the door, but at the first note, the demon crawled across the floor and stretched out at Alaric’s feet like a gigantic dog. The sight was enough to make Alaric want to laugh. Instead, he concentrated on playing a few simple tunes then slipped into a jig. Shona tapped time with a foot, while Vagner used his claws…

“This is nice,” Shona said when Alaric paused. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to sit before a hearth in an isolated hut with a handsome young man.”

Alaric glanced at her, uncertain. Teasing filled her smile as she studied her stitches. The firelight haloed her with delicate softness that was quite attractive. She suddenly looked much older than him, more sensual. He took a deep breath and looked elsewhere, not liking where all his thoughts were wandering.

“Yes, well, it’s not all that exciting, is it?” he said.

Shona laughed. “Oh, I think it’s just fine,” she said, and her eyes held a hint of longing as she looked up from her mending.  “My sisters all have hearths and homes and husbands. My brother has a wife. They all work as crofters to my father and share a farmstead that has been in the family for generations. I’m the only daughter who is not wed, though my father had no objections. He always said I saved him the price of a dowry when I turned out to be mageborn.”

“Yes, Fenelon told me that,” Alaric said.

“Did he?” Shona cocked her head. “Whatever for?”

Alaric shrugged. “Making conversation,” he said. “I don’t really know. I’m sorry if it was something I wasn’t supposed to know.”

“If it was something you were not supposed to know, I would not have mentioned it, silly,” Shona said. She set her mending aside and drew her stool closer to Alaric. “Will you show me how to play the psaltery again?”

He nodded, suddenly both excited and uncomfortable with the thought of having her so near. Yet he dared not voice his concerns for fear of hurting her feelings. Matters were not made better when he saw the demon grinned up at them.

“I think I shall go check around outside.” Vagner crawled to his feet as he spoke.

“No, wait…Fenelon said we were to stay in the hut until he and Etienne returned,” Alaric stammered.

Both Shona and the demon looked amused.

“I think he is afraid of being alone with me,” she said.

“I would agree,” Vagner said.

Alaric’s face went hot with embarrassment. “No, that’s not it at all. I just don’t think it would be out and away when something could happen.”

“Like what?” the demon teased, and leaned close to Alaric’s ear. “She wants you as much as you want her, so why deny yourself this opportunity,” Vagner whispered so low, Alaric barely heard the words. He still knew what they meant.

“By your True Name, I forbid you to leave!” Alaric said.

The demon frowned. “Very well,” Vagner said and thumped over to a corner to squat and glower. “Try to be nice to you. Try to give you the opportunity of a lifetime. The old folk are away, in case you have forgotten. No one will know but me.”

Alaric felt fury rise then. “What makes you think I would ever…?” He suddenly caught the look in Shona’s eyes. The deep hurt welled like a flood. “I mean…I’m not the sort who takes advantage of a young lady, no matter how desirable I may find her…” 

His words trailed off. Shona said nothing. Merely reached over and took his face in her hands. The kiss she offered was tender and sweet. It was more than enough to abate his fury and soften his resolve. Slowly, she drew back and looked him in the eye.

“I am not a child, Alaric Braidwine, thought I may look younger than my years,” she said in a steady voice. “And you are not a callow boy, though you look quite young and vulnerable just now. But we have every right to decide for ourselves what is right and moral…And I love you.”

Alaric looked startled. “I…” Words escaped him.

“My, my, a speechless bard,” Vagner chuckled from his corner.

“Oh, get out of here!” Alaric snapped at the demon.

“About time,” Vagner said. The demon opened the door and crouched to pass under the lintel. “I’ll whistle if I see the others.”

Alaric closed his eyes as the door shut again. Horns!

He felt Shona’s touch again and opened his eyes to look at her.

“You don’t find me attractive, do you,” she asked, though it sounded more like accusation.

Alaric tentatively took her hand. “I find you very attractive,” he said. “More attractive than is good for me, I imagine. But…”

“You don’t love me,” she said.

Alaric glanced away. “No, that’s not it either, Shona. I could very easily say I love you too, but this is not the time or place. I don’t want Etienne to think I can’t be trusted with you. I know she must believe I am following in Fenelon’s footsteps where women are concerned. I just don’t want anyone to believe I took advantage of you.”

Gently, Shona forced his gaze back. “Seems to me,” she said, “I’m the one taking advantage of you.”

“Well…now that you mention it.”

She smiled, and that radiant vision sent his heart pounding hard in his chest. He didn’t exactly know when her fingers found the laces of his tunic, or his hers, because she was kissing him in a way that made everything else easy to forget. What he was aware of was the warmth of her skin when his hands breached the fortress of her clothes, and the taste of her tongue on his own. And from somewhere beyond all sense of awareness, a faint whistle, like the agitated twitter of a bird.






  







FORTY SEVEN
 

Vagner didn’t remember the mist being so close as he stepped out of the hut. The wind dragged it in, reducing the visibility. Odd… Wasn’t the wind moving from the other direction before?

His contemplation of this fact was interrupted by the sudden appearance of a snow hare. The white-furred beast sprinted out of the mist, racing in an erratic pattern as if fleeing some predator. The sight of it tempted demon reflexes into action. Though Vagner’s belly was full of dead flesh, here was live meat and warm blood. Desert! the demon thought and pounced on the hare.

But the hare spun and leapt off to the side with such fluid dexterity, the demon was taken by surprise. Vagner shifted and followed. Once more, he lunged almost cat-like in his grace. The snow hare issued a tiny shriek at feeling jaws close around it. With a single gulp, the demon wolfed it down, fur and all. Its heat radiated in him. Vagner rose feeling even more sated than before.

It was then that Vagner turned and realized he could no longer see the hut. Balls and barbs! he thought and stretched demon senses. The little master’s essence made a good beacon, especially since it was filled with passion’s fire and glowed more brightly than before. The demon grinned and started towards the source when he sensed something else. The stealthy approach of others brushed demon senses.

The Greenfyn and his woman back so soon? Vagner thought. He began to whistle like a Mountain Finch…

But it then occurred to the demon he was not sensing the Greenfyn or the woman Etienne, but a musky, masculine presence. More than two stalked across the snow. He stretched senses. An even dozen bodies were striding quietly through the mist. The demon sniffed and picked up the odors of unwashed men in filthy bearskins.

Haxons! But what were Haxons doing in these mountains?

With a hiss, the demon became as part of the mist, gliding rapidly towards the hut. If there was to be trouble, he wanted to be first to the door. But even as he reached the hut, war cries cut the air, and a dozen Haxons armed with axes, swords and bows charged out of the mist.

Vagner shifted into his most hideous chiropteran form.

At least four of the Haxons looked surprised at the sudden appearance of the demon and pelted off to either side with shouts. The rest charged at Vagner as though fear had no place in their hearts. Yet as he roared and lashed out with claws, they shied away then came back. Blows did not actually fall. They would swing at him, then leap back and laugh, taunting him as too slow and stupid.

I am neither, you fools! the demon thought as he charged after them. One of them took great pleasure in teasing Vagner more than the rest. This Haxon jeered, threw his axe and wagged his arse at Vagner. I’ll show you! Vagner charged, bearing down on the man who turned to run. But demons are quick, and Vagner was no exception. He pounced with a roar. The Haxon dropped and rolled, and Vagner was on the man as swift as he had caught the hare. The demon pinned the Haxon in the snow, and raised the tail barb to strike a death blow.

A club slammed into the side of Vagner’s head. Snarling, the demon turned to see another fly at his face. He dodged that one and the next, and snarling in vexation, Vagner threw himself at the perpetrator.

Damn these Haxons. They were as irritating as gnats, leading the demon this way and that. He would eat every last one of them if it took all day.

He lunged after them, screaming in rage, determined to make good his vow.

~

The first Haxon war cry brought Alaric up so fast, he dragged Shona with him, and they bumped noses like a pair of ill-trained acrobats. Horns. It sounded like a full scale battle. Shona had been in the process of unlacing his trews, and now her fingers fumbled free, leaving him to jerk on his shirt and she her own…

He was halfway into his tunic when a great weight slammed the wooden door. Boards tore and four unfamiliar bodies crowded the gap, howling like madmen.

Oh, Horns! Haxons!

Alaric quickly shouted “Gath saighead buail,” throwing a mage bolt that smacked one of the Haxon’s in the chest with enough force to knock him back. Shona scrambled for her staff, and Alaric took advantage of the momentary confusion at the door to run for his sword.

He wanted to push Shona to safety and defend her. Heroics, however, often depended on not getting caught with one’s trews unlaced. And on having the company of a woman less brave than himself. As one of the Haxons reached for Shona, she thrust the end of her staff into his stomach, doubling him then swung the staff around to crack him across the head. He fell to his knees and moaned.

After that, Alaric had no time to marvel her skill and determination. A large Haxon closed in on Alaric who lashed out with his own sword. Alas, he had not stopped to consider the Haxon would be able to execute a swift parry with anything as big as a broad axe. But he saw the folly of his action too well as the ax slammed his blade from his hand. The blow left Alaric’s fingers numb as he watched his sword skitter across the floor. Alaric dove after it, only to be hauled up short by a meaty grasp on his arm. The Haxon jerked Alaric back like a whip and slammed him against the wall. Pain shot through Alaric, and his senses wavered with dizziness. He nearly slid to the floor, but a hand took his throat and pressed him to the wall. The Haxon laughed then yelled as a flailing staff whapped him across the back. With a snarl, the barbarian snapped his axe around and knocked the staff from Shona’s hands. She shrieked in anger as his attention came back on Alaric. With a howl, Shona clambered up on the Haxon’s back and tried to gouge his eyes. All the while, Alaric struggled to free himself from the hand that pinned him by his throat.

There’s two of us, and only one of him! Alaric thought.

Well, actually, there were more of them, he regretfully recalled. One of the other Haxons seized Shona from behind, plucking her off her victim and practically throwing her down on the skins. She balled a hand to cast a spell. Alaric could feel her draw power. But the Haxon cracked her across the face, leaving her too dizzy to fight as he straddled her and started to tear off what few clothes she had on.

“NO!” Alaric shouted and fought to no avail against the greater strength of his opponent.  He tried gouging with fingers and thumping with fists to no avail. Alaric even brought up one foot and slammed it into the Haxon’s belly, but the bristling warrior must have possessed a gut of steel. The blow did no more than rock him back. He laughed and reared back with the butt end of his axe.

“He said not to harm him!” the third Haxon at the door shouted.

Alaric took no comfort in that, but he used the moment to shout, Vagner!” as loud as he could.

The Haxon apparently thought Alaric was casting a spell because the barbarian’s hand closed over Alaric’s mouth, cutting off what little air he breathed. Then releasing his throat, the Haxon drew back a fist that looked bit enough to cave in Alaric’s face, and he felt with certainty that he would be unable to stand against such a debilitating blow.

One that never came. For even as Alaric tightened every muscle in anticipation of the pain to come, his attacker suddenly stiffened. Alaric felt a spray of warm blood and saw inches of a barb thrust out of the Haxon’s chest before the barbarian dropped Alaric into a heap on the floor. He looked up in time to see the demon stretch its jaws and swallow the man whole. Then, there was a scream.

Alaric scrambled across the room to rescue Shona. He seized up the dead Haxon’s dropped ax, and nearly fell over from a weight greater than he had expected. Still, anger had his adrenalin up. Vagner was chasing the other Haxons from the hut with snarls of glee. The warrior trying to violate Shona was oblivious to his companions’ plights. Shona had rousted enough to start fighting again, but she was no match for his strength.

So Alaric heaved the axe, butt-end first, and slammed it into the Haxon’s head. Enough weight and force followed the blow. Alaric heard the snap of a human skull shattering. The Haxon dropped like a stone.

Outside, noises had changed. Alaric was too busy trying to free Shona from the dead man’s weight to care.

It was then Alaric heard two very welcome voices shouting, “Horns!” simultaneously. And suddenly, there were more hands than his shoving the dead Haxon aside.

Shona gasped as air finally reached her lungs. She shot up and reached for Alaric, but Etienne wedged between them and pulled the lass close. Alaric sat back on his haunches, realizing he was shaking hard.

A reassuring hand took his shoulder. The other seized his chin and pulled his face around. Blue eyes full of concern took stock of Alaric’s face, then the obvious jumble of his clothes.

“Just what in the name of Cernunnos happened here?” Fenelon asked, and there was more than a hint of merriment in his gaze.

Had Alaric not been so exhausted, he would have given in to the urge to slam a fist into Fenelon’s wicked, sly smile.














  







FORTY EIGHT
 

“I knew everything felt wrong,” Etienne said as Vagner devoured the last of the Haxons. By Balgoran’s Barb, the demon felt full as a tick…and very happy. He hadn’t eaten this much since Tane massacred that farmstead in Mallow for power.

“Are you sure about what that Haxon said?” Fenelon asked Alaric. The little master was still visibly shaking from exhaustion. He had related his tale, but not in detail. Vagner almost laughed aloud when Alaric said that he and Shona were just talking—and she said nothing to refute him—when all the noise started. At the moment, Etienne was too concerned with cleaning their various injuries to notice their lack of complete clothes, and Vagner could only assume she thought the Haxons were responsible.

“Quite sure,” Alaric said. “One of them was going to hit me with his axe, and the other said very clearly, He said not to harm him…”

Fenelon shook his head. “That does not sound good,” he said.

“Just who do you suppose this he could be?” Etienne asked.

“Unfortunately, the possibilities are endless,” Fenelon said. “I can think of a dozen or more mageborn who have consorted with Haxons in the past, and who might have heard there’s a price on Alaric’s head. For all we know, Turlough contacted them himself.

“But how would they know we were here?” Etienne insisted.

“Admittedly, that’s the part that puzzles me. I know these cloaks and their spells are working, because when we went out, I scried back and got the impression Alaric was leagues away from here.”

Alaric frowned. “But you looked here,” he said.

“Well, yes, because I knew you were here…” Fenelon made a face. “And if the mageborn had the skill and knowledge to find this place and felt you elsewhere…”

“They would know I was cloaked in misdirection and come here first,” Alaric said.

“Brilliant, Father…just brilliant!” Fenelon muttered. “Misdirection with a side effect. Might as well put a sign over the hut that says, hey, look here! We’re really here!”

“He meant well,” Alaric said.

“Alaric’s right,” Etienne said, folding up the last of the bandages to pack them away and gesturing to Alaric that it was okay to put his shirt back on. “Your father could have refused to offer any help and left us on our own. He was under no obligation to hide his own son from the Mage Council.”

“He could have remembered the source of the misdirection spell needs to be cloaked so it cannot accidentally be invoked by a random scryer,” Fenelon said. “That’s what he always told me, at any rate. Horns. We’ll have to leave at first light…In fact, we should leave now…”

“That would be both foolish and dangerous,” Etienne said. “It gets dark early in these mountains, and the magic hidden in that fog makes for far too much uncertainty. For all we know, our spells will not work in it. And the essence is too ancient and inaccessible for us to use safely.”

Fenelon looked displeased. “Fine. We’ll post watches, then. But the sooner we get down there, stop Tane and get rid of that demon…” He jerked a thumb at Vagner as he spoke. The demon raised an eyebrow in response. “…the sooner we can prove Alaric innocent of all charges and put an end to Turlough’s manhunt.”

“So we shall rise and leave with the dawn,” Etienne said.

“I could keep watch outside,” Vagner offered. “I do not feel the cold in my true form…and that way, all of you could sleep.”

Four faces turned in Vagner’s direction. Three wore contemplative masks as though they liked the suggestion. Fenelon, however, looked far less pleased. Distrust masked his features.

Vagner merely smiled and hurried out the door.

~

Alaric had been sleeping peacefully when a chill swept him. He awoke with a start, sitting up on the furs. Mage eyes quickly adjusted to the faint embers glow, letting him see the whole hut. On the far side of the chamber, Etienne and Shona shared a pallet, huddled together for warmth in spite of the warming spells. Fenelon was in a chair by the door, heels resting on a bench, head bowed. The rise and fall of his chest would seem to indicate that in spite of the self-imposed duty, he dozed.

Some guard, Alaric mused and started to lie back down. But the chill came on him once more. What? It was not from the air around him. No, it seemed to have an unnatural source. Alaric closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and stretched mage senses.

Something was wrong. Something was missing.

But what?

He felt as though some part of him had gone away.

And then it struck him. He could not feel Vagner at all.

What?

Alaric rose quickly. He pulled on boots and drew his ensorcelled bearskin around his shoulders. For a moment, he considered waking Fenelon. And have him chide me as foolish for worrying about a demon. Oh, no, that was not an embarrassment Alaric needed at the moment. Quiet as the snow fall, he picked his way across the hut to the door. Fenelon did not even stir as Alaric lifted the bar across the magically restored door.

Dark shadows flooded the snow, and yet with the trickle of moonlight peeping down from the sky, it glowed as bright as day. Alaric stepped out, leaving the warmth at the door. He moved several times his own length across the snow which showed signs of Haxon trampling and Etienne’s conjurations.

“Vagner?” Alaric whispered.

Even that subtle call hissed and echoed, but no answer came. Alaric took a deep breath, drawing icy air into his lungs. He shivered, and his teeth chattered together, but he fought the discomfort and honed in on the part of himself the demon carried, as well as the essence of the demon he now harbored within. Sweetly, Alaric let his mind sing Vagner’s True Name.

Cold snapped through Alaric, almost like being slapped. He staggered, then tumbled to his knees. Horns!
What was that?

“Be still,” he heard Ronan whisper. “Do not move, do not cast.
Be as still as stone.”

Alaric paused, holding his breath, waiting as icy fear and worldly cold chilled him from within. Horns. What was he to do? What had happened? Questions raced about in his head.

And then, the demon’s mark on his hand began to burn like a firebrand. Alaric hissed and drew the hand before his face. The mark was raw and oozing pus as though newly infected. At the sight of it, Alaric cried, “No!” as its pain ate into him. He thrust it deep into the snow, biting sobs of pain, but still it burned.

Calm…Stay calm…

Was it Ronan’s voice? His own? Alaric could not say. His awareness focused far too much on the pain.

And then it was gone, and only the burn of the cold remained. Icy tears trickled down Alaric’s cheeks, freezing to his skin. He slowly withdrew his hand.

A white scar in the shape of the demon’s rune met his gaze. No pus, no raw inflammation. Just the healing pink of an older wound.

“Alaric?” Fenelon’s voice startled Alaric who jerked around. Fenelon stood but an arm’s length away, looking concerned. “Horns, Alaric, what are you doing out here?”

Warm hands clutched Alaric’s own, making him all the more aware of how cold he was.

“Come on, let’s get you inside before you become a glacier,” Fenelon said. Strong arms surrounded Alaric, hauling him cloak and all under Fenelon’s garb. A few staggering steps later Alaric was back inside the hut. He could not stop shaking now as he was bundled over to the hearth where Fenelon called forth flames to heat the air as well as the warming spells. He stripped Alaric of cloak and boots and tunic and breeches, all of which were soaked from the snow. Then he buried Alaric under many blankets and thrust hot liquid into his hands. Alaric kept trembling, unable to throw off the cold.

In desperation, Fenelon threw off his own shirt and tunic, slipped inside the blankets to pull Alaric close and pressed warm flesh against him with a curse. “Horns, Alaric, you’re colder than a Haxon’s wench.” Alaric coughed something of a laugh. At least, it had the proper effect and brought his blood to racing so that his teeth stopped chattering and his limbs ceased to tremble.

“Better?” Fenelon asked.

Alaric nodded.

“Good, because you’re a cold body to cuddle up against, Alaric,” Fenelon said, drawing back a bit. “Horns, I pity any woman who shares your bed…”

“Very funny,” Alaric muttered, and wished he had some way to push cold feet against Fenelon who was still wearing his trews.

Fenelon extracted himself from the blankets and yanked his shirt and tunic back on. “Want to tell me what you were doing out there?” he askd.

“Trying to find Vagner,” Alaric said.

“Why?”

“Because I think something is wrong,” Alaric said. “I think he is in danger.”

Fenelon looked dubious for a moment. Then he signed and said, “Have you tried to summon him?”

“That’s what I was doing out there,” Alaric said.

“Hmmm,” Fenelon said. “Try again.”

Alaric frowned, but he closed his eyes and sang the musical name in his head. Within moments, he felt a response, the answering song of the essence conjoined with his own. It grew strong swiftly, and Vagner practically flew through the door, though Alaric realized the demon had opened its gate.

“Little master, are you hurt? Are you ill?” Vagner asked.

Alaric fixed the demon with as hard a stare as he could muster. “Where were you?” he asked.

The demon frowned. “Out scouting around the mist,” he said.

“For what?” Fenelon asked before Alaric could.

“I thought I felt Tane,” the demon said, looking genuinely hurt by Fenelon’s accusatory tone. “I wanted to see if it was him…”

Alaric frowned and concentrated on the bond they shared. If it was a lie, he could not tell. But would I truly be able to with Ronan tied to me as well? he wondered. “Did you find him?”

The demon shook his head. “Confounded mist…It’s full of old magic. I lost my way until you called.”

Alaric sighed. All this felt like the truth, even if it did not satisfy Alaric as to why the demon had thought he felt Tane when Alaric could not.

“Well, don’t do it again without telling me first,” Alaric said.

“As you will,” the demon said.

Alaric caught Fenelon’s expression. Bemusement lit the master mageborn’s face with a smile. Alaric cleared his throat and huddled deeper into his blankets.

“You might as well take watch,” Fenelon said and patted Alaric’s back. “Dawn’s just a few hours away.”

Alaric merely nodded and reached for dry clothes. He dragged them on with deliberately slow gestures while Fenelon sank into the deserted pallet of furs. Wrapped in Fenelon’s white cloak since it was still dry and warm, Alaric took his place by the door. Vagner reached for the handle.

“Don’t,” Alaric said. “Stay here instead.” The demon hesitated, puzzlement masking his bat-like features. “Less chance you’ll get lost in the mist chasing phantoms,” Alaric added. “And I would be willing to bet you need to rest.”

“Very well,” Vagner said and settled onto the floor next to Alaric. “Demons do not sleep, you know.” His chiropteran form shimmered as Vagner shrank into a smaller and less imposing size. “But as you will, little master.”

Vagner coiled up like a large sheep dog at Alaric’s feet, eyes closed. Alaric leaned his head against the doorframe and sighed as he took one more look at the demon’s mark in his hand.








  







FORTY NINE
 

“No one would believe I used to skip about the Highland Ranges like a mountain goat when I was a lass,” Shona muttered aloud, and Etienne caught Shona’s arm as she slipped for the third time on something hidden beneath the snow.

Around the little party, a thick mist moved like heavy draperies. In spite of the fact that the sun had risen and the cold wind blew sharp, the world stayed a gloomy shade of grey. Magic mist, to be certain, for it showed no sign of blowing away. Etienne was grateful Fenelon agreed to lash everyone together. She could barely make out Alaric just ahead of Shona in his dark bearskin cloak. Fenelon, all festooned in white fur, might as well have been a spirit as he led the party across the vast tundra. At least, their sticks were still visible from the last visit.

“I don’t know how I’m supposed to recognize landmarks in all this,” Alaric said, and in spite of shouting to be heard, his voice had a haunted quality.

“I was wondering that myself,” Fenelon said, his voice as disembodied as his presence.

I swear I shall dye that cloak a bright scarlet the next opportunity I get, Etienne thought as she moved on. Somewhere off to the left, she heard Vagner’s heavy tread.

“I could fly you above all this,” the demon said.

“Would it be warmer?” Alaric asked through teeth gritted against chattering.

“Forget it,” Fenelon said. “We’re not separating. No telling how many other mageborn Turlough’s got out scrying for you, Alaric. At least here in the mist, it’ll be difficult for them to find you.”

Etienne bit her tongue rather than suggest their own difficulty might force them all to depend on the demon’s good graces. For some reason, Vagner had no difficulty finding his way, making Etienne wonder if the perversity of the demon’s own essence was what gave him immunity to the ancient magic that sometimes scratched her own senses with tiny claws of static.

“Horns!” Alaric hissed and stumbled over something buried in a drift. Before he could land face first in the snow, the demon suddenly appeared and caught him.

“Oh, my,” Shona said, looking into the crevice opened by Alaric’s tumble. “It’s a sheep.”

“Several, actually,” Vagner said, gesturing towards the field of mounds about them. “They must have been grazing when it happened.”

Indeed, the creature beneath the drift was a ewe suckling a lamb, both frozen for an eternity. Etienne started to question whether there was a shepherd as well. No, I really don’t want to know that, she thought.

“Come on, we’re wasting time,” Fenelon called from the front, and for good measure, he gave the rope an impatient tug.

With various sighs of resignation, the others followed. They must have trudged off trail, for Etienne had not thought it this far to the edge she and Fenelon found…and then it also occurred to her they had lost sight of the trail of sticks.

“Fenelon, are you certain we’re going the right way?” Etienne called forward.

“Of course, we’re going the right way,” he insisted. “I know where I’m going.”

“Well, actually, you’re not heading for the cliffs overlooking the valley anymore,” Vagner said.

“Who asked you?” Fenelon groused.

“I was just trying to be helpful,” the demon said.

“Aye and the last time you helped, I ended up with a lump on the back of my skull, and Alaric ended up in a trunk!” Fenelon said testily.

“Which way are the cliffs, Vagner?” Etienne asked firmly.

“That way,” the demon said. “The valley is east of the trail we are following just now.”

Etienne observed the frown on Fenelon’s face as he cast a surly look in her direction. She merely pursed her lips and quirked her brows in response, and he turned away to glare at the demon. “Okay, so why don’t you lead,” Fenelon said.

“My pleasure,” Vagner said and whipped his tail around towards Fenelon. “Just hold on…and mind the barb.”

Fenelon’s face twisted into the expression of a man offered some odious bit of human offal. Still, with a grimace, he seized the demon’s tail just above the wicked barb that held its deadliest venom. Vagner turned and took off at a steady pace over the snowdrifts, plowing a clear path for the others.

At length, they came to the edge, and as before, nothing could be seen.

“How far down to you suppose it is?” Shona asked as Fenelon made a ball of snow and tossed it over the edge. A dull thump answered within a few breaths.

“Not too far,” the demon said. With that, Vagner launched over the edge and down into the mist. Fenelon barely released the barbed tail in time. They heard the heavy thump of the demon’s landing on what must have been a solid surface. “Not far at all,” his voice called back.

“Depends on your point of view,” Fenelon said.

He gave a startled shout and fell back into a snowdrift when the demon’s head popped out of the mist, practically in his face. Vagner revealed a garrison of teeth when he grinned. Fenelon struggled upright and glared. Both Shona and Alaric covered their mouths with gloved hands and pretended to look elsewhere.

“Will the two of you stop larking about?” Etienne said, stepping past the pair to glower at Fenelon and the demon.

“My apologies,” Vagner said. “If you will come to the edge, I shall gladly assist you down, my lady.

Fenelon started to protest, but Etienne was already there, holding out her arms in acceptance. The demon picked her up as though she were a child, and it took her only a moment to realize he had stretched his body three times its normal length as she descended through the layer of clouds and felt an icy surface beneath her feet. Here, the clouds hovered far enough above to let her see that the ice stretched as far as the eye could see.

“Blessed Lady of the Silver Wheel,” Etienne muttered.

She was quickly joined by Shona, then Alaric, and finally a rather reluctant looking Fenelon. Their mouths fell open as hers had to see they stood on a thick layer of ice nearly as clear as glass. And that below that ceiling, they could see the shadowy green of trees tops.

~

Like a swift summer storm, memories flooded Alaric’s mind in rapid succession. He had stood on this surface before…Not at this very spot, but not too far from here either. Marda had stood to his left, clutching her cloak tight about her thinly fleshed frame, her brows a single line of disapproval. Ronan in his bardic greens was beckoning and saying, “You must stand in the center to understand.” And Alaric, frozen with unnamed dread, had stared transfixed at the tree tops of the forest and the central valley still many dozens of ells below them.

The flood of images was so great Alaric sat down to stop his head from spinning like a top.

“I was here,” he said in a weak voice and covered his face as he fought to sort the past from the present. At once, he felt bodies around him. Fenelon took Alaric’s wrists and pulled them downward, forcing Alaric to face rich blue eyes filled with concern.

“Deep breaths,” Fenelon said.

“I’m all right,” Alaric said.

“Are you certain?” Etienne asked, her hand slipping out of its wool gauntlet to touch his forehead.

“Really, I’m fine,” Alaric insisted.

“Are you always as white as that snowbank when you’re all right?” Fenelon said, and gestured to the walls of drifts collected at the edges where ice met stone cliffs.

“It just hit so fast,” Alaric said. He pushed hands away and gingerly picked himself up from the surface of the ice. Closer to the cliffs, hoarfrost obliterated the clear view, but away from the cliffs, it bore a resemblance to uneven glass, giving him a distorted, stomach-churning peek at the world below.

“That’s the Shadow Vale, isn’t it,” Etienne said as though noticing the direction of his gaze.

Alaric nodded, grateful for the boots with the roughed leather soles that allowed him to cling to the otherwise slick ice with relative ease.

“And Dragon’s Tongue is here, right?” Fenelon asked.

Alaric felt Ronan’s hint of ire and barely bit back the bard’s accusation of greed. “Yes, it’s here,” Alaric said in measured words. “Down there somewhere.”

“Is there a way to get down there?” Fenelon asked.

Alaric started to shake his head as it occurred to him that he might actually know. But Vagner saved him the utterance when the demon answered quite suddenly, “Oh, yes, there’s a old shepherd’s trail back that way that follows the cliff face down…”

Alaric looked sharply at the demon. “But that trail goes straight into the ice,” he said.

“Well, yes, it did,” the demon said, then winced.

“Did?” Alaric said. “What do you mean…did?”

Vagner hesitated then started across the ice. Alaric followed, only to be stopped short by the rope around his waist and three unmoving bodies. With an exasperated hiss, he jerked his dagger free, and in spite of the loud ringing of protests that sang across the icy landscape, he cut himself loose. Alaric then bolted after the demon, half running and half sliding over the glassy surface. The others burst after him. Alaric ignored the various epithets that floated and echoed. He felt an anxiety that was clearly being spurred by Ronan. The bard’s presence exuded panic and dread.

Where Vagner stopped, Alaric saw a gentle vent of pale fog. What in the name of Cernunnos…? He slowed his pace and approached. The air took on a hint of moisture, and Alaric could smell damp and something less pleasant.

At the edge, Alaric stopped. The layers of ice had been melted away, only bare inches of which had been recently reclaimed by the cold.

“How?” Alaric said. “Who?”

Vagner’s gaze wandered aside. “I did this,” he said warily. “With demon fire.”

“Why?” Alaric asked as the others arrived.

“He…made me. I didn’t have a choice,” Vagner said.

“Tane?” Fenelon asked, stopping beside Alaric to peer into the opening.

“Yes,” Vagner said.

“That’s where you were last night,” Alaric said. “That’s why your mark burned me like it did.”

“Tane felt me,” Vagner said. “He summoned me to him…forced me to burn this hole in the ice. And then you tried to summon me.”

“Tane knows I’m still alive,” Alaric said, feeling his face grow pale and cold with something other than the chill of the air.

“No,” Vagner said quickly, glancing at the others. “I burned you to keep you from being sensed, even though it cost me as well.”

“You traitorous…” Fenelon reared back as though preparing to call a spell. Alaric suddenly shoved Fenelon off balance. The moment stunned Fenelon with surprise, and made the women gasp. Fenelon then caught himself and glared at Alaric who held his place, determined not to be backed down.

“Tane doesn’t know we are here,” Alaric said. “Obviously, his magic is almost as befuddled as ours is by this place. Why else would he need demon fire to melt a hole in the ice when he could easily gate himself past the barrier through which he could see.”

“It might mean the ice cannot be passed by a gate spell,” Fenelon said testily. “For all we know, he could be down there laying claim to the Dragon’s Tongue while we stand here, all because that…” Fenelon pointed to Vagner who flinched. “…monster betrayed us, just like I knew he would.”

“And I’m telling you, it was the old magic,” Vagner protested. “Tane could not find enough essence to perform the spell himself, so he borrowed some of mine.”

Alaric sighed. “In case you have forgotten, that monster is still bound to me. You do anything to hurt him, and you’ll have to hurt me as well. Horns, Fenelon, you will hurt me if you hurt him, remember?”

Fenelon glared, but he shoved his hands under his cloak and turned away.

“Fenelon, we don’t need to start fighting now,” Alaric said. “We all need to work together, including Vagner. How else are we going to stop Tane?”

Fenelon turned back, refusing to look at either of them. His anger was evident in the hunch of his shoulders and the set of his mouth. Still, he took a deep breath and looked up, blue eyes sharp with emotion. “Yes, you’re right, Alaric,” he said. “And I’m the one who is delaying us more than anything. I’m sorry.”

Alaric glanced away briefly, his gaze flitting to the rise of the cliff and the path that disappeared into the mist above. A wash of snow tumbled down, a miniature avalanche that bounced off the ice.

“So…am I forgiven?” Fenelon asked.

“Oh…yes,” Alaric said, diverting his attention from the flutters of snow. “Of course, I forgive you. I’d be a fool not to.”

“Good, then let’s get going,” Fenelon said and grinned, though the expression hinted sarcasm.

He made for the hole, looking in then started down what looked like the continuation of the path where little bits of snow continued to tumble at random. Alaric came next, not so assured the path was safe. He just hoped those little avalanches didn’t turn into one big one and plug the only means of escape he could fathom.






  







FIFTY
 

Except for the trees, which were black as ravens in nature, nothing lived below the ceiling of ice that could be readily detected with mage senses. Oh, there was air and the rich pungent smell of good soil and ash, mixed with hints of sulfur. But no birds sang. No coney rustled the underbrush. Not even an insect. There was only the eerie silence, as thick as the air itself.

And the cold. In spite of the lack of snow below the ice, it was very cold here. Alaric shivered and took his time descending the cliff path which wound back and forth with hairpin turns. For a short time, he could see above the trees, but soon, the view was obscured and the descent continued. Alaric almost thought they would never find the floor of the valley, but they did. At last, the path widened and its slope lessened, and they were standing on the ground, facing trees more than twenty times the height of a man.

“By the Silver Wheel,” Etienne said.

“Horns,” Shona muttered.

Fenelon walked around one of the trees and whistled. “A giant of the ancient days,” he said. “Black Fir. I heard there were once trees like this over many parts of the Ice Plains before the Great Cataclysm…”

“There are still Black Firs in Ross-mhor,” Etienne said. “But they only grow in places associated with evil things, but I have never seen them grow so tall.”

Alaric approached one, pulling off his gauntlet. He put fingers to the black bark, only to hiss and jerk away. The tree was as cold as ice. He stuck his fingers into his mouth.

“Are you all right?” four voices asked as one, and Alaric nodded, amusement crinkling his eyes. 

“Fine,” he said after pulling his fingers out of his mouth and jerking his glove back on. “It was cold enough to burn, that’s all. Why are Black Firs associated with evil things?”

Etienne frowned. “Well, when I was a child, they talked in Ross-mhor of people who went into forests of Black Firs and never returned. They are thick and dark, and allow very little light, making them favorite haunts for all manner of shadowy things. Dark Ones, Darklings, Shadow Lords…”

“Bogies and Black Hunters,” Fenelon supplied with a wicked grin. “Be careful love, or you’ll frighten the children, and we’ll never be able to lose them in the woods. You did remember to bring your breadcrumbs, didn’t you Shona?”

“Oh, bother, I knew I had left something behind,” Shona said sweetly as she marched towards the trees, then stopped and turned back. “I suppose I shall have to unravel my skirts for string.”

“A marvel indeed considering you are not wearing a skirt,” Fenelon said.

Alaric started to laugh, but a movement beyond her distracted him. He squinted, mage sight scanning the shadows of blue-green and black beneath the heavy firs. A humped shape skittered out of sight.

“What was that?” Alaric asked and pointed to where he had last seen the motion.

The others turned, scanning the forest.

“I don’t see anything,” Etienne said.

“Nor I,” Fenelon said. “What did it look like?”

“I didn’t get a good look at it,” Alaric said. “But it was like something—or someone—hunched over, and it moved rather fast.”

“Really? Where did you see it?”

Alaric wondered if he was being mocked. “Five or six rows of trees in,” he said. “Towards that rise over there.”

Fenelon took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Don’t sense anything,” he said.

Alaric closed his eyes and stretched mage senses, but with all the magic around him, it was difficult to separate anything tangible. Still, he could not shake the sense that something had been there.

“Come on,” Fenelon said. “Maybe a cloud passed over and made a shadow move.”

“Through mist and ice and these trees?” Etienne said, one eyebrow cocking at a skeptical angle.

Fenelon frowned. He had been about to start into the trees, but now he stopped.

“All right,” he said. “Spell casting will be a bit draining because I don’t sense anything I can draw from. But here goes.” He gestured towards the inner rows of trees and hissed, “Solus!”

Mage light blossomed in a shadow between the trees. At once, the air was filled with shrieks and hisses and scaly rattles as half a dozen humped, shadowy shapes, ranging from the size of a small terrier to one as big as a horse, suddenly extracted themselves from among the trees and fled for darker realms. They looked like crosses between dragons and men, except there was something intangible about them. But they were gone before Alaric could observe them well.

“What in the name of Cernunnos?” he said.

“Beats me,” Fenelon said. “Etienne? Shona?”

“I know of no creature that looks like that,” Etienne said.

“Neither do I,” Shona said.

“Well, they’re certainly not true demons,” Vagner said with a haughty sniff, though his face displayed a hint of doubt.

“Shadow Kin,” Ronan’s voice whispered. “Remnants of an ancient plague that grew in the shadow of Na’Sgailean before the Lords of Light, the Avatar of the White One and the Hammer Maid sundered her.
They are the dragon mother’s breath, mist and evil rolled into living essence, stolen from men who died in sin and nurtured in the wombs of demons…”

Alaric blanched when he realized he had just said those words aloud.

“That was Ronan, wasn’t it?” Fenelon said.

Alaric nodded as his face grew hot.

“Want to ask if he knows how to keep them away?” Fenelon asked.

The bards words rolled through Alaric’s head. “Ronan says they cannot bear True Light,” Alaric said. “But to be wary of using normal fire. They feed on it, being born of dragon’s breath.

“Wonderful,” Fenelon snarled. “We’ll have to use mage light, and that will tire us since we have nothing here we can draw essence from.”

“Not if one of us creates the light,” Etienne said. “Even our demon friend can do that.”

“Demon light is not the same,” Vagner said. “Even though my demon essence would last longer, any light I create is more apt to attract them.”

“He’s right,” Fenelon said. “So the four of us will just have to take turns and…”

“There is one other possibility,” Alaric said. Faces rounded in his direction. “I can draw essence from Vagner.”

“And use his essence to feed your spell,” Fenelon said. “Brilliant! I knew the demon would be useful for something.

Vagner’s brows rose in stark amazement. Alaric started to refute that claim, when Vagner cleared his throat.

“I take it that I have no choice in this?” the demon said with a sigh.

“Of course you do,” Alaric said.

“Of all the…Alaric, don’t be a fool!” Fenelon said. “You’re his master. You can make him…”

“Yes, I can,” Alaric said, “but I would rather give him a choice. And trust him to have the wisdom to see that what benefits us will also benefit him in the long run.”

“Alaric, he is a demon,” Fenelon said. “He thinks of no one but himself…”

Vagner looked hurt by Fenelon’s words, but only for a brief moment. The demon reared upright, towering more than twice Alaric’s height, and stretched one claw down to rest it lightly on Alaric’s shoulder, and glared haughtily at Fenelon.

“It is quite true that a demon thinks only of itself and its survival,” Vagner said. “But what you fail to realize, Fenelon, is that at this moment, my survival is closely tied to Master Alaric’s survival. Therefore, his suggestion that I allow him to use my essence is perfectly logical. It will assure his survival, and thus mine. And so I will freely allow him to take my essence even if I could choose not to do so.”

Fenelon looked taken aback by the demon’s nobility. Alaric bit his lip to keep from laughing aloud.

“And as you so quickly point out, it proves I can be useful,” Vagner added. “As useful as I was at saving Master Alaric from Tane’s deathtrap, and from those Haxon’s last night…”

“All right, you made your point,” Fenelon said

“Good, because we are wasting precious time, you know. Tane is well ahead of us by now. We do not wish to give him any more advantage, do we?”

“Exactly where is Tane?” Alaric asked.

The demon closed his eyes. Alaric felt the thrum of its essence within him. “Somewhere close to the heart of this place,” the demon said and frowned.

“So we too must head for the heart of these woods,” Alaric said.

“Then you had better light us with your spells, Alaric,” Fenelon said.

Alaric nodded. He closed his eyes and gently pulled essence from the demon, then whispered “Solus.” White brilliance flared in his hands. He walked to each member of the party, touching it to staffs and swords, and whispered “Solus feith.”

Within moments, they all glowed like beacons as they advanced into the dark of the Shadow Forest.

~

Things kept skittering away in the dark. They flitted past the corner of the eye so that if one turned, they vanished. Etienne was not a superstitious woman, but she muttered prayers to the Lady of the Silver Wheel and the Lord Protector all the same. She felt grateful for the demon’s willingness to give Alaric the power to hold these lights.

Normally, mage light, if given a proper source, would stay indefinitely, but they had already learned Alaric needed to channel the borrowed essence continuously. She worried that concentrating would tire him, and with all he had been through lately…Poor lamb, he was bringing out that rare mothering instinct she felt towards her own apprentices. Alaric was only a few years older than any of them, but he was still a child in the ways of magic.

A child under Fenelon’s influence. That thought almost made her laugh aloud. A pair of adolescent boys who had yet to outgrow their rowdy ways. Except, Alaric was made of meeker stuff. Not a coward, she quickly told herself, but it was obvious which of the two of them had been raised properly.

Oh, well. She told herself a woman had to understand, that for all his bravery and bawdy behavior, Fenelon would always be a rogue child at heart. Perhaps that was why she had fallen into this comfortable routine of sharing his company and his bed without commitment. Life with Fenelon was certainly never dull. 

And poor Alaric is discovering that the hard way.


She had to give him credit. Anyone of lesser heart would have quit the scene after the first day in Fenelon’s company. She knew this, because she had almost done so herself. Infinite patience as a trained healer had helped her hold on as she had.

“Look, that’s a poisonous Blood Apple!” Fenelon said suddenly and pointed to the tree that had managed to tangle roots in among those of the Black Firs. “I know a dozen mageborn who would give their last sgillinn to have just one of those.”

“So why not pluck some and take them back to sell,” Shona asked.

“Because Blood Apples have poisonous barbs hidden under the leaves and up around the stem. It’s as dangerous as demon venom.”

“Not actually,” Vagner interrupted. “Our barb venom is instantly lethal with a few rare exceptions. You must wait a few days to die the death a Blood Apple brings.”

“Ah, but like pure demon venom, there is no known antidote,” Fenelon insisted.

“Well, that can’t be entirely true,” Shona said. “I distinctly recall reading in Pragmon’s Poisons that only the tail barb of a demon was instantly fatal. And that the venom from the claws of a demon, if the wounds are properly cleaned and cauterized and dressed with comfrey and wheat flower and salt mixed with a poultice of egg whites, is not often fatal. But the Blood Apples eat through you from the inside out, and there’s no cure for that.”

“Which means Blood Apples are more deadly than demon venom,” Fenelon said cheerfully.

“Would you care to test that theory?” Vagner asked with a grin, gesturing with claws.

“Not on your life, demon,” Fenelon said. “However, I would be interested in learning the results if you devoured a Blood Apple.”

“I don’t eat fruit,” the demon said sourly.

“Hmmm, my mistake,” Fenelon said. “Probably because you so closely resemble a grotesque version of a large fruit bat.”

“You are the only fruit in this basket,” Vagner said.

“I’m wounded,” Fenelon said. “And here I was trying to be nice to you, too.”

“That’s what you call being nice?” the demon said. “Trying to poison me with poisonous fruit?”

“You’re no fun at all, Vagner,” Fenelon said. “You have no sense of adventure.”

Etienne sighed. Perhaps one needed such patience.
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Alaric was tiring. Vagner could feel the young mageborn’s concentration waning. Even though they stopped and rested regularly, the passage of time was taking its toll. The demon pushed more of his own essence into the youth, fully aware such an act could drain him as well over a long period of time. Vagner, at least, could touch the perverse power that ranged through this place. To him, its ancient song was like thick, bittersweet nectar.

Now and again, a Shadow Kin would come close enough for Vagner to see its baleful stare before it would whip away from the burn of the mage light. He got the impression they were accusing him of aiding the enemy. Vagner ignored them. He was demon and had all his powers. Shadow Kin were intangible. Oh, like the darklings of Mallow, they could do harm, but not to a demon. And there was no way he was going to allow them to hurt the little master…

Can it be that I am developing a streak of human-like conscience? In spite of Vagner’s desire to have his freedom, he felt a certain fondness for this mageborn whose personal sacrifice had saved the demon’s life. Granted, he did not care a whit if any of the others came to harm. Then again, he rather liked Etienne…and young Shona, now that he thought about it. It was the Greenfyn that Vagner could do without. More than once, he had been tempted to bite off Fenelon’s head, and as swollen as it was with ego, it would most likely make a satisfying meal.

In fact, he was a bit hungry, now that he thought about it. His last meal had been a few dead Haxons several hours ago. Something warm and alive would have tasted marvelous just now…

And I would guarantee myself an eternity of pain for it, the demon thought. For no matter how forgiving Alaric might be compared to Tane, it was rather certain he would not tolerate the devouring of any he considered a friend. Besides, on his True Name, Vagner had given his word not to eat any that Alaric called friend. For better or worse, that included Fenelon. 

Vagner frowned and secretly sniffed the air for other game. He picked up the scent of warm blood from somewhere close by. He smiled. So there was life down here after all.

Alaric suddenly tumbled to his knees, and Vagner lurched around, cursing his own distraction. The others rushed to the young bard’s aid.

“Alaric,” more than one concerned voice chorused.

Etienne knelt before Alaric in a swift motion, pressing her hands to his forehead. “This is not good,” she said. “You need to rest.”

“But the light,” Alaric protested and glanced at Vagner.

Fenelon scoured the area with quick glances. The terrain was no longer level. There were plenty of places for Shadow Kin to hide in these gloomy woods. 

“I can hold it for a while,” Fenelon said suddenly, and Vagner felt the power shift so the Greenfyn was wielding the light spell on his own, allowing the demon a short respite.

Etienne nodded. Alaric started to shake his head. “Ronan says we are not far from our destination, and we should keep going,” he said wearily.

“I don’t know that you’re going to make it much farther at this rate,” Etienne said. “Or does Ronan propose to take over your body and push you until you are dead?”

Alaric closed his eyes, and Vagner sensed the other in him grew restless even now. Still, Etienne was right. The little master could not keep going this way.

“Actually, I think you should wait and rest a bit,” the demon said. “Because I’m getting hungry and…”

Four faces turned uncertain glances in Vagner’s direction. He could almost smell the outrage and the hint of fear.

“I wasn’t proposing to eat any of you, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said in an indignant manner. Then thought, well, any but one.

“Then what are you proposing to eat?” Fenelon asked quite pointedly. “Considering we haven’t seen a single living creature…”

“Just because you don’t see them,” Vagner said and grinned. “Even you mageborn humans have limited senses compared to a demon…

He moved like summer lightning into the trees. Forms burst from the hedges and tangles, small, furry deer-like creatures at a quick glance. One of them stumbled, and Vagner was on it like a raptor. He seized up his prey and returned to the clearing where he was rather pleased to see the startled faces of the travelers when he came back with the stunted, squirming creature clutched in his now massive jaws.

Vagner swallowed it quick and whole, and smiled… 

…Until a burning sensation filled his belly with fire. He felt the little creature clawing and kicking until the pain ripped through every nerve. The sensation so frightened Vagner, he heaved and retched until he disgorged the beast. Around him, the others shrieked and shouted. Alaric called out in a voice filled with concern as the strange, stunted deer came up still whole. It hit the ground running on two legs like a man, and only then could it be seen that the fore hooves were actually shaped like hands. The creature tossed a fiendish grin over one shoulder as it fled.

“What in the nine hells was that?” Fenelon cried.

Vagner could only retch and curse for moments. The bitter taste that filled his mouth was enough to make him wish for something sweet.

“Horns, Vagner, are you all right…” Alaric’s hand touched the demon’s shoulder.

“Its flesh was not that of a warm blooded beast. It was cold as a lizard.”

“But what was it?” Fenelon asked.

It was Alaric who spoke. “It was related to a demon,” he said, looking as though he too had bitten something vile.

“Not entirely,” Vagner said as his throat and stomach ceased to pain him. “I have eaten lesser demons to survive. That thing is not all demon.”

“What do you mean?”

“It tasted as though it ate the Blood Apples,” Vagner said. “It actually burned me from within.”

I guess, he thought blandly, I shall have to go hungry a little longer.

All the more reason to find Tane and get out of this place.

~

Alaric wanted to move on, but Etienne refused to let him take another step until his color improved. Ronan’s restless rage surged within Alaric. “We’re so close,” Ronan repeated over and over, and the temptation to shout at the dead bard and order him to be quiet was strong. But Alaric clamped down on the urge. He feared such an outburst would be taken poorly.

He glanced at Fenelon who was draining his own essence to keep the mage lights bright. His face was pinched with the effort, which worried Alaric. If Fenelon found it a strain to hold the spell in the face of the conflicting magic that filled this place, then it must have been a dire place indeed. Almost as bad as being trapped in the void. At least here, Alaric could feel his own magic. In that dreadful hole in the dungeon of that tower, he had been unable to do even that much. Now he knew how mortalborn truly felt.

“But we’re so close.
We must push on.” Ronan whispered over and over. “We should not stay here.
It is dangerous…”

Alaric was about to ask why when a projectile zinged out of the trees and slammed into the bark of the nearest Black Fir. The crack was like thick pond ice shattering. Shona yelped and dove for cover. Etienne threw herself to her feet to look around for the source of the danger while Alaric felt more impelled to follow Shona’s example. Another projectile shot out of the trees on the higher ground above the clearing and shattered against the trunk as loudly as the first.

“What the…” Fenelon hissed.

“We’ve got company,” Vagner said, and the demon moved protectively towards Alaric.

The higher ground blossomed with motion, and a sound like the rutting whistle of roebucks filled the air. Alaric looked up in time to see a swarm of the stunted deer-creatures charging over the edge. They curled back their lips and revealed that they had fangs. Some carried slings, and stopped long enough to load them and fling a hail of stones on the party’s head. Others carried crude clubs, and waved them as they charged and screamed their battle cry.

“Oh, great!” Fenelon snapped. “It brought back the whole family!”

“Leave the little vermin to me,” the demon hissed, and before Alaric’s eyes, Vagner swelled four times his already massive height. As he grew, he shifted into a wyvern shape. His tail swept across and sent a number of the creatures falling to the ground. But for every abomination the demon crushed or stabbed with his tail barb, there were plenty more. And they seemed impervious to his poison.

Alaric had no time to contemplate more. Battle magic would tire him, and with no source from which to draw power. He jerked his sword free as one of the creatures came at him. Horns, even upright, it stood no taller than his shoulder, but it was quick and danced in and out with far more agility than Alaric could hope to muster. Alaric was forced to dodge, and each stroke of his sword met with naught but air. At least he wasn’t the only one having that trouble. In the moments he was able to glimpse Fenelon, Etienne and Shona, they brandished their weapons no more gracefully than he. Even Vagner had stopped wasting time with his tail poison and started battering them.

Alaric’s opponent became two, forcing him to flee more than fight. Light headed as he was, he felt the urgency of the danger enough to want to run.

“I told you we should not have stayed!” Ronan’s thought rang in Alaric’s head. “I told you this place would be dangerous…”

You could have warned us they might be here, Alaric thought in retort. He parried as best he could when his attackers backed him into a corner formed by the roots of one of the massive firs. He fell against the icy bark, and could feel the cold rapidly seeping through his multiple layers of clothes. And his cloak froze fast to the surface, hampering him even more.

“Duck!” Alaric heard Vagner shout, and he did, even though it meant abandoning the warmth of the cloak. The demon’s tail slammed down on both creatures from above, flattening them. A third rushed Alaric, now on the ground trying to ignore the stench of the crushed pair. Vagner’s tail swung around again, this time catching up the creature around its middle and slamming it into the tree just above Alaric’s head.

He heard a fearsome cracking noise and clambered to his feet. The blow had shattered the ice-cold tree as though it were glass, and it began to separate, showering Alaric with chunks of icy, brittle wood. He had no choice but to run, and as he did, he shouted, “Timber!”

Shona turned from the act of cracking one of the creatures with her staff, and froze at the sight of the giant fir toppling towards her. Alaric caught her as he fled, practically wrenching her off the ground over one shoulder in order to haul her to safety. They barely cleared the path before the giant tree crashed to the ground. The mighty truck crushed a number of the deer-creatures before they could flee.

And just when Alaric stopped and let Shona go, he heard the ominous tinkle of many panes of glass being broken. The first tree struck another as it fell, and that one shattered and tumbled as well. All at once, the magnitude of the effect became clear.

“Run!” Fenelon shouted.

Alaric did, clinging to Shona’s hand for fear of losing her in the chaos. They ran away, mages and creatures alike, striking for the hillside as tree upon tree collapsed and brought down others. Most of them seemed to be tumbling into the little clearing the party had previously occupied, but a few fell outward instead. Some of the creatures resorted to four legs and scrambled away with terrified screams. Alaric and Shona stayed together, making for the crest of the hill, rushing over it only to slide to a halt.

What faced them now was a sheer drop into a dark green valley cut by a river. Behind them, trees continued to crash and fall. Alaric turned back and saw that the destruction was heading their way, and the only escape was a leap that would certainly kill them…

But suddenly, Vagner was there. He seized up the pair without so much as a “may I,” and dove over the rim.

Alaric thought his stomach had already taken the leap ahead of him.

Shona squealed with a mixture of fright and delight.

Then the demon gathered them close and soared upward like a giant bird.

“Where are Fenelon and Etienne?” Alaric shouted.

The demon swung back around towards the rim. Trees had finally ceased to fall. A few tumbled down the sheer face into the valley below.

But of Etienne and Fenelon, Alaric saw no sign.














  







FIFTY TWO
 

Vagner wheeled over the site of the destruction, making several passes at Alaric’s command, and still no sign of Fenelon or Etienne could be found. The demon sensed Alaric’s distress growing, and worried that without Etienne’s knowledge of healing, he would make himself ill.

“They’ve got to be here,” Alaric said after the fifth pass. He closed his eyes, and Vagner felt the stretch of mage senses. But even the demon could find no sign of life. As if the earth had opened up a void and swallowed them whole.

Perhaps it did, he thought. The ground up on this rim had a peculiar composition, and while Tane’s presence below was a faint glimmer the demon sensed from time to time, the life essence he associated with Fenelon and Etienne was gone. But then, the demon also knew that whatever bred the ancient magic that lie in the ground, it had designed the grids of power to do just that. Repel any attempt to penetrate it from beyond.

What does it shield? the demon pondered. A mere sword? An artifact of power? Just what secrets were buried in the heart of this strange world beneath the ice?

“Go around again,” Alaric ordered, and Vagner was tempted to tell him the results would remain unchanged; that neither Fenelon nor Etienne would be there. Besides, Vagner could sense the “other” in his little master was growing restless. And Alaric was weakening.

But demons bound by their True Names could only obey, no matter how onerous or useless the task might seem.

So he swept back around to make another pass over the now-flattened copse of broken, frozen trees.

~

Though Alaric pushed his mage senses as far as he could, he felt nothing of Fenelon or Etienne. How could that be? he thought as he wearily scanned the wreckage of broken glazed chunks of wood and the remnants of the deer creatures who had not been fortunate enough to escape. Horns, but they stank in death, as though blood and bone and fiber were born of some rot.

“Is it what they are,” Ronan said. “They are more than just a perverse sort of demonkin.
They are hatred and destruction and all the wretchedness that rots in men’s souls.
In the time of Na’Sgailean, they ran these valleys by the thousands.
The early Haxons called them trolls and Dokkalfar, and said they were the evil cousins of the Hidden Folk.”

Trolls, Alaric thought. Somewhere in his memory, he had learned a song about trolls. How they carried the wickedness of the world in their blood and marrow.

“Where could they be?” Shona said softly, her voice hinting to Alaric that she was close to tears.

Alaric sighed. “I don’t know, but we must not give up until we find them.”

“Fool!” Ronan suddenly snarled. “We’ve no time for sentimentality!”

“We have time,” Alaric said through gritted teeth.

“What?” Shona said, tearing her eyes away from the search to glance at him.

“We have none!” Ronan retorted sharply enough to make Alaric wince. “Tane is getting close to his destination, and it will not be long before he has the Dragon’s Tongue, and then it will not matter whether you find their corpses or not!”

Alaric put his hands over his ears as though that very act had the power to stop Ronan. “They can’t be dead!” he shouted so loudly, his voice boomed off the rocks and echoed across the lower valley.

“Alaric?” Shona said and reached over to touch his hand. “Please, stop. You’re frightening me…”

He did stop, and looked at her wan face, her eyes swimming with tears. “I’m…I’m sorry,” he said. “Ronan was…”

“Oh…” She swallowed. “I forgot about him.”

“I wish I could,” Alaric said with a sigh.

The heat of Ronan’s anger flared inside him. “Forget me not!” the bard chided. “We have a duty.
Tane must not reach the Dragon’s Tongue!”

Alaric closed his eyes. How can I go on or even care without knowing whether or not Fenelon and Etienne lived or died? he thought.

Ronan heaved a long sigh, and his anger lessened. “If it is any consolation, the sudden, violent death of a mageborn always leaves its mark.
Their last moment would have released that essence so you could find it easily enough, even in this perverse place.”

Alaric blinked and looked at Shona. “Do you feel their deaths?” he asked.

She looked puzzled for a moment before realization burnished her features. Shona shook her head and whispered, “No.”

“Neither do I. Which means they could be alive.”

“And they could be off looking for us,” Shona said.

It was a hope, Alaric would admit.

“Then that settles it, and it is now up to us four to stop Tane,” Ronan said.

“Four?” Alaric blurted. “We are three, Ronan, and you are dead and…”

He caught the look Shona now wore. She pursed her lips. “If you plan to start talking to yourself in public, Alaric Braidwine,” she said, “I may have to have second thought about courting you.”

His face flushed. “I was talking to Ronan,” he said.

“And who is going to believe that…besides myself and poor Vagner here?” she asked.

“Right,” Vagner said emphatically.

It’s a conspiracy, I swear, Alaric thought.

“Conspiracy or not, we need to go on,” Ronan said. “Once we have stopped Tane, we can come back and search for them at our leisure.”

All right, Alaric thought, then glanced up at the demon. “Vagner, let’s go on.”

“Are you sure?” the demon asked.

“We’ve got to stop Tane,” Alaric said. “We’ll come back for them when we are done.”

He looked at Shona, half expecting her to protest. Grim-faced, she nodded.

~

“Damn that idiot demon!” Fenelon said and pushed against the wall of stone now blocking the cavern entrance. This fissure in the hillside had proven a fortuitous place to flee at the time, and Etienne had to admit a certain sense of gratitude for its presence. The thought of being crushed under a great weight of frozen wood lacked appeal.

But the collapse of the trees had blocked the most immediate and obvious way out. And as she held up a faint glim of mage light that would not drain her mage essence, she could not help but worry about Shona and Alaric. Please, Blessed Lady of the Silver Wheel, let them be all right, she thought.

“I’ll shove his tail barb down his throat when I get out of here!” Fenelon added and slapped the stone wall of their prison, only to hiss when pain burned him.

“Well,” Etienne said. “Perhaps we should concentrate on using our energy towards getting out first?”

“Yeah, well in order to use a gate spell, one of us will have to give essence to the other,” Fenelon said and rubbed his hand. “Which means one of us will be too exhausted to defend if those ugly spawn of Annwn are still hot for our blood. Shall we draw straws?”

Etienne rolled her eyes. “I had something more mundane in mind,” she said. “Or can it be you haven’t noticed the draft for all your own wind?”

He frowned at her. “Well, actually, I had,” he said and pulled his cloak tight.

“And where there is a draft in a cave, there is usually an outside opening,” she reminded him.

“True,” he said and pointed to the crevice beyond her light. “But the path would appear to lead down, my love.”

“Up or down, the first order would be to get out,” she said.

He nodded, looking perturbed at her desire to remind him of the order of importance events should take. “So what are we waiting for?” he asked.

“I was waiting for you,” she said.

“Me?” he said and slipped past her to start down the trail.

“Yes, you,” she said. “I know perfectly well when to crush your ego, and when it is wiser to let you take out your aggressions on mere rocks.”

“Nothing mere about these rock,” Fenelon said and touched the surface nearest him. “Have you tried to scry through them?”

“As a matter of fact, I have,” Etienne said. “It is as if the stones themselves have the power to block our senses.”

“Exactly,” Fenelon said as he picked his way along the narrow path. For the most part, it appeared smooth, almost glass-like to Etienne’s eyes, but here and there, chunks of rubble had sloughed off like old skin and littered the way. “My father once noticed it was impossible to scry into some part of the Ranges,” he continued. “That is one of the reason my father chose to explore them. He found a number of places that literally caused spells to bounce back or fail.”

“Voids?” she suggested.

Fenelon shook his head. “You can’t use any sort of magic in a void. Not even your own. These mountains have places that allow us to draw power from ourselves and each other, but not from the mountains themselves.”

“Hmmm,” Etienne said. “I am suddenly reminded of one of the old Haxon stories I heard as a young girl. It told that even the gods could not know what happened within the realms of the Hidden Folk, for the mountains in which they dwelt were made of magic stone.”

Fenelon rapped the stone nearest him as he walked along. “Weren’t the Hidden Folk supposed to be like our Old Ones?” he said.

“With one exception. They had no love of mortalkind, and despised the Stone Folk for showing mortals the secrets of the deepest earth.”

“Not the friendliest sort, then,” Fenelon said. “Hey, I think I see daylight.”

“Daylight?” Etienne said hopefully.

Indeed, she was pleased to note their path did seem to open out, and around a turn, it rose towards a growing brightness. Fenelon still had the lead, and he suddenly stopped with a curse. Etienne came up beside him and frowned.

Well, she darkly noted to herself, it would be a way out if I had the wings of a bird. The opening revealed a deep circular valley, a sheer face of rock, and the river below. By the Silver Wheel, it looked like the mouth of a volcano. She had seen enough sketches and read enough stories of them in old Haxon Chronicles to know she was right. In fact, some of the ancient Haxon tale had told of a fire mountain in the Ranges known as the Forges of Thunor.

This was a volcanic crater with black glass and pumice on its sheer cliffs. It must have been dormant for a long time, she speculated as she took in the breathtaking view of a forest, a river and stretches of lush open pasture. Why, there even appeared to be deer…real deer wandering the forest edge and birds.

And then, she saw what looked like a giant wyvern with tiny figures clutched close to its chest as it flew into the heart of the valley below.

“Oh, dear,” she said and pointed.

“Damn!” Fenelon said. “They’re going on without us!”

Etienne fixed him with a sharp glance. “At least, they are alive,” she said.

“Well, yeah, but…”

“Oh, I know what you mean,” she said and sighed. “Why are they going on without us?”

“I bet they think we’re dead,” Fenelon said. “And—and this is just a hunch—but I am willing to bet it was Ronan’s idea.”

“We must follow them, then,” she said. “Let them know we are alive.”

“Fly spells need more essence than either of us can borrow from the other just now,” Fenelon said. “Well have to levitate down and work our way on foot.”

“Or climb up and look for a trail,” Etienne said. She glanced up and realized that above them, she could see lights shimmering through the icy firmament. The ceiling of ice looker closer from here too. Sunlight sparkling from the surface? Could it be penetrating the persistent fog? Why did the lights twinkle and move.

“Tell me I’m insane,” Etienne said and touched Fenelon’s shoulder as he knelt and peered downward over the rim.

“I’ll tell you whatever you like,” Fenelon said, glancing up at her. He frowned when he saw her expression and followed the direction of her gaze.

“What do you suppose those are?” she asked.

“Mage light lanterns…” Fenlon said. “Damn them!”

“What?” Etienne asked.

“Turlough is up there. I can feel him from here. I would know his essence a hundred leagues away.”

“But how could they be drawing enough power to keep such bright lights?” she insisted.

“Lunari stones,” Fenelon said grimly. “Wish I had thought of that. They’ll have enough power to do all sorts of magic with those…Horns!”

Oh, dear, Etienne thought.

Turlough was a complication they did not need.














  







FIFTY THREE
 

“Isn’t it magnificent?” Ronan said softly.

We’ve been here before, Alaric thought as he huddled against the demon for warmth. Vagner had sensed the need and Alaric’s discomfort, and had shifted the wyvern scales of his chest into a thick ruff of fur. While it helped, it did nothing to keep out the blasts of cold air pummeling them as they flew on. Alaric envied Shona her cloak, and lamented the loss of his own, but did not say so. She looked as cold as he felt, even huddled in the fur-lined depth.

“Yes, we have,” Ronan said. “I brought you here when I gave you the key…”

And just how long did you have the key before you gave it to me? Alaric thought, unable to hide his astonishment.

Ronan chuckled. “I suppose you could say it was given to me at birth,” he said. “It was my purpose…”

Just how old are you? Alaric wondered.

Again, he felt the bard’s amusement flicker through him. “Older than you can imagine, Lark,” Ronan said. “My kind are immortal, in a sense…”


Your kind? Alaric thought. Something flashed through his memory, a fleeting glimpse of Ronan with glowing eyes, and then vanished.

“Forget those days, Lark.
Yes, I am old in years, but never in heart or soul or appearance…” The words trailed of as though the humbling reality of his present situation invaded his musing. “The legacy of a mageborn’s blood—and his curse—is the sustained youth and the slow maturity they must endure.
Only the petty bloodmages, who must drain life’s essence in order to stay strong and healthy, know the cruelties of aging more rapidly than ourselves.”

But aren’t we all the same? Alaric asked in his mind.

“Depends,” Ronan said. “True bloodmages are not descended from the Old Ones, but from the Dark Ones who were their enemies.
Mageborn descended from the Old Ones can turn to blood magic, and by reputation, become known as bloodmages, but the true bloodmages like Tane Doran trace their lines back to the Dark Ones and the Shadow Lords of ancient times.
And they do not age as rapidly.
Only mageborn who turn to the ways of blood magic continue to age, but they can use the magic to stave off the infirmities…”

Alaric sighed. Marda had been full of similar lectures about how bad it was to practice blood magic, and how a mageborn needed to be true to the legacy of their blood. And that some mageborn passed on certain legacies with their bloodlines…

Why did you give the key to the Dragon’s Tongue to me? Alaric asked. 

“In due time, you will know all, Lark,” Ronan said. “For now…” Ronan’s focus shifted, dragging his own with it. “There, that is where we need to go.”

Alaric felt his own hand jerk in the direction without his will, and his voice spoke the words. He bit back a curse and squinted off in the distance.

“As you wish,” Vagner said, though the demon sounded rather dubious.

“Some say this is the Center of All Things,” Ronan said. “In truth, it is the heart of the key song.
The place where the Champion of Light, the Avatar of the White One, met the Shadow Lords and brought down their goddess with the help of the Hammer Maid.”

White One? Alaric thought. Hammer Maid? Who was the White One. In all his lore studies, he had never heard that part of the tale.

But Ronan seemed in no mood to answer now. The landscape looked rough. It was on a domed bit of greenery in the middle, cut by a river, where the demon set them down, then reverted to true form. Alaric wrapped arms about himself, trying to stave off the cold, and turned slowly to view his surroundings. A frightening sense of familiarity whisked through his, a wind of thoughts brushing dry leaves from his mind to reveal vague memories.

“I have been here,” Alaric whispered, not sure he trusted his mind.

“Yes, you have,” Ronan said.

“What is this place?” Shona asked.

“This is where it all began, and where it all ended,” Alaric said, though he knew it was Ronan speaking through him again. “And where it will all begin and end again…A cycle that never ends…The wheel of the world and time and all that lives in it…”

Shona fixed him with a puzzled stare. “What began here?”

“I…I don’t rightly know,” Alaric said, pushing Ronan’s thoughts away. “But I feel like I should. Like I…”

He paused as he felt something ancient whisper to him from the ground below. Magic called to his blood, magic more ancient than the world. He could touch it with mage sense. Feel it fluctuating. Power that had kinship to his blood. How?

“Alaric?” Shona said, but her voice became distant, muffled behind the roar of the power that sang to him. Oh, by the Silver Wheel, he wanted to touch it. To draw it in. To revel in it. As if in response, a magic older than time rose from the soil and surrounded him. Like a living thing, it brushed against him. Teased him. Danced within his soul. He closed his eyes, then opened them again, looking at the steep rock walls and the ceiling of ice and the flow of the river from a waterfall to his left. Behind him, a vent of steam rose warm from the ground. To his right lay a vast, rich forest with the darkest loam. Rocks jutted from the ground in this riverbank, solid stone beneath his feel under the cloak of moss and lichens. And before him the base of twin mountain peaks rose from the ground above the rim to the north of the crater, casting long shadows and disappearing through the ice above. If he listened, he swore he could hear the song of the wind that ripped through those peaks that thrust like a woman’s supple breasts.

The Paps of Shade, he thought. Those are the Paps of Shade…

“That’s it,” Ronan said. “Let it come.
Sing the song, Alaric.
Know the way.
Use the key.
Find the Dragon’s Tongue and stop Tane from bringing back Na’Sgailean…”

Alaric wanted to resist, but his limbs became as strangers to him. He closed his eyes, threw back his head and began to sing in the mage tongue.

“The wind cuts through the Paps of Shade,

Rising to the open sky.

Behind me burns the womb of flame,

The fire that will never cease.

My right hand lays upon her soft breast

As black as mother loam beneath the greenwood.

I place my left hand ‘neath the stream

That falls ‘ore the edge of mother’s shoulder

She spreads her wings to blot the sun from my head

That I may stand beneath her shadow of night

My feet stand ‘ore the wound that mars mother’s

Face so hard and cold wherein she waits

She whispers a song of doom that rumbles

For in the womb of heats flame, she will be reborn…”
 

“Now, tell me what you see,” Ronan said.

Alaric opened his eyes and looked at the twin mountains, the Paps of Shade. “Air to the north,” he said. “Fire to the south, earth to the east, water to the west, the sky above, the stone below, and I stand at the Center of All Things…”

“And what do these mean?” Ronan insisted.

“Who is he talking to?” Shona asked from afar, and Alaric could see she and Vagner had moved off a short ways.

“I don’t know, but I feel something very old,” the demon replied.

“The winds blow through the Paps of Shade. Those are the mountains where she first gave birth to the Shadow Lords,” Alaric said. “The wind now blows through the ashes of all that remains.”

“Go on,” Ronan said.

“The womb of flame behind me…” Alaric twisted around and pointed back towards the steaming vent. “There’s heat in the ground there, the heat in which she can be reborn…” He shifted and gestured right at the thick forest. “Earth lays that way and water…” To his left he looked at the waterfall, and then his eyes drew skyward. “She stood here that fated day when the Champion of Light and the Hammer Maid slew her, even though she tried to blot out the sun and steal the White One’s power.” He gestured below. “The Shadow Lord survived, fled into the stones below with all that was left of her. He wanted to take her to the flames, but…The Champion followed and trapped him and threw him into Annwn, before he could put the Dragon’s Tongue into the volcano. But he would not tell the Old Ones where he hid it. So the gods were forced to slay the world as it was and turnthis valley into a place of cold stone…But the magic was too much, and the world’s balance was thrown awry…the Great Cataclysm…”

“Yes,” Ronan whispered. 

“All Tane has to do is remove her remains from that tomb and carry her to the heart of…the volcano. We’re standing over a volcano?”

“Volcano?” Shona and Vagner both echoed that cry as they glanced around. The demon added, “Well, it would explain the smell here.”

Alaric knelt and touched the stones with his hands. “Tane is under ground. “I can feel him. But how? How can I feel him when this place has stopped us all from sensing other things? How can I feel this magic…pull it into my hands?” He could, he knew. Even as his palms lingered on the stone, they gave him their power. He could draw essence as easily as he could outside this place. He lifted it into his hands, and it turned to white flames, brighter than any he had ever seen. Without speaking a word of magic, he manipulated it. “How can I do this?” he whispered.

“Because, you are now the key.” Ronan said. “You are the Avatar of the White One…”

“No!” Alaric cried.

But he could not stop what he felt. Ancient memories melded with his. The last of the wall in Alaric mind melted as snow, sloughing away like old scales to reveal the raw truth of it all. He saw himself in those months before Ronan’s death, standing on this very spot as if in a trance, while Ronan marked the circle about them with runes. Ronan’s hands rested on Alaric’s shoulders and helped him as Alaric pulled the music out of the ground. It filled the air, a song that locked itself in his heart and soul. The thrill of its power laced him with unending joy. So much so, Alaric did not notice the cut Ronan laid across Alaric’s heart hand. Then Ronan cut his own right hand and took hold so his blood mingled with Alaric’s. And through it all, Alaric sensed some ancient presence that drew kinship to this place from a time before man.

“Now, your blood is in mine, and mine is in yours.
Your essence is in mine, and mine is in yours.
To you, I pass the key, the knowledge and the power of the Avatar who was Champion of Light.
By blood we are bound, Alaric Braidwine, and by blood I make you mine.
Now, remember not.”

The memory of the walls growing in his mind suddenly made him cry out in terror and despair. Alaric dropped to his knees then, feeling an overwhelming power pull him into the earth then and spread its kinship through his blood. It drew him in the same fashion now so his limbs trembled.

“Alaric!” Shona cried. This time, her voice came close to his ear, filled with panic. Her hands, chilled with the cold Alaric had ceased to notice as the fire white filled him, touched his face. He blinked, for the sight of her faded in and out, replaced by others. First Marda, then Ronan whose face shifted to one with hair red as copper except for a streak as pale as moonlight that burned his forelock and eyes so blue they could have been ice. Who are you? Alaric wanted to ask, but the eldritch face merely smiled and vanished, leaving a taint of cinnamon on Alaric’s tongue. Alaric closed his eyes and forced himself to focus on the here and now. Pushed away the past until his vision cleared. Shona’s face blossomed, surrounded by the ruff of thick fur lining her hood, as he opened his eyes.

“Alaric?” she said worridly.

He touched her cheek and smiled, and took possession of her lips, warming them. She did nothing to resist the passionate kiss. Indeed, when he let go, she smiled rather in the manner of the youth he had seen in his vision.

“What was that for?” she asked.

“Luck,” he said. “I think we are going to need it if we are to reach the Dragon’s Tongue before Tane.”

Shona flushed and nodded. They rose together. “Which way?” she asked.

Alaric pointed towards where the river cut the rock on which they stood. Close to where they were, the water was actually frozen. “Down there,” Alaric said. “The entrance is just above that patch of ice.”

“I don’t see an entrance,” she said as they sauntered over to the edge of the river. “It’s just a solid block of ice.”

“That’s an illusion,” Alaric said, trying not to wonder how he knew that. He knelt over the fissure and pushed his hand into the ice as though it were not there. His mage senses quivered with delight.

“I guess that means I have to trust you,” she said as he crawled down to the bank and offered her a hand. She seemed lighter to him than before. Why do I feel so strong?

“You are the Champion of Light,” Ronan said. “Be grateful for what the White one gives you while you are here.
You will not be able to take any of it with you…only the knowledge.”

Alaric looked at the fissure and fought the urge to frown. It looked rather small. And with that thought, the old fears began to grope in him. Small spaces…he couldn’t…”

“It will be much bigger inside,” Ronan insisted.

Alaric swallowed and nodded.

He certainly hoped so.














  







FIFTY FOUR
 

Matters were just not looking well in Etienne’s opinion. For one thing, she was not fond of levitating. Oh, heights were fine so long as there was something solid beneath her feet. She just didn’t like to free fall. The sensation always made her feel like her stomach was attempting to force itself into her throat. Or was it her heart?

Fenelon had the audacity to suggest they make the descent swiftly. Etienne refused. “If I must go down, I will go soft and gentle like milkweed, not plummeting like a stone.”

“I won’t let you fall, love,” Fenelon said with a coy smile.

“That may be true,” she said stiffly, “but I go down slowly or I go up and find a path…”

“All right,” he agreed as he took her hand, and she wondered if he did so just to keep her from making good that threat. “But let’s go before something terrible happens to that pair.”

She sighed and reached into herself to touch her own core of power. The heart flame that burned within every mageborn’s soul was tied to the magic in their blood, and like the essence that filled the world it could be harvested to feed a mageborn’s spells. But the risk was that a mageborn who did not rest and replenish themselves after using magic was certainly destined to be left exhausted and as helpless as a newborn. 

Drawing a bit of her own essence, Etienne whispered “Adhar cum tog mi,” as Fenelon did. Together, they stepped off the ledge, rotating in midair so they faced the cliff they had abandoned. Handholds were aplenty, and Etienne had practiced this exercise enough to move in any direction, so long as she had a surface to aid her. The secret was not to push off and end up with nothing solid within her grasp. She took a deep breath, exhaled, and hand under hand, she began to lower herself towards the floor of the crater.

Once she had hold of the wall, Fenelon released her hand. He was in the act of flipping over so he could go down head first—a position, she wryly noted, which would allow his cloak to fall over his head—when he paused.

“Horns,” he muttered. “We’re about to have company, my love.”

Etienne followed the direction of his gaze.

A whorl of gold and red had formed just under the ceiling of ice, and only a spring-green apprentice would not have recognized it for what it was; a mage gate of rather large proportions. Turlough’s gate to be precise. Etienne had seen it often enough. Why would he make it so large? she wondered. It looked like some vast whirlpool in sunset colors. He must have brought a lot of Lunari stones.

The answer became clear within moments as a large oval platform floated through the spell gate. The runes of levitation and flying etched around its base glowed like beacons. Nine forms stood on the platform. The wind fluttered their cloaks, giving them the appearance of birds of prey as the whorl vanished.

Oh, dear, Etienne thought. Even from here, she recognized the brilliant whites of Turlough Greenfyn, the High Mage of Dun Gealach.

“Horns, he must have brought a whole horde of Lunari stones to make that thing work in here,” Fenelon muttered. “I’m suddenly wishing I had never built it.”

Wonderful, we can blame you for their mode of transportation, she thought as she frowned. Turlough must truly be upset with us if he is willing to use something as precious and rare as Lunari stones to chase us down and fly that thing. Lunari stones contained a life-like essence a mageborn could use anywhere to cast spells. Perfect for a place like this where magic was difficult to draw from the world. Nor was she surprised to know Turlough had a ready supply of the pea-sized gems. Such a waste.

Too bad Fenelon had not thought to bring his own, as they would have been most useful just now.

But for the moment, she had little time to fret so.

“Come on, time to run,” Fenelon said. With that, he finished his flip and scrambled for the ground, reminding her of some hyper lizard. Oh, no, I cannot do that, she thought worriedly. She took the route of a crayfish, scuttling backwards in her descent. Too bad levitation would not allow one to run down a wall. The action would only propel one out into the middle of the air with nothing to anchor to. She knew this from experience.

Her progress was slower…perhaps too slow, for when she glanced down, she saw Fenelon had already reached the ground, and she had gone little more than a third of the distance. The temptation to overcome her fear was strong. To turn and scuttle as he had.

Too late. A hand clamped her shoulder. She turned to sling out with her hands, but someone pushed her against the wall and clamped a hand over her mouth. She found herself looking into angry, cold eyes in the face of a battlemage guard she did not personally know. He hovered like an oversized hummingbird with the aid of a fly spell. Turlough would send his biggest brute after me, she thought. Then she noticed Turlough was there as well, standing on the platform.

“Etienne!” Fenelon shouted from below. “Turlough! Let her go!”

“Surrender, Fenelon!” Turlough shouted down, leaning on the rail to glare at the mageborn below.

“You’ll have to catch me first,” Fenelon said. He turned and dashed for the nearest copse of trees, sprinting like a deer.

Just like him not to make matters easy, she thought as she watched him flee. Turlough gestured, and four of the battlemages leapt from the platform, calling their spells of flight as they sped after Fenelon. Her captor suddenly pulled her away from the cliff. Etienne gasped as he drew her onto the platform. She let her spell dissipate just as another mage walked towards her carrying a gag. At the sight of it, she tried to draw back, angry to think they would treat her this way, but the battlemage guard who held her was much too strong.

“I will allow you a choice, my dear,” Turlough said and stepped between her and the mageborn with the gag. “If you give me your solemn word you will not speak or call spells, I will not have you gagged.”

Etienne nodded. A gesture from the High Mage, and her captor removed his hand from her mouth. She glanced enviously at the string of Lunari stones about his neck. The temptation to steal the power in those stones and use them to escape quickly fled when Turlough planted himself in her line of vision. He frowned so his brows formed a line. Etienne pushed the thought of white wooly worms from her mind. Now was not a good time for flippancy.

“Well, madam, what have you to say for yourself?” Turlough asked.

“I thought I was not permitted to speak,” she said.

Turlough managed to deepen his frown. “I would expect this sort of behavior from Fenelon, but not from you,” he said in a stiff manner.

“Then you know less about me than you think,” Etienne said.

“Where are the others?” Turlough asked.

“Others?” she said.

“Don’t be coy, madam. It does not become you. Now where is that young man and his demon?”

“I don’t rightly know,” Etienne said. “When the trees started falling, he rather disappeared.”

Turlough’s expression hardened another degree. How does he do that? she wondered.

“We shall see,” Turlough said. He glanced at the mage in the center of the platform whose hands rested on what looked like a globe. “Take us down,” Turlough said, “But do not land until they have captured Fenelon.”

The mageborn nodded. Etienne heard him whisper the words of a spell, and the platform began to descend. Not quite as smoothly as she would have liked. Her hand reached out and seized Turlough’s arm for support. He looked mildly amused, and took her arm with surprising gentleness for a man who had been threatening her with a gag just moments before.

“I am not so fond of this contraption myself,” he said. “One of Fenelon’s more useful ideas, I hate to admit.”

Etienne nodded and watched as the green below came steadily closer. From the copse, she heard much thrashing. The four battlemage guards who had been sent in had yet to emerge. From all the disturbance, she was willing to bet he was going out of his way to be difficult.

“Watch your head,” Fenelon called gleefully. There was a crash, then a familiar laugh. “I warned you…hey!”

The rustling increased. A magebolt flew up in the air, then faded. Next, a flash of blue and white broke out of the green, bare arm’s length ahead of a battlemage. Two more broke cover to either side. Fenelon sprinted for all he was worth, and Etienne was willing to believe he might actually escape. Alas, the odds were against him. For one thing, all the battlemage guards wore Lunari stones.

The man hot on Fenelon’s heels shouted a spell and a rope of light shot forth from his hands, forming a noose in the air. Fenelon twisted and dodged to one side, apparently aware of his pursuer’s intentions, but the move also threw him off the straight shot to freedom.

Etienne saw the mageborn to one side gesture and shout, “Adhar buail!”

Fenelon was hit by an invisible fist of air. He fell as though he had run into a wall.

“Fenelon!” Etienne cried. Turlough’s grasp on her arm tightened and stopped her as she surged towards the open edge of the platform.

The mageborn all caught up with Fenelon as he struggled to rise, addled by the blow. A trickle of crimson ran from his nose as the mages held him up.

“Take us down,” Turlough said. The platform dropped almost too abruptly for Etienne’s comfort. Once it reached the ground, two of the battlemages hauled Fenelon onboard. The third raced back into the copse.

“I think you’ll find him by that large rock,” Fenelon called. He turned back and fixed Turlough with a sardonic smile.

Turlough, however, showed no sympathy in his expression or his stance. “So what have you to say for yourself?” he asked.

“I rather suspect nothing I have to say will change your mind about me, Uncle,” Fenelon replied. “Do your worst.”

Turlough looked doubly displeased to be reminded of the relationship. “Where is your wayward apprentice?”

“Well, I’m not quite certain at the moment,” Fenelon said. “Trees started to fall, and I lost sight of him. He just disappeared.”

“Really?” Turlough said. “And I imagine the two of you rehearsed that answer when you realized I had found you…”

“I never rehearse,” Fenelon said. “Spontaneity is so much more fun, though I will admit I am surprised you found us.”

“You can thank your father for that,” Turlough said.

“What?” Fenelon’s demeanor lost its humor.

“His magic made it easy,” Turlough said. “It always did possess a particular taint I could follow anywhere I pleased. It was a simple matter of following the stench”

Fenelon’s face twisted in anger. He lunged, only to be brought up short by his captors. “You take that back! My father is a better mageborn than you anyway, and certainly a man more worthy of your post than you’ll ever be! He had nothing to do with…”

Turlough’s hand came up swiftly, and the backhand blow cut off Fenelon’s tirade. “Your father betrayed you by giving you spells I could easily trace,” Turlough said. “And now, you are going to betray your evil apprentice so I can sunder his power and have him tried and executed. As I should have done the first time I suspected he had bonded himself with that thieving demon!”

Fenelon’s teeth were white in a tight smile. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know,” he spat through them.

“We shall see,” Turlough said. “Hold him steady.”

He reached into a pouch and drew forth a Lunari stone as large as a walnut, and closed his hand over it. Then he raised the other to touch Fenelon’s forehead.

Blessed Lady of the Silver Wheel, Etienne thought. But at the moment, she knew nothing short of the ceiling of ice falling on their heads would stop Turlough Greenfyn from invading Fenelon’s mind.






  







FIFTY FIVE
 

Vagner could not help but marvel at the ancient magic that filled this place. It had a sweet music, not unlike the little master’s voice when he spoke the demon’s True Name.

The path beyond the illusion of ice was wide enough to accommodate several walking abreast, and it curved at a gentle downward slope. This was not nature’s work either, for it seemed to have some plan of design, visible in the cut of the stone that glittered like glass in the little master’s mage light. How Alaric had summoned that illumination was a mystery, for he did not seem to be using his own essence, nor had he drawn any from the demon.

The curve of the path reminded Vagner of a spiral shell. He was considering this when he noticed the angle of the ceiling suddenly dropped ahead, and the path ended its circling slope at a set of spiraling stairs. Steeper here, he thought. They were traveling deep into the heart of the mountains.

“Will you look at that,” Shona said, her voice filled with wonder as they made the first turn.

“I’m looking,” Alaric said with a smile. He shifted his light so he could peer down the stairs. “This is certainly nothing nature has done.”

He moved his light more. A niche was visible on the outer edge of the stairs. The space within contained a statue of a woman in wind-swept flowing robes.  She had been artfully carved out of the obsidian that filled these caverns, and stood out in sharp detail when the light glanced off the minute details.

“The element of air,” Alaric said.

He took the stairs and came abreast of the next niche. This one held a masculine figure barely clothed in tongues of flame.

“Fire,” Shona said. “He’s rather…attractive.”

“Really?” Alaric said, waving his torch. “Looks rather girlish, if you ask me.”

“Jealous?”

Alaric failed to hide his smile as he continued. Vagner stopped and looked at the figure of fire. Demon senses quivered. Something about the statue he faced did not feel right, as an aura had been concealed in the shadows that stood behind it. The demon was about to reach for the face of the statue when his sense were assaulted by a cloying scent of mageborn magic with an all too familiar taint. The demon jerked back from the statue and stared up the stairs. He had felt that magic before in the Greenfyn’s keep. It clung to the one they called Turlough. By the Barb, is he here now? The prickle of magic came from somewhere above.

The demon glanced at the pair who continued slowly down the stairs, giggling over something one of them must have said. They seemed rather absorbed in the wonders of the next niche just visible around the curve, a beautiful earth mother with a bountiful and ripe figure. I could go up and take a quick look, the demon decided. And be back before they go too far.

Vagner became a shadow and surged up the steps at his fastest speed, then followed the spiral of the path upward. He pushed his head through the illusionary ice and squinted at the world, giving his sight a moment to adjust to the change in light.

A whorl of gold and red beneath the ice ceiling above looked frightening. Even more so were the figures on the platform that soared through the whorl then hovered like a great bird of prey. Turlough! the demon thought. This was not good. Vagner had best go back and tell the little master Turlough was here. This was not good at all

The demon pulled back inside and turned…And froze when he saw the shadow resembling the graven image of fire now blocked the passage. For a moment, the demon waited, unsure of what to expect since in his experience stone and shadows rarely walked on their own. But then, the dark patina fell away like a black dust, shimmering and falling and vanishing to reveal a more familiar face. The demon was unsure now whether to run or shout as he faced the dreaded glower on the face of Tane Doran.

The bloodmage did not look pleased.

“Hello, Vagner,” Tane said.

“M…master,” the demon said. “What a surprise. Fancy meeting you here.”

“Really?” Tane stepped closer, and Vagner pulled back, only to realize that another step would throw him out into plain view of the mageborn who had come through the whorl. “Considering we were together just last night? But then, I consider this most fortuitous, monster.”

“Is that so?” Vagner said, glancing from side to side and wondering how quickly he could slip past Tane.

“Yes,” Tane said darkly, “because now I can punish you for lying!”

“Lying?” Vagner repeated. “But I cannot lie to you…why…”

“Of course, you can lie to me now, demon,” Tane said. “Just as you lied to me last night when you told me fire had freed you from my spell. And when you told me Alaric Braidwine was dead.”

“Well, he came very close to dying, no thanks to you,” Vagner blurted, then flinched.

“And here I find you helping him, following him into these caverns like an obedient dog,” Tane went on. “Now, I had to ask myself, why would a demon bound to me willingly follow a young mageborn he was supposed to have watched die. And the only answer that comes to my mind is that the demon was so foolish as to bind himself to that same youth.”

Vagner would gladly have shifted shapes and fled, but he could sense Tane’s power. The bloodmage was reaching into the demon, using his True Name to keep Vagner rooted to the place he stood.

“You lied to me, monster, and now you help him!”

“Well, I have also helped you, haven’t I?”

Silence! Tane did not speak the word, but Vagner felt it burn him with his True Name. He cringed, waiting for the worst to come. But a hand took his jaw gently, pulling his face back around to meet the bloodmage’s steely gaze.

“I will give you a chance to redeem yourself, demon,” Tane said. “I have been down in this place all night, and most of this day, trying to find the Dragon’s Tongue, and now I see it is impossible for one of my ilk to find it because I do not have the whole key. And I have wasted much power in my attempts to break the spells of illusion and diversions that abound here, and quite exhausted my power in the process. But Alaric Braidwine has the whole key, and he will be able to lead me through the illusions to find what I seek. So, demon, it would seem I have need of you after all.”

Vagner straightened up, looking concerned. “I do not understand, master.”

“I rather suspect young Alaric will sense me if I simply follow him too closely on foot. So you are going to help hide me from him that I may follow him. You will put an illusion spell on me so I cannot be seen as anything but a part of you…”

“But I must carry you for that to work,” Vagner said. “I…”

“Have no choice,” Tane said with a frown. “Or have you forgotten that even with my powers drained from use, I can still inflict much pain on you with your True Name?”

Vagner shook his head. He had not forgotten. It was the part of the binding that all his kind dreaded. The inability to break free even when the master was weak. For doing so would mean death for the demon as well…

“Good,” Tane said. “Now, work your magic demon. I sense others are near whom I have no desire to meet…”

You’re not the only one in that, Vagner thought.

“Work your magic demon,” Tane repeated. “And give me your essence…”

Vagner heaved a sigh. What he really wanted to do was bite Tane’s head off and damn the consequences. But warm pain—just the merest flicker—touched him. The demon flinched, then crouched and allowed Tane to mount his back and settle between his wings. Then he rose and called his magic, spreading the illusion over Tane so the bloodmage seemed to melt into the demon. 

Tane chuckled. “Well done, creature,” he said, and Vagner could feel the bloodmage leaching essence to strengthen him. Parasite, the demon thought.

Now any who saw them would think they only saw the demon.

Only Vagner would know the weight that clung to his back was Tane.

~

Alaric had been relieved to learn the passage widened and curved like a nautilus shell. And the essence of this place practically fell into his hands, giving him free rein to call his own magelight unassisted. His mage senses quivered with delight at the power he felt.

Now to find statues that had to be older that known, recorded time…Something from the age before the Great Cataclysm.

Air, fire, earth, water, sky, stone; all these paled when he and Shona reached the bottom step.

The last figure to occupy a niche was that of a woman. She stood taller than all the rest, and had been carved in wondrous detail. Stone had been etched so wisps of hair flowed about her shoulders and the folds of her robe looked as if they would move if one touched them. About her throat was a torc in the shape of a dragon. In one hand, she held what looked like a set of scales, but instead of trays, the ends of the armature dangled with teardrop lobes. Alaric stepped closer and saw they were carved with runes he did not recognize.

“What do you think those mean?” he asked.

Shona leaned closer, squinting. “I don’t recognize them. Too bad Etienne is not here. They look like something I’ve seen in those books of hers…”

“Vagner, what do you think?” Alaric said, then paused when no answer came. “Vagner?”

Alaric turned. The demon was nowhere to be seen.

“Vagner?” he called and his voice echoed. “Where did he go?”

Shona shrugged. “Surely, he didn’t pass us,” she said. “I mean, can’t you feel him?”

“He went back,” Ronan said.

“Back?” Alaric said aloud, then felt his face flame warm when Shona cocked her head questioningly. “Ronan says Vagner went back,” he repeated shyly.

“Then so shall we,” Shona said. They both started back up the spiral of stairs. Alaric reached out with mage senses and got a hint of demon essence, but it felt masked and softened, and not at all as bitter as he recalled. Alaric frowned. Ronan, is something wrong with Vagner?

“He is covering his essence,” Ronan said. “Masking it.”

Why?

They reached the top of the stairs when a shadowy shape loomed. Shona gave a startled squeak, and Alaric came close to echoing it. The shape came into range of the light and proved to be Vagner. Alaric frowned, for the demon moved as cautiously as an old man.

“Vagner, where have you been?” Alaric asked.

The demon hesitated. “I had to…relieve myself.”

“Do demons do that?” Shona asked.

“Well, of course we do,” Vagner replied, looking a little indignant. “There are several old spells from the age before the Great Cataclysm, as a matter of fact, for which one of the key ingredients is demon piss…”

“I’m sorry I asked,” Shona said, her brows rising.

“He’s not telling the truth,” Ronan said.

But he can’t lie to me, Alaric thought.

“I suspect that serving three masters makes it easier,” Ronan insisted.

Alaric frowned. “Vagner…Be honest. Where did you go?”

The demon blinked, uncertain.

“Why are you clouding your essence, creature,” Ronan said in Alaric’s voice, and Alaric bit back a curse. I wish you wouldn’t do that, he thought.

Vagner looked like he was considering flight. “Oh…that,” he said. “Well, to be quite honest…” He hesitated again. “I thought it would be appropriate to hide myself when I went out, especially when I saw that Turlough Greenfyn…”

“Turlough!” Alaric and Shona, and even Ronan, all blurted at once, the latter’s effort leaving Alaric a bit dizzy and discombobulated. Their voices echoed alarmingly through the caverns.

“Hold it down!” Vagner said. “Do you want the High Mage to find us before we are successful…?”

“I don’t want the High Mage to find us at all,” Alaric said, his voice rising in pitch. “He’ll just want to kill me…” He stepped closer, and the demon pulled back a though uneasy to have Alaric so near. “Are you certain it was Turlough?”

“Well, yes, I did see him for myself. He was riding some sort of flying platform with nearly a dozen other mageborn.”

Alaric closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Horns! This was all he needed. There was no way he could match Turlough and an army of mageborn and come out alive. He opened his eyes and shook his head. “This is hopeless,” he muttered.

“We should go on, then,” Shona said, sounding like the voice of reason. “If Turlough finds us before we find Tane…”

“Yes, we must find Tane before Turlough finds us,” Vagner agreed, and his fingers seemed to weave a pattern before him. Or was it a gesture? Alaric wondered. “He may be closer than we know…”

Not liking that thought any more than he liked knowing Turlough was about, Alaric took Shona’s hand and started down the stairs. She gave in to the pull. Vagner followed, moving shadow-like at their heels. When Alaric glanced back over one shoulder, he noticed the demon negotiated the stairs with more caution than Alaric imagined was necessary, and in the cast of magelight, the demon seemed to have a hump. Alaric stopped at the bottom and blinked. The hump was gone. Must have been the light, he thought.

“Vagner, are you all right?” Alaric asked.

“Fine,” the demon said, stopping. “I’m just a little hungry, that’s all.” He looked away.

“Well, if you’re certain,” Alaric said.

He moved his magelight around. They now stood in a short hall that was blocked by tall double doors. As Alaric approached, he could see the same runes on them as were on the lobes of the statue’s scales, centered in teardrop shapes.

“These are the same runes as are on the statue,” Alaric said. “They must mean something. Vagner, can you read them?”

The demon shrugged and stepped forward. “I have seen their like before,” Vagner agreed, “But I fear I do not know what they mean…”

“Supreme Evil and Supreme Good,” Ronan whispered. “The statue is the White One, She who sits at the Center of All Things and holds the Balance of All Things in Her care.”

Do they mean anything?”

“They are not important just now,” Ronan said. “Time is not on our side if Turlough is here.
Now, let’s go.”

Alaric put a hand on the doors and pushed. They did not budge. “Vagner?”

The demon touched them as well, and pushed so that his claws dug deep crevices in the floor, and still they would not budge.

“There must be something bolting them from within,” Vagner suggested.

“Wonderful… and just how are we supposed to get through…”

“We do not go through the doors, remember,” Ronan said.

So which way do we go, Ronan? Alaric thought darkly.

“You are the key,” Ronan said.

Alaric frowned. A lot of good that did. Keys open locks, he thought. All I know is a song…”

A song.

“Yes, why don’t you sing…” Ronan whispered.

Sing what?

“The next part of the key.
You remember it, don’t you?”

“Alaric? Shall I look for a mechanism?” Shona asked, and he realized she had spoken to him before.

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Alaric said. He closed his eyes and searched his memory, and a song did come to mind.
 

“I am the bearer of the light,

I am the keeper of the key

I am the guardian of right

And so you shall open for me.”
 

There was a grinding noise, but the doors before him did not budge. Instead, to his right, a cleft appeared in the wall of stone, widening into a gap. Shona stepped back, startled.

“That was impressive,” Vagner muttered. “Do you know any more songs like that?”

“Let’s hope so,” Alaric said as he thrust his light into what appeared to be a tall, narrow hall too long for his magelight to reveal much.

With a sigh, he stepped into the crevice. Briefly, his dread of close spaced sent a shiver thought him. Alaric closed his eyes. It’s a tall place, he reminded himself, and took a reluctant step forward into the shadowy gloom.














  







FIFTY SIX
 

He can’t keep this up! Etienne thought as she watched the battle of wills with silent fascination and concern. Fenelon must surely be exhausted, for he had only his own essence as a source of power. Granted, she had seen him push the limits of magic before. But at this moment, he had nothing to fall back on, and she knew well enough recovery would take a long time if he did not find another means of feeding his spells. As it was, Fenelon had been driven to his knees, and a fresh trickle of blood now stained his chin where it seeped from his nose. This is not good.
He cannot hold out much longer.

Turlough looked no better. His face had gone red, and his limbs trembled with exertion. The hand that clutched the Lunari stone was white-knuckled from the effort. Even with the assistance of that stone, he risked exhaustion. Yet he had not called for assistance, and Etienne strongly suspected he would not. Greenfyns were notoriously stubborn, no matter what generation they hailed from. Pure male pride, she thought. It was disgusting.

“Yield, damn you,” Turlough hissed.

Fenelon said nothing. He preferred to keep all his concentration focused on holding his mental shields against Turlough’s onslaught.

But for how much longer? Part of Etienne feared the consequences of this match would be more costly than health or pride. Wherever Alaric, Shona and Vagner had gone, the longer this took, the further into unknown dangers they would be thrust. Etienne knew the demon would do its utmost to protect the two. But what if they met Tane? The demon had been the bloodmage’s slave—and still was—before it attached itself willingly to Alaric. Etienne feared Alaric might be no match against the experienced bloodmage when it came to mastery of the beast.

So how do I end this? she wondered.

She knew it had to end before the damage was irreversible. I gave Turlough my word I would not speak or cast spells. She was not one to go back on her word. On the other hand, she had already damned herself as a party to this mad scheme.

At the moment, no one held her. In fact, she was being ignored.

She shifted just enough to allow her to take a step backwards, putting her behind the battlemage guard who had first captured and brought her on board. He took no notice of her action, his gaze as intent on the battle as the rest. She allowed herself furtive glances back and forth and saw concern on several of the faces, though whether it was for Fenelon or Turlough, she could not be certain. Even the platform’s navigator was absorbed in the process. Etienne wondered how many of them were laying odds on the outcome. No doubt, sgillinns had already passed hands as to who would be the victor.

Let us see what I can do to upset those odds. Her own staff leaned against the rail, taken from her hand when they brought her on board. She took another small step towards it, eyed the distance speculatively, then glanced at the guard. Her current position allowed her to see the slip knot that held the leather strung strand of Lunari beads around his neck. Once more, she let her gaze flicker to the mages around her. Turlough was breathing hard. Fenelon’s face grew lines of pain.

Yes, this had to stop. Etienne took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and touched her own core of power, summoning her own essence. She whispered, and opening her eyes, she stretched her hands. One towards her staff…the other towards the guard.

The stout oak limb carved in runes suddenly leapt into her right hand, and at the same moment, the battlemage’s beads unknotted, flinging the strand in her direction. She caught them just as he gave a startled cry and turned to stop her.

Etienne had the advantage of both proximity and weaponry at the moment. Her staff spun in her right hand as she crouched. The guard lunged in vain. Oak caught him across the jaw and threw him off to one side, and she was quite pleased when he became an unwitting hurdle to the next mageborn whom he fell into and knocked down.

“What?” Turlough broke off his painful rending of Fenelon’s mental shields to turn and see what was happening.

“Adhar buail!” Etienne called, and reached for the power of the Lunari stones. Essence surged into her left hand and glided across her nerves like wildfire. She raised her staff and struck the surface, and the magical power enhanced the blow so the platform tipped sideways. Suddenly, everyone save Etienne, who had braced herself for the shift, began scrambling for handholds. Fenelon fell, released by his guards as they fought for their own balance. He struggled to get up just as Etienne shifted around with her staff, preparing to do battle like one of the shield maidens of old. 

As proper and lady-like as she always appeared, she had not neglected any aspect of mage training, and that included knowing how to defend against any attack by non-magical means. With surprising ferocity, she snapped around and danced aside, barely eluding the grasp of a guard who had gained his feet and lunged for her. Too late, he saw his mistake looming. Etienne’s staff was suddenly in his path, catching him across the collarbone. The force of his own forward momentum was checked, and being clothes-lined on an unstable surface in that manner threw his feet out from under him. Etienne felt just a twinge of sorrow for him as he landed on his back hard enough to knock the wind out of his lungs.

“So sorry,” she said, kneeling at his side just long enough to snatch off the string of Lunari beads he wore. “May I borrow these?”

His hands flailed in weak protest, but she took them anyway. The platform’s navigator was frantically seeking to right the still rolling surface in order to keep them from crashing to the ground, and Etienne told herself this was no worse than riding the river barges of her homeland. She managed to get to Fenelon’s side and pulled him to his feet. He staggered.

“My lady, you are a godsend,” he said with a fractured smile. “I wish they would stop rocking this boat.”

“And you’re in pain,” she said as she slipped her staff into her belt. “Hold onto me.”

“Whatever you command,” Fenelon said and wrapped arms around her.

“Etienne!” Turlough shouted. Lorymer had helped the High Mage to his feet, but the continual rock of the platform kept him off balance. “You gave your word!”

“And now I must take it back,” she said. 

Etienne tightened her arm around Fenelon’s waist, and leapt off the edge of the platform, calling out the words of her flying spell as she dragged him along. He gave a startled yelp.

Horns, she hated flying as much as she hated levitating, but there was no other choice. An involuntary squeal slipped from her throat as she and Fenelon plunged ground-ward then began to soar. She had not realized they had flown the platform so high. Fenelon merely clung to her, laughing.

“Now I know why I love you more than life, Etienne,” he shouted. “A man cannot help but fall for a woman like you. Whatever reward you desire for rescuing me shall be yours.”

“I’ll hold you to that later,” she called back. “Here!” She thrust the second strand of Lunari beads into his hands. “You’re heavier than I thought!”

Grinning, Fenelon wrapped the strand around one wrist to bind them in place, then helped her to do the same with the other set before he let go and called his own flying spell. The sudden lurch of losing his weight startled Etienne, and she nearly lost her concentration, but she quickly compensated for the shift and turned, gliding towards the center of the crater.

“No, not until we lose them,” Fenelon called, coming along side her.

“How can we lose them?” she asked.

“Follow me. I’ve got an idea.”

He veered like a hawk on wing, rolling over with an envious grace as he shifted directions and headed west towards the waterfall. Etienne took a wider, more comfortable turn, trying to ignore the cold wind searing her face. The angle allowed her to momentarily glance backwards.

Turlough’s men who still wore Lunari stones were launching themselves from the now stable platform in pursuit. Turlough himself was shouting for the navigator to follow as close as possible. Etienne turned back to face the waterfall, a giant wall of wild moisture shearing a wide path down the edge of the crater to form the river below.

Whatever Fenelon had in mind, Etienne hoped it would work. For this time, she suspected Turlough would not forego the use of a gag to still her tongue.

~

“You’re pulling far too much essence from me,” Vagner thought as he cautiously walked along the tall, narrow corridor of glittering stone in the wake of the young mageborn pair.

Tane’s greed for power to renew himself was taking more toll on the demon than he liked.

“I take what I need,” the bloodmage whispered back through the mind link he now shared with the demon. “It is not your place to question, but rather to give me what I desire…”

“Even if you risk killing me?” responded in kind, and wondered if his link to Alaric would give this conversation away.

“I own you, demon,” Tane said, not bothering to hide his contempt. “I have every right to kill you, considering that you betrayed me.”

“Only because you betrayed me,” the demon retorted. “You left me to die, still wrapped in that wretched child’s form.”

“You deserved that punishment and more.”

“Indeed?” the demon thought. “Yet had I not managed to survive, would you now have the opportunity to fulfill your goal to be a god? You failed to get all of his knowledge, remember? If he had died, and I had died, you would never have found a means to get to the Dragon’s Tongue. So much for all your plotting, lost on a whim for vengeance. You made the mistake of not making certain you had the whole key…”

“Chide me not, monster!” Tane snapped, and Vagner felt a lash of pain ripping into him with his True Name. It took effort not to cry out… To keep moving step by step. “I could just as easily make your death swift and painful right now!”

“And just as easily reveal yourself in the process,” Vagner hissed in his mind. “For if I were to die now, the spell that currently protects you from detection would die as well. Are you ready to sacrifice your precious prize, all for the pleasure of punishing me? I doubt very much the little master would willingly lead you to what you seek once he knows you are here.”

“They are children compared to me, demon,” Tane said. “I could master them because they would have nothing to fight with, while I would have all your essence. With that, I could force them to take me to the Dragon’s Tongue, and there would be nothing they could do to resist…”

“Are you so certain of that victory?” Vagner challenged. “My essence would not last you as long as you think it would. And the magic in this place is well beyond your grasp, or you would have used it instead of my essence to renew yourself. But have you not noticed how that same power that eludes you favors the little bard? Where do you think he gets the power to sustain that mage light? Not from me. Are you truly ready to risk all you have sought for?”

Silence resonated in the demon’s head. He could feel the controlled intake of a deep breath being slowly released. Tane had apparently realized he was mistaken in his assumption. “Very well, beast. You have made your point and earned yourself a reprieve for now. But remember, once I have the Dragon’s Tongue, I will no longer need you or your essence. Nor will I have mercy to spare you for your insolence. You will die, and they will die, and all the power in this place will be useless to Alaric Braidwine once I have Dragon’s Tongue in my grasp.”

As if you ever had any mercy to spare, Vagner thought privately.

If there was any way to see to Tane’s failure, the demon would gladly act upon it. But for now, as long as he had Tane close, sucking his essence like some bloated leach, there was nothing he could risk doing.

Bide your time, Vagner told himself. The opportunity will come.

He would keep those thoughts a secret, knowing it would require effort for Tane to probe the demon’s inner mind. But at least, the bloodmage eased up his draw of Vagner’s essence, leaving the demon free to walk with a little more strength.














  







FIFTY SEVEN
 

The walls are getting closer. Alaric tried to convince himself this could not be possible. He had even stretched his arms out at his sides to reassure himself. Fingertips could not brush both sides at the same time. And the ceiling was invisible in the shadows high above him, far out of the distance of his mage light. Plenty of space. Plenty…Really.

No, the walls are getting closer. He could tell. Experience had taught him these things. He knew very well the walls were getting closer and…

“It’s only the shadows,” Ronan whispered in Alaric’s head. “Just an illusion.”

An illusion.
Yes.
Just an illusion. Alaric took a deep breath and kept moving slowly. He had plenty of room. More space than he could imagine. Yes…There was room to spare.

His gaze fell on the smooth, glassy floor. Here and there, bits of obsidian rubble littered the path. Nothing major. And there were cracks, as if something had fractured the ground. Of course, it did occur to Alaric that obsidian was not the strongest of stones. That it flaked and chipped and was easily shattered. Why, it would probably take very little effort to collapse these walls and bury him in a heap of dagger-sharp slag. Sort of like when the trees started falling in the forest…

Alaric paused, and Shona almost crashed into him. She cursed under her breath.

“A little warning, please,” she said.

“Sorry,” he said softly. I just think we need to move more quietly from here.”

“Why?” Shona asked.

“Because we don’t want to bring the walls down,” he said.

“Oh?” Shona glanced at their surroundings. “Do you think we could?”

“I don’t want to find out the hard way,” Alaric said. Even the thought of being buried in a close space under tons of stone caused his palms to grow clammy. He forced himself to start on at a slower pace, commanding his mage light to move ahead. The path really was starting to look narrower. He stretched his arms once more, eager to see if he could touch both sides.

No, not yet. Then again, beyond the bare edges of his magelight, he swore the walls were drawing closer together…In fact, as his light moved on, there was something of an odd angle to the way it reflected off the walls. As if the path before him had taken a sudden turn. What? The path didn’t turn. The wall was now crossing the path…

Alaric stopped. “The path is blocked,” he said.

“Oh dear, now what are we to do?” Shona said.

“I don’t know…I don’t remember…” Alaric frowned, staring at the wall. It reminded him too much of the one in his head, the one that became soft and fell away when Tane…

“The wall that is no longer there,” Ronan said.

There’s a wall here right now, Alaric argued in his head. 

“Your eyes deceive you,” Ronan said. “You’re frightened, and fear clouds your vision.
You see what you want to see, not what is truly there.
This wall is nothing more than an illusion.
Go on.”

Go on?
Are you insane? Alaric held his place, feeling as though the stone leaned over him on purpose.

“I swear to you, Lark.
It is nothing more than an illusion.
Trust me.
Touch it.”


Alaric hesitated, then put forth a hand. He expected to find cold stone under his probing fingers. Instead, his whole hand disappeared into the wall. He gasped and drew back.

“By the Silver Wheel,” Shona said. She reached around him and touched the wall. A giggle escaped her as her hand disappeared. “This is the strangest thing I have ever seen.” 

She put the other hand in, and stood there, reminding Alaric of the stories his father told of how in the old days, thieves were deprived of their hands. 

“Look, Vagner,” she called cheerfully. “No hands!”

The demon chuckled uneasily. Shona caught the look of stern reproach that briefly flickered across Alaric’s face before he could stop himself. Shona bit her lip and withdrew her hands, and it was obvious that she was trying hard not to smile.

“See,” Ronan chided with a laugh. “It’s just an illusion.
Go.
You must pass through it to reach our goal.”

Alaric sighed. He pushed his magelight in, then his arm up to the shoulder, feeling nothing out of the ordinary. Still, he could not help but draw a deep breath, like a swimmer about to plunge into a lake before he pushed in his head.

Beyond the wall, it was black and close, and he could not see his magelight. With a gasp, he jerked back, staggering into Shona. Horns! It was close and dark and he had no idea how far it went.

“A good hundred cubits, as I recall,” Ronan said. “It was meant to dissuade all but the true knowing…”

“A hundred cubits!” Alaric blurted.

“What?” Shona said.

“It goes on for a hundred cubits!” Alaric cried, feeling panic stifle his breath and sharpen his voice.

“And that means?” Shona said.

“We could get lost in there…” he said.

Shona’s face shifted into a dubious stare. “So…if there’s a natural wall, we could just feel our way along.”

“She’s right,” Ronan said.

Alaric still balked. Darkness. Close spaces. Narrow paths. What did it matter that there was a natural wall, especially if it closed in on him and he was unable to see it. His heat began beating faster. Icy fear trickled over his skin.

“Alaric,” Shona said. “What’s the matter?”

“I…” He stopped. How could he admit to her he was afraid? He loathed such spaces. Being underground even with magelight to aid him was bad enough, but being in an impenetrable dark that so resembled being trapped in a trunk…A prisoner in a tiny space…A small boy screaming his lungs out in terror as his sisters latched the cover of the grain bin and left him there…

Alaric closed his eyes. Too many images flooded his mind. Being Tane’s prisoner. Shoved into a trunk. Held in a chamber where his magic could not be felt.

He needed open spaces, bright light and fresh air. His lungs were heaving like bellows now. Sweat poured from every pore, dampening his clothes and making him shiver even more. Just as his thoughts were drowning him in terror, and all sense of self assurance was unraveling like old cloth.

Alaric turned abruptly. “No, I can’t do this,” he said. He pushed past Shona, stumbling towards Vagner, thinking only that once he got past the demon, he could get out of this cave.

“Alaric, wait!” Shona cried and bolted after him. “Vagner, stop him!”

“Out of my way!” Alaric shouted and rushed the demon in a threatening manner.

“No, stop him, Vagner!” Ronan roared in Alaric’s head, and then, the bard sang the demon’s True Name.

Vagner held his place, looking startled to hear the command from another, and to know he had no choice but to obey. Alaric pushed on, determined to get out of the caverns, when the demon suddenly stepped into his path and seized him by the shoulders. Confusion filled Vagner’s face.

“Let go!” Alaric shouted and flailed uselessly at the grasp. “I have to get out of here. Can’t you see? I have to get out of here…” His voice broke into breathy sobs as he continued to struggle.

“Alaric!” Shona said. She caught up with them, pulling Alaric around in spite of Vagner’s grip. Alaric started to flail at her grasp as well, for the age old fear that now surged through him had blinded his sensibilities. Somewhere deep inside, it occurred to him that he should question why Vagner had obeyed Ronan and not himself, but on the surface, all he wanted to do was escape.

But he was trapped between the demon and the young woman who pushed his flailing hands aside with almost practiced ease and seized his face, forcing him to look at her.

“Alaric,” she said. “Listen to me. Stop this at once…”

His struggles weakened. Clearly, there was no escape. The utter sense of defeat left him limp and forlorn. He met her gaze, unable to stop tears from springing into his eyes.

“I can’t. I can’t go in there. I can’t,” he said weakly.

“Why not?” she asked in a soothing voice, stroking his cheek and pushing back his hair. “Are you afraid of the dark?”

He blinked, then shook his head. “Not the dark…the…space…the closeness of the space…I…”

“It’s all right,” Shona said. She glanced up at Vagner. The demon relaxed his grip, then let go. Alaric practically fell to his knees which had grown too soft to support him. Shona knelt before him, still keeping contact.

“Why?” she asked.

“Why what?” He looked at her and felt his face burning with shame. She must think me a weak fool.

“Why are you afraid of small spaces?” she asked.

There was no mockery in her gaze. Only genuine concern. He took a deep breath, slowly letting the words flow. “It started when I was small. Because I was the youngest and the only son, my sisters thought I was such a pest. So when they didn’t want to look after me as Mother instructed, they would…they would close me into a cupboard or a grain bin and not let me out, sometimes for hours, and I would scream and no one would come.”

“It’s okay,” Shona said. Her arms slipped around him and drew him close. “I understand. You don’t have to be ashamed. ‘Tis a strong man who willingly admits he’s afraid.”

The comforting tone of her voice—or perhaps, it was the comfort of her touch—took his fears away. He hid his face in her shoulder, slipping arms around her and holding tight, and her warmth soothed him. For moments, they said nothing. Then slowly, his heart stopped marching and his chest stopped feeling as though someone had laced him up in a tight leather jerkin.

“Listen,” Shona said at last. “I will make you a promise. I’ll stay with you. I’ll talk to you. I’ll even hold onto you, if it helps. I’ll get you through the dark barrier and beyond. But you have to promise me one thing.”

“What?” he asked, drawing back from her.

“That if I ever see a bee and start screaming like a ninny, you won’t make fun of me,” she said, and her cheeks flushed.

“You’re afraid of bees?” he said, one eyebrow rising.

Shona nodded. “So you have to promise. You’ll be my bee slayer, and I will make your small spaces seem bigger. Agreed?”

“Can I just shoo the bees away?” Alaric asked. “I mean, slaying bees is overly dramatic even for me, and besides, I’m rather fond of honey.”

“All right,” she said, “but you must promise to do whatever one does to make bees go away.”

“Well, generally, you smoke the hive and…” He caught the look on her face. “All right, I’ll be your champion and smoke the bees away for you, and you can be my guiding light in small places.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” she said, crawling to her feet and offering him her hand.

Alaric took it and stood. His mage light globe had dwindled to a pale shimmering in his panic, but now he fed it again and watched it shine more brightly than before. Shona still held his hand as they made for the wall. There, he paused and took a deep breath. Shona moved to the side and put her hand on the real wall. With a deep breath, she plunged into the barrier, leading Alaric. His vision washed black, and he could not stifle a startled gasp.

“It’s all right,” Shona said, her grasp tightening. “I’m still here.”

Alaric sighed. “Tell me,” he said. “Why are you afraid of bees?”

“It happened when I was five,” Shona said. All I wanted to do was fetch more honey for my oatmeal, and I honestly thought bees just gave honey to you the same way cows give milk…”

She spoke on. Alaric closed his eyes, letting the cadence of her voice and the strength of her hand guided him along the path he could not see.

He realized then just how much he trusted her.

~

“What drivel,” Tane whispered to Vagner’s mind. “All this talk of bees and farming is boring me.”

The demon said nothing. Even Vagner’s eyes could not see in this strange dark and the conversation was offering him a means of guiding himself. Furthermore, the magic that wrought it stung like tiny bees. He wondered if Tane could feel the same sensations. He hoped so. He still wasn’t certain why Tane had not noticed when Ronan commanded the demon to stop Alaric. But then, all this strange magic felt as though it was connected to the bard’s spirit in some familiar way.

“When I have the Dragon’s Tongue, the first thing I will do is order you to bite off that silly young woman’s head,” Tane continued.

“What if I don’t want to?” Vagner thought.

“What?”

“I rather like Shona,” the demon said.

“You like her?” Tane’s thought were rife with mocking humor. “And I suppose you think she has a certain fondness for you as well?”

“We are friends,” the demon replied. “She has been kind to me.
They all have, except for Fenelon.
Now, his head, I would bite off tiny little pieces at a time if it pleased you…”

“It would indeed,” Tane said.

“But it would not please Alaric,” the demon added.

Tane sighed. “I do not see the point in this conversation.
If I order you to bite off her head, you will do it…”

“And if Alaric orders otherwise?” Vagner wore a secret grin. “After all, I am bound to him as well…”

“I will deal with him when the time comes, you impudent monster!” Tane snarled. “Now hurry.
This dark is making me itch.
Damn the magic in this place.
It burns like nettles.
You’re supposed to protect me…”

“It burns me as well,” Vagner said. “I cannot protect you from the pain when I cannot protect myself…”

“Then hurry,” Tane ordered. “The sooner we reach the Dragon’s Tongue, the better.”

Vagner said nothing. He stumbled through the dark, taking his time, and satisfied in the knowledge it hurt Tane as much as it hurt the demon.

There were some rewards in pain.






  







FIFTY EIGHT
 

Fenelon was enjoying this madness much more than Etienne thought wise of him. He started out flying straight at the waterfall, but then one of the battlemages managed to cut across his path and forced him to veer like a hawk. Etienne chose to go higher instead, which turned out to be a better move than she expected. For one thing it gave her ample opportunity to see just where Turlough and the platform were.

Closer than she expected, it turned out. No more than a few hundred cubits. Turlough clung to the rail with his beard flying back into his face. Demented terror was visible in the bulge of his eyes and the baring of his teeth. Yet he encouraged the navigator to go faster. The mages who were unable to leave the platform were looking rather green and uneasy. Even the navigator looked like he might be having misgivings.

This is not good, Etienne thought glumly. Fenelon dodged a second battlemage just as a third flew towards her with a grim expression. I don’t have Fenelon’s skill at this. She could fight or she could fly, but she had her doubts that she could do both at the same time.

Flight, then, she decided, and waited just long enough to be assured her own attacker would have to compensate dearly before she flitted out of his path. And it worked for the moment. His momentum in flight carried him well beyond her, giving her plenty of time to take off in another direction.

“This way!” Fenelon shouted. 

Etienne looked up in time to see two battlemages closing on him, and one was coming from behind him. And Fenelon seemed intent upon the man who faced him.

“Look out!” she cried.

Just when she thought her warning was too late, Fenelon surged upward, and suddenly, his two attackers met chest to chest in their vain attempt to shift with him. Like a couple of netted crows, they dropped towards the ground.

“No!” Etienne screamed.

Her concern, it turned out, was not necessary. Fenelon shouted, “Adhar cum,” and suddenly their descent was stopped. Then he looked towards Etienne and motioned towards the falls.

“Follow me!” he said and took off once more.

Etienne shifted her direction. She glanced at the two men who had nearly fallen to their deaths with a moment of relief, then turned her attention towards her own escape. Fenelon was making a straight path towards the waterfall again, and Etienne wondered just what he had in mind. They were getting close enough that she could feel the wind of the falling water buffeting her.

Fenelon made for one side of the curtain of water. He suddenly disappeared behind the rush. Etienne almost lost her spell as he did. “What?” It took a few moments for her to realize he had found an opening under the falls. She took the same path and felt the damp spray wash over her. Horns, she was apt to freeze if this soaked her. And then what good would it do?

Fenelon was up on a ledge that set back into the cliff for a good ways. Plenty of space to stand, Etienne noted as she landed. “This is your plan?” she asked as she looked at him.

“Use what nature gives you, love,” Fenelon said. “Water is a powerful element. It will keep Turlough from casting fire.”

“As well as our selves,” she reminded him.

“Ah, but you see, Turlough has never been one with water, so to speak. It’s not an element he can readily control.”

“Neither can we in this place,” she said with a frown.

“Wrong,” Fenelon said. “We have Lunari beads now, remember?”

She glanced down towards the entry way. “We’re also about to have company,” she said.

One of the battlemages could be seen just around the end of the falls. He hovered as though debating whether it would be wise to enter unaccompanied, or to practice bravado and go alone. Etienne said a silent prayer he would wait and give her time to gather her own wits. A quick glance told her there was no other escape.

“And this is wonderfully defendable. Observe.” Fenelon touched the beads then stretched his right hand towards the opening and the unassuming guard. 

The water of the fall suddenly came alive when it lashed at the battlemage and soaked him. He retreated rather than continue to receive another unwanted bath. Under other circumstances, Etienne might have been mildly amused, but not here. Not now. Besides, a shadow had formed against the opaque wall of water and ice, and Etienne had a feeling Turlough had arrived.

“Attack or defend, love?” Fenelon asked.

“What do you mean?” she said, frowning at him.

“I expect they’ll start rushing us with spells at any moment now, and it would be wiser if one of us plays the aggressor, and one of us defends,” he said, quirking his eyebrows.

“Is this a part of your plan?” she asked testily. “Trapping us here and forcing us to go to war with Turlough and other members of the Mage Council?”

“Well, no,” Fenelon said and brushed back hair that was looking damp. “My real plan was to lose them, but that’s starting to look more difficult than I hoped. So I say we need to be the distraction. As long as Turlough’s pissed off enough to come after us, he’ll be too preoccupied to interfere with whatever Alaric and Ronan are doing.”

What they are doing, she thought glumly, is taking on Tane without our assistance. Not to mention the fact her own apprentice was there. She worried about Alaric, but she admitted only to herself she was worried about Shona more. The lass was intelligent and gifted and fearless, but those talents might prove useless in a confrontation with a bloodmage of Tane’s experience.

Etienne had little time to debate the matter further in her own mind. A shout alerted her to the three battlemages who were surging at the gap as one.

“Uisge mhor buail!” she shouted without even thinking. The edge of the waterfall heaved and closed in like a giant backhand, smacking the three and tumbling them away.

“Good shot,” Fenelon said. “So you’re attacking?”

“Defending,” she said stiffly and chose a place on the ledge that gave her ample view of the area behind the width of the fall. “You gain much more pleasure out of battle than I do.”

“Very well,” he said and stretched a hand towards the icicles that formed here and there. “Isa gath saighead buail!”

Large shards of ice tore away from the overhang and charged through the waterfall with the ferocity of a crossbow bolt. Outside the roar, she faintly heard a wooden thunk as one struck the platform, and several voices raised panicky cries of warning.

Horns, she would much rather have been down in the heart of this crater helping Alaric and Shona and Vagner just now.

But Fenelon was right in one way, she was reluctant to admit. As long as Turlough was occupied with this battle, Alaric and the others were somewhat safe…

So why didn’t she feel reassured?

~

To Alaric, the dark of the tunnel went on forever, and the hundred cubits Ronan had claimed were starting to feel more like five hundred. Another illusion? If it were not for Shona’s voice, he might turn and flee back to the light.

“…So I never quite got over the fear,” Shona said. “Now, it’s your turn. Sing me a song…”

“A song?” Alaric said. Her hand gently squeezed his as reassurance. “Here…in the dark?”

“Why not?” she asked. “Since when do you need to see to sing?”

Well, she had a point, he begrudgingly admitted, and heard a faint chuckle in his head. “Come on, Lark, you can sing in the dark…” Ronan teased.

“Actually, I think a song would be a splendid idea,” Vagner’s disembodied voice echoed.

“So…what shall I sing?” Alaric asked.

“Definitely something cheerful,” Shona said. “I know. Do you know a song called Gin Ye’ll Be My Lassie?”

“I don’t think so…”

“I do,” Ronan said.

Shut up! Alaric hissed inwardly.

“Then I’ll teach it to you,” Shona said. And she launched brightly into the cheerful tune without a care. Her voice echoed pleasantly through the dark.
 

“Gin ye’ll be my lassie,

I’ll let ye milk my kye.

Put yer hand upon the udder,

Stroke it low and stroke it high.

Put yer hand upon the udder.

Hold me pail betwix yer thighs.

Oh, I’ll let ye be my lassie if

Ye promise ta milk my kye…”
 

Shona sang on, and Alaric was laughing out loud before he could stop himself. The song hinted at a certain raunchy behavior that turned out to be an innocent, misunderstood proposal. “Where did you learn that?” he asked when he could finally draw a breath. The demon’s laughter filled the dark as well.

“My father taught it to my brothers,” Shona said, “and they could never resist bawling it at the top of their lungs while milking. It’s actually a popular courting song in the Highland Ranges…Oh, my!”

Shona suddenly stopped, and Alaric pushed forward to see what had startled her so. The black suddenly gave way to a blinding, cold, blue-white light.

“Horns!” Alaric hissed and released Shona to throw his hands up over his eyes in order to shade them from the sharp brilliance. A moment of blinking adjusted them, however.

“By all the gods,” Shona said, peering between her fingers as she shaded her eyes.

“What is it….gahhhh!” Vagner’s question shortened to a howl of pain. The demon threw up claws and wrapped chiropteran wings about him as if to shield himself from the light. He hunkered as steam suddenly rose from his hide, as though the light were burning him, and Alaric heard a voice curse, a voice that came from somewhere around the demon. An old memory of dreaded pain charged out of Alaric’s memory. He knew that voice!

But Vagner’s distress was filling their ears with agonized cried. “Gahhh! The pain!” the demon shrieked, his tone rising to a pitch that resembled the piercing chirp of a bat. Alaric was forced to abandon the moment of certainty as to whom that voice belonged to. The demon was terrified, and his pain was trying to lash at Alaric through the bond they shared. And just when Alaric thought the pain would come to him, his affinity for the magic in this subterranean haven stretched a shield of power around his mage senses without him summoning one himself.

What? Alaric thought.

“He’s not meant to be here,” Ronan said. “This place is poison to a dark creature like himself.
He must leave at once.”

“He’s on our side, Ronan,” Alaric retorted in his head. “We might need him!
There’s got to be something we can do to help him.”

“You will have to shield him in darkness, then,” Ronan said. “But it would be better to make him leave…”

“I will not let him leave!” Alaric argued. “What if Tane were to find him and use him against us?”

“Tane should not be able to enter this place…”

“We don’t know that for certain!”

Silence at first, then Ronan hissed, “So be it…” and began to whisper words of an ancient spell in no tongue Alaric recognized. But he repeated the words aloud all the same.

A keen filled the air, as though the magic were resisting him at first, when silence came as an aura of translucent darkness sprang up to cover the demon. Vagner gasped, wild eyes flashing up as he took hard breaths, like one who had nearly drown and was enjoying air again.

“Vagner, are you all right?” Alaric asked.

The demon averted his gaze and nodded. “Thank you,” he whispered, and looked over his shoulder almost fearfully. “For a moment I thought I would die…”

“I will never let that happen,” Alaric said. 

The demon turned back, surprise filling his reptilian eyes. “Truly?” he asked, as though not daring to hope.

“Truly,” Alaric replied and looked at Shona.

The demon sighed. For a moment a look of pain creased his features. Then, ponderously, he rose to tower over them. “I will be fine now,” he said wearily.

“Are you sure,” Alaric asked. “You sound rather worn and…” He reached out to touch the demon, and Vagner shied away from the hand that drew near him.

“I will be fine,” Vagner repeated, his gaze wandering about the place in which they found themselves, and registering a mixture of wonder and dread. “By the Barbed One’s Toenails, what is that…?”

Alaric turned from the demon. What the young bard had first only perceived as pure light now had shape and form.

They stood in a chamber so vast, he could not measure it easily with his eyes. Looking up, he saw it grew like a cylinder over their heads, walls of black rock—pumice and obsidian—gradually leaned inward and dangled with stalactites. Have we come so deep? Above, at the very center, he perceived a tiny pinprick of daylight.

“How?” he whispered. “We were up there, and I don’t remember seeing any holes in the ground…”

“There are illusions above as well as below,” Ronan said.

But we walked up there, Alaric argued in his head.

“Indeed, and we did not fall. But you must remember that not everything here is what it seems. The vast power the ancients held created all you see to keep the darkness from ever being brought to life again.

Alaric’s gaze dropped back to the area before them. It was as though the ground sank a bit. At the heart, he saw a huge circular platform of stone around which little vents of steam escaped. In fact, it reminded him a little of a cork stuffed into a bottle. Several sets of steps rose to his upper surface which was well over his head and out of sight range. Alaric hesitated, then started down the slope towards the platforms. He stopped at the base of the closest set of stairs. Each step was marked with the elemental rune of fire. He leaned over and touched them. Nothing happened, so he started to climb.

“Alaric, be careful,” Shona said, holding back with a look of uncertainty.

“Come with me,” Alaric said and held out his hand to her.

“This is one place a demon cannot go,” Ronan said. “His presence would corrupt the magic above and could cause danger to you.”

Reluctantly, Alaric sighed. “Vagner, why don’t you patrol around the outer area and see what you can find.”

“Apart from sulphur and brimstone and a great deal of light?” the demon asked.

“You cannot come up here,” Alaric said. “So perhaps, you should stay down here and watch…maybe look around and see if you sense Tane. The last thing we need is him surprising us.”

“As you will,” Vagner said, and Alaric detected the hint of reluctance in the demon’s voice and expression.

“We’ll be fine,” Alaric added with a smile.

The demon did not respond. He merely moved off around the circumference of the platform, and Alaric felt a twinge of guilt. He sighed and moved on, taking Shona’s hand and giving a tug. She looked pale. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I fell like someone was walking over my grave,” she said with a furtive glance around. “Are you certain it’s wise to send Vagner away?”

“Ronan said demon essence would corrupt the magic above,” Alaric said as he led her up the steep stairs.

“And what’s to say our presence will not be found as adverse…” Shona said. “None of this feels right to me, Alaric. I hate to admit it, but I’m a wee bit scared.”

“Of what?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “It just feels strange to me…”

“The magic here is very ancient,” he said. “Older than the Great Cataclysm. From the First Age of The World, I think. But this is not where it was originally. It was all put here at the time of the Great Cataclysm to protect the Dragon’s Tongue from ever being found by those who would carry out Arawn’s dark designs…”

“How do you know all this,” she asked, and her hand trembled in his.

Alaric shrugged, and offered a reassuring squeeze. His head now rose above the platform’s edge. And there, he paused to take in the wonder of it all.

“Oh, my,” Shona whispered.

The platform’s surface was formed of smooth, grey stone, and beneath his feet, Alaric sensed that heat and cold were at war. Around the outer edge of this platform, four tall columns rose. Five times Alaric’s own height from the edge, there appeared to be a carved moat with four bridges that led to the next higher platform which appeared to be made of a brownish agate. He could barely see the tops of archways in some sort of henge or broch, and around that, the brilliant blue-white glow, like a ring of white fire.

I’ve been here as well, Alaric thought, and a tremor went through him.

“Yes, you have,” Ronan said. “Now…I will sleep.”

What?

He felt Ronan hesitate as though thinking what to say. “Only one of us may be conscious in this place…Otherwise, the powers here will be…confused, and might not let us pass.
And since you now possess the knowledge of the Champion of Light…”

Ronan! But the bard’s presence seemed to fade, though Alaric knew he was there, Ronan was silent and still.

“Is something the matter?” Shona asked.

Alaric shook his head.

We’re just on our own now, he thought.








  







FIFTY NINE
 

“This is far enough, demon,” Tane whispered.

Vagner stopped. He was close enough to the edge of the platform to be hidden from sight.

“Put me down,” Tane said.

With a sigh, Vagner crouched. He felt the weight slip from his back. Tane stepped outside the darkness that protected the demon, drawing his own cloak of shadows around him to shade himself.

“Now,” Tane said. “We will follow them…Invisibly…”

“The magic here will not allow that,” Vagner said. “I can feel that.”

“What do I care if the magic is unfriendly,” Tane said. “I want the Dragon’s Tongue, and once I have it, the magic here will be mine to command or destroy.”

“What if it destroys us first?” Vagner said. “The little master warned me…”

“I am your master, monster,” Tane retorted. “And the magic cannot stop us now that we are inside. And anyway, he only told you that to keep you away.”

“I don’t believe you,” Vagner said. “He does not lie to me, or force me into the form of a helpless girl child, then abandon me in a tower of flames to die…”

Vagner suddenly felt Tane reach through his bond to the demon, hissing Vagner’s True Name with acidic vengeance. A pulse of fire burned a path across the demon’s nerves. Vagner opened his mouth to howl in pain as he dropped to his knees, but no sound came, for the same power Tane used to punish the demon gave the bloodmage the power to silence Vagner as well.

“Do not mock me if you wish to live, beast!” Tane snarled inside the demon’s head. Vagner slumped to the floor. By the Barbed One’s Tail, if he could just put an end to this pain and be free of it forever…

Then calm washed over the demon, building a shield around him. Protective warmth soothed the demon, singing his True Name. At first, he thought Alaric had discovered his plight, but then, he realized the presence had a certain “otherworldlyness” to its essence, almost demon-like in it power. And yet, Tane did not notice Vagner no longer felt the terrible pain the bloodmage wrought.

“What?” the demon thought.

“Be still.
Say nothing,” the other’s voice whispered in Vagner’s mind. “Let him think he still causes you pain.
Pretend to promise to obey him…”

Tane stood over the demon, wearing a wretched smile. “Choose, beast,” Tane said. “Do as I say, or die now!”

“I will do as you say,” the demon responded, and felt Tane’s attack retreat. Gingerly, Vagner rose to tower over the man.

“Good,” Tane said. “Now, work your illusion, demon, so they will not see us following them…”

Whoever you are, I hope you are hearing all this, the demon whispered in his deepest thoughts.

“Patience,” the other replied. “We will both have our sweet revenge before this day is done.”

Vagner could only hope that was the truth. He wove his illusions so he and Tane would appear invisible to all eyes.

Then slowly, they made for the nearest set of stairs and began to climb.

~

Something briefly brushed Alaric’s senses; the impression that all was not so well in his slightly less than perfect world. But as quickly as the sensation came, it was gone. It had a familiar essence, though.

Ronan?

Ronan did not respond. His lack of communication made Alaric frown. He’d come to accept the Bard’s spiritual company as though it were a natural part of himself, and only now that it was silent, did he realize he missed the chatter.

“Well? What shall we do now?” Shona asked.

“I think we should start by looking at all the pillars,” Alaric said. 

Cautiously, he walked across the grey stone of the platform to the nearest one of the outer columns that rose from cardinal points along the lower platform’s edge. There were words and symbols carved into it’s inward face, and he suspected the others would be marked in the same way as well. Gently, Alaric touched the bottom lines. Shona stayed close, watching with a hint of trepidation mixed with her own curiosity.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen runes like these,” she said, “though they do look a little like the ones we saw on the statues on the stairs.”

“They are,” Alaric said. “And they are also like the ones on the demon skin map in the library of Dun Gealach.”

“I wonder what they say,” she said.

Alaric took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Magic buzzed around him, and he let it flow. The column began to glow under his hand. He sensed it even through his eyelids as he heard Shona gasp and felt her hitch back. Alaric opened his eyes to find the glow had spread so that he sparkled with a multitude of firefly lights. And within it, he sensed a vague, sentient warmth, like a sleeper rousing from a long, hard slumber.

“Alaric?” Shona said, and her voice carried an edge of panic that her eyes revealed more clearly.

“I’m all right,” he assured her. “It means me no harm…In fact, it knows me…”

“Knows you?” she repeated, her concern still evident. “Do you mean…it’s alive?”

“Well, yes and no,” he said, watching the lights dance across his fingers when he moved them. “I think it’s an elemental spirit…or maybe, just a memory of one. It’s hard to explain. There’s something bittersweet about it, like cinnamon on my tongue. I feel a life force, but it’s like no essence I’ve ever encountered before.”

Or have I?

Hail Champion of Light!

Alaric gasped when he heard that disembodied voice rising from the depths of the menhir. He quickly pulled away from the stone, rushing over to Shona’s side and turning back to face whatever presence they were about to encounter.

The columns surface took on a fiery glow, and a figure appeared to draw out of that stone. Taller than any many, it had the clean figure and handsome face of one. But its hair fluttered about its head as flames, and its eyes were burnished coals of red-gold.

Hail Champion of Light.

“Uh…greetings?” Alaric said carefully.

But the creature went on as it if was unaware of Alaric’s words. Instead, it raised a flame-licked arm and pointed a finger toward the heart of the platform as it spoke.
 

Listen and know.

Four bridges cross the water bright,

But only one will not drown you.

Threefold paths open the ring of earth,

But only one will not bury you.

Twice time, the fire will part its flames,

But only one gap will not burn you.

Air has but one opening among the many

That will not suffocate you.

Only by choosing wisely,

May you enter the Center of All Thing.

Just follow the path of the Sun in all

And you may enter with ease

But should you take the sinister path

The burning womb awaits your fall.
 

With that, the fiery figure faded back into the column. Only then did Alaric remember how to breathe again.

“Horns,” Shona whispered. “What in the name of the Lady the Silver Wheel was that?”

Alaric shrugged as he took a deep breath. “I’m not really sure. Some sort of message, I imagine.”

“But what does it mean?”

“Sounded like an ancient riddle.”

“A riddle,” she said. “That’s just wonderful.”

Alaric managed a faint smile. “If will be more wonderful if I remember how to solve it.”

“What about Ronan?” Shona asked. “Surely, he could tell you.”

With a frown and a shake of his head, Alaric said, “Ronan is asleep.”

“Asleep! At a time like this? How dare he leave us like that? If I could get into your head, I would give him a piece of my mind.”

“He said only one of us could enter this place,” Alaric said. “My body, so my mind must be awake, I imagine.”

“Well, we can’t just stand here, can we?” Shona put her hands on her hips and looked around. “Let’s see if we can sort it out…”

Alaric nodded and stepped over near the column once more to study the writing. Now he could see that one of the symbols on the face did look like a map, and under that map was a rune in the shape of a flame. He stared at it thoughtfully, then glanced over his shoulder at the nearest of the four bridges crossing the moat to the upper platform.

“Four bridges…only one will not drown us,” he muttered and narrowed his eyes…What was it Ronan had said about the illusions in this place? “Three of those bridges are not real,” Alaric said aloud.

“So which one do you think it is?” Shona asked.

“That’s a very good question,” Alaric agreed. “Let’s walk around and check the other columns. Which way do you want to go.”

“Me?” she said, sharply raising eyebrows. “I’m not the Avatar here. Besides, what was it that elemental said about following the path of the sun if we didn’t want to fall into the fiery womb?”

“Oh…yes,” Alaric said. “So I guess we walk sunwise.”

“I would think so,” she said.

They started around the edge of the platform, and Alaric did notice there seemed to be a faint pattern, like the growth rings of a tree, etched into the stone at his feet. The one he followed led in an arch to the next menhir. Alaric stopped and looked at the inward face of the column. This one carried the same writing, and the same map, but instead of a symbol that looked like a flame, it bore one that looked like water. Alaric put a finger to it as realization dawned.

“Water’s cardinal point is to the west,” he muttered.

“And fire is south, and air is north and earth is east,” Shona said. “Even a green apprentice knows that much…”

She paused and looked at him, then pointed back towards the stone they had left behind.

“Fire to the south. Water to the west.” She smiled. “And I bet that stone is air and the one on the other side is earth!”

“Exactly,” Alaric said with a smile. “Which gives us cardinal points for the riddle. So which bridge do you think will hold us up?”

“The bridge closest to water,” she said. “We’re supposed to cross here…” She pointed in towards the bridge that was indeed facing this way.

Alaric nodded. With the water column to his back, he started straight at the bridge. Shona trotted along behind him until he stopped. Close as he was now, the bridge didn’t look so solid. In fact, it seemed as though someone had carved it out of very clear ice. Like a still pond, it stretched across the gap. He knelt at the very edge and barely touched it with a finger. It rippled.

“Horns,” he muttered.

“What? What’s the matter?” Shona said and leaned over to look.

“This looks like its made of water,” he said.

She crouched beside him and touched it for herself, and gasped to see it ripple even more.

“Oh, my…you’re right…”

“It doesn’t look very solid,” he said and stood up.

“Maybe we should go on around and try the other side?” Shona suggested.

It was a thought, he had to admit. Earth was more solid than water. But the elemental being, or whatever it was, said four bridges of water…

Alaric sighed. He was not going to get anywhere at all standing here. It briefly occurred to him that there might not be a reason to even go on. As confounding as this was, surely Tane had failed…

But some small part of him did not agree with such a hopeful assessment of the matter. I have to be certain the Dragon’s Tongue is there.
I have to be certain it is safe…

He took another deep breath as Shona stood up again. “It’s got to be this one,” he said, and gingerly put one foot on the edge of the bridge.

It jiggled, and he tensed, expecting he was about to be plunged into the moat, and hoping his childhood swimming skills would be to his advantage, when the surface grew firm under foot. Still uncertain, he put the other foot there as well. It gave just a moment, sending a sinking dread swirling through his stomach, and then it held.

A glance at his feet told Alaric the loose rippling surface was merely part of the deception. His boots weren’t even getting wet. “Come on, it is this one,” he said, and turned to offer Shona his hand.

She looked dubious, her face set in a tense mask. But she came forward and clasped his hand, and he felt her trembling like a new pup. She followed as Alaric took cautious steps forward and up the rise. The bridge of water remained firm beneath his feet. So strange, he thought, and he looked down to make sure he wasn’t going mad. No, the water was as solid as ice, though it rippled as he walked. He suddenly felt like one of the skimming spiders he used to watch skating across the surfaces of puddles and ponds.

Twenty steps upward, and suddenly, he had reached the other side. There, he stopped and looked back. The surface of the bridge still rippled a bit, then grew calm.

“Well,” he said, noticing his own voice was a little higher pitched than normal. “That…wasn’t so bad.”

“That was fantastic!” Shona said, and suddenly clapped her hands with delighted relief. “Etienne will never believe this…”

Alaric sighed, suddenly wondering about those they had left behind. He so hoped they were all right.

“Well, let’s just hope we remember which one to cross when we go back,” he said. “Maybe we should leave something to mark the way…”

“Sorry, as I told Master Fenelon, I left the breadcrumbs at home,” she said, and he chuckled, turning so she could not see the words brought a mist to his eyes.

Horns, he did hope the others were alive.

“Well, we’ll just have to improvise,” he said softly and pulled one of his gauntlets from his belt where he had tucked them earlier. He dropped it beside the edge of the bridge and looked back down…And stopped.

The lower end of the bridge had started to ripple again. Frowning, Alaric stared at the motion as it expanded across the smooth surface. But then, it faded, and he shrugged. A breeze, he told himself. Or a tremble in the ground. He had felt a few.

Besides, he had more important things to concern him. Where they stood now, he could see the ring of earth that rose like a rath.

Time to work on the next part of the riddle. He started on, moving sun-wise, as he pondered the riddle of earth.

~

You idiot! Tane hissed in the demon’s mind. Vagner winced at the sharp retort that wrapped itself into his True Name like the lash of a razor. You almost gave us away!

Sorry, the demon thought back. In truth, he had hoped to do just that, but he dared not tell Tane so.

Sorry is a mild word to describe your miserable efforts, Tane thought back.

Vagner grimaced. Well, he was sorry in so many ways. Sorry he was being forced to deceive Alaric. Sorry he had gone back to look. Sorry he had not bitten Tane’s head off before now, and damn the consequences. And ever so sorry he had allowed himself to fall into Tane’s trap in the first place.

I deserve to be banished to the darkest pits of Annwn!

Then again, being a demon, maybe he should rethink that threat. The darkest pits of Annwn would likely be a more pleasant place than the situation he found himself in just now.

For one thing, Tane would not be there…Or would he? Hard to know what plans Arawn might actually have for a bloodmage like Tane, and Vagner was certainly not so eager to ask the lord of death and doom for any particulars…

“Let’s go now,” Tane whispered softly and tapped Vagner’s shoulder.

The demon sighed and stepped onto the bridge of water once more. Surprisingly, it held him up as though it were composed of stone, but his footsteps created enormous ripples that rocked them just a little, and part of him was tempted to jump and see if he could actually make a splash…

Tread gently, you fool! Tane hissed in Vagner’s head and lashed at him again.

I am a demon, Vagner thought back. I am not a gentle creature.

Practice makes perfect, Tane said.

Only if it involves biting off your head, the demon thought to himself. He took more careful steps, still causing the bridge of water to jiggle, but not so wildly as before. And he would not say that he was not happy to reach the other side. In spite of its strength, he would rather have something “visibly” solid underfoot.

“Well, well,” Tane whispered softly, and pushed at the gauntlet Alaric had left on the next tier. “A trail…” The bloodmage pushed it again with his toe, this time heaving it over the edge of the platform and into the moat.

“What did you do that for?” the demon insisted softly.

“They won’t need a way back, will they?” Tane said with a sneer. “Now come on before we lose them.”

I’d like to lose you, the demon thought.

Hopefully, that chance would come.
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They were not giving up. Etienne could sense her growing fatigue. How Fenelon could keep going was something she could not understand. Oh, the Lunari beads still thrummed with sufficient power, but she could tell they were fading a little.

How long must we keep this up, she thought. How long can we do this?

“Surrender now,” Turlough shouted above the rush of the falls. Using a spell to enhance his voice, no doubt. “Those Lunari stones you stole will not last you much longer.”

“Neither will the flying spells on that platform if he keeps abusing them,” Fenelon quipped as he leaned forward and braced hands to his knees. So far, he was making prime use of the abundance of water around them to enhance his own attacks. While he could draw no essence from it, he could at least use it as a weapon. But Turlough apparently had a few tricks of his own involving stone. More than once, Etienne had been forced to step aside when large boulders flew through the water and smacked into the rocks over her head. They missed without harming her, thanks to her own deflection spells, but she got the impression Turlough wasn’t really trying to aim them at a specific target. Just use them as a terrible distraction.

“I said surrender!” Turlough snapped angrily.

“Oh, go jump in the river, Uncle,” Fenelon snarled back. “You want me, you’ll have to come in here yourself and get me!”

Etienne wished she dared to use her scrying spell. She would love to have seen Turlough’s expression.

Or not. Another smaller boulder came splashing through the falls, directed at Fenelon with more accuracy than before. He threw himself aside with an excited yelp. She deflected it with hardened air.

“Close, Uncle, but not close enough!” Fenelon taunted with a grin, then said in a lower voice, “Too close, actually.”

Horns, maybe we should surrender before Turlough does manage to hit one of us, she thought.

She would never say that to Fenelon, though. It was very unlikely he would agree.

~

Earth turned out to be a lot simpler to pass, for only one opening lined up with the eastern menhir, while the other two were at odd angles with the cardinal points. Fire was easy as well, though Alaric felt uncomfortable traversing the path that opened and closed to the south of the ring of white flames. At least, it did not close as he and Shona were passing through it, but he could still feel the intense heat.

Next were the windows of air. What he found in the center of the ring of fire was a series of multiple archways, and as he and Shona walked clockwise around them, they all looked as though they contained glass.

“This is very strange,” Shona said. “It’s as if there is nothing past this place.”

Alaric had noticed that as well. The glass was clear, but beyond it there was only a ball of white light, making it impossible to see if anything did exist beyond this point.

So far, at least, there had been no sign of Tane.

“Well, there has to be something in there, or all this would have no purpose,” Alaric said thoughtfully. He moved with caution, still following the sun-wise path. Behind him the flames roared, making it almost impossible to hear anything else beyond Shona’s voice. And yet, he kept getting the feeling there were other voices there. In the fire. In the earth, he had noticed them both places, and caught himself looking over a shoulder more than once.

“You’re giving me the chills doing that,” Shona said as he cast a glance back once more. “What are you expecting that you’re not telling me about?”

“Nothing,” he said. “It’s just…well I keep hearing things…”

“Voices?”

He looked at her.

“I thought I heard someone talking in an angry whisper when we crossed the bridge of water,” she said.

“And you didn’t say anything,” he said.

“Didn’t think it was important at the time,” she said with a frown. “And anyway, I didn’t want you to think I was afraid.”

“You’re not?” he marveled.

“Well…A little…”

“Me too,” he said.

They reached the northern edge of the series of arches filled with glass. Alaric took a deep breath and pushed against the nearest one as he faced south again. His hand passed through the glass as though it was not there.

“Well, here goes,” he said, and he took a deep breath in anticipation of being suffocated.

The glass was cold on his skin in spite of the heat. And for a moment, his vision blurred as though he had his eyes open underwater. It was much like the tunnel of darkness that had brought them here, he thought. The illusion of dark there had felt the same as the illusion of glass here.

But within a moment, he was through it, standing in a large circular space of pure white marble. It dazzled the eye with its brilliance, forcing him to shade his own as he peeped between fingers and tried to sort out where he was.

“Horns, these deities and their light,” Shona muttered and briefly hid her face in his shoulder.

“It is rather bright,” he agreed.

But then, his eyes adjusted as they had before, and he could see more clearly the area in which he stood.

It was a large circle of marble, surrounded by the arches of glass. From this side, however, they were clear, and he could see the ring of fire beyond them. The floor was a series of concentric circles around a central raised stump of marble that reminded Alaric of the mouth of a well. Everything was decorated with intricate marks and runes. Here, all the elements were represented. Air, Fire, Earth, Water, Sky, Stone, and some mark he did not recognize at all, but it had adorned the statue at the foot of the stairs, and bore the mark of what looked like a scales with pendulous lobes of black and white.

Cautiously, Alaric approached the central circle, ever aware he was entering a field of magic that was singing a mad song to his soul. He wanted to close his eyes and let it carry him along. But he also wanted to know what lie inside the rim of that well…

“Alaric, is something the matter?”

He turned, and she suddenly hitched back.

“What?” he asked.

“Your eyes…you’re eyes are…glowing…”

Alaric frowned. “I’ll take your word for it,” he said and turned back toward the well. Cautiously, he crossed the last circle of marks and leaned over the edge.

At first, there was nothing but light, but as he stared and squinted, he realized there was a shape within. Something long and forked and composed of…stone?

“What is it?” Shona asked. “What do you see?”

Alaric frowned. “A rock,” he said, knowing he sounded rather disappointed.

“A rock?” Shona quickly came forward to join him at the lip of the well. “It is a rock, isn’t it…”

Alaric continued to frown. Was this what he had risked his life for? A rock? He leaned over the edge of the well and stretched a finger towards it.

Fire leapt to his hand, cold as death and filled with rage. With a cry, Alaric jerked back. “Horns!” he hissed as his knees gave, dropping him to sit on the floor. Darkness. He felt darkness in the thing, and a sentient life that was filled with rage, and it was trying to suck him into it.

“Alaric?” Shona cried and reached out to seize his arm, lowering herself at his side.

“Not a sword,” he said. “Not a sword at all…Fenelon will be so disappointed.”

“What?” she said. “You’re sputtering nonsense.”

“It’s not a sword,” Alaric said. “It’s not even stone. It’s…alive…”

Shona pushed his hair from his eyes.

“Of course, it’s alive,” a familiar voice said.

Alaric gasped and turned. Shona was on her feet more quickly than he.

Standing at the entrance to the archway of air was Vagner. The demon looked sad, and not without good reason. In front of him was a figure that still haunted Alaric’s dreams.

“Tane!” Alaric shouted and lunged forward.

Tane put forth a hand and hissed, and Alaric went head on into a solid block of air. The force threw him back down.

“Alaric!” Shona cried and threw herself down at his side as he rubbed his forehead. Well, at least he had not hit his nose this time, he thought glumly.

“And I owe you a debt of gratitude for leading me to what I desire,” Tane said. “The Dragon’s Tongue is exactly that…it is the tongue of the Dark Mother herself. And with it, I am now going to rule the world…”

“Not if I have anything to say,” Alaric hissed and lunged to his feet again. This time, he got most of the way to the bloodmage before Tane lashed across with a hand and spoke the words of a spell. An invisible backhand tossed Alaric off to one side. He hit one of the arches and did not rise as his head spun madly.

“Vagner, kill them,” Tane said.

“I cannot kill him,” the demon replied.

“What?” Tane said and turned.

“I am bound to him, remember?” Vagner said. “I cannot kill him.”

“Oh, very well,” Tane said. He turned towards Alaric who was struggling to get back on his feet. “I’ll deal with him myself. Bas saighead buail…”

“No!” Shona screamed.

Alaric had just charged to his feet as she came running in his direction. Too late, he saw the death bolt leaping from Tane’s finger. Before he could warn Shona to stop, she crossed the distance into its path. The mage bolt caught her high in the back and threw her into Alaric’s arms…

“Shona?” he cried. “Shona!”

She looked at him, her face a mask of uncertainty. Then her eyes closed as she sagged against him, and her weight forced him to the ground.

“Shona, no,” he whispered, clutching her to him. But she remained limp in his arms, and he could feel life ebbing from her limbs. “No, Shona, please don’t die…I won’t let you die!”

But there was nothing he could do except to hold her.
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Alaric’s agony swept into Vagner, filling the demon with the sweet pain of remorse. While as a demon, he did not know true grief, he felt Alaric’s all the same, and it turned something inside the demon, opening feelings he had never borne before. Demons did not cry, he told himself, but there were tears on his cheeks, hot and salty as any a human could bear.

“Oh, how utterly sad and pathetic,” Tane said with a sneer. “Vagner, fetch the Dragon’s Tongue while I finish off this foolish love-struck bard for good…”

Vagner hesitated.

“Well?” Tane snapped and glared at the demon. “What are you waiting for, monster?”

Vagner frowned. “I want no part of this, Tane. Kill me if you wish, but you can fetch the damned tongue yourself…”

“Disobey me, will you, monster!” Tane snarled and lashed at Vagner through his True Name. 

The demon felt little more than a sting, but it was more than enough to give fire to his own rage.

“You!” the demon hissed. “You are the only monster here. You would destroy everyone and everything in your path just so you can be a god. Well, I will not help you. Fetch the tongue yourself, if you can.”

“What do you mean, if I can?” Tane snarled and rushed toward the well. “Very well, I will fetch it for myself, and bring the wrath of Na’Sgailean on you as well as the rest…”

But as Tane’s foot crossed the outermost of the six concentric circles that marked the floor around the well, rings of light rose. And as he touched the well itself, lightning struck him from the rim and threw him back. He landed on the ground, cursing in anger and pain.

“You and I are not meant to be here,” Vagner said. “Remember? The magic does not like us, and you have destroyed your one chance to gain that precious artifact.”

Tane crawled to his feet and glanced across the way where Alaric knelt, holding Shona close.

“Not yet, I haven’t,” Tane said. “Bring him here…”

“I cannot hurt him, remember,” the demon said. “You will have to fetch him yourself.”

“Pah!” Tane snapped and started around the circle’s edge. “Then leave, demon, for I have no more use for you.”

“Just like that?” Vagner said and moved into Tane’s path. “What happen to all of your glorious and terrible threats, manling?

“Get out of my way,” Tane said. “I need him to fetch the tongue, and you are not going to stop me.”

“I will not let you hurt him,” the demon snarled

With that, Vagner increased his size so he towered over Tane. The bloodmage merely frowned up at the demon.

“I am not the least impressed, and you will not stop me,” Tane said. 

Once more, he lashed again at Vagner through the demon’s True Name, and this time, the pain penetrated to the core. Vagner shrieked in rage and went to his knees, crying, “Alaric, help me! Make me kill him, Alaric”

“Help you kill me?” Tane said through gritted teeth. “He cannot help you, demon. He is no match for me…He has neither the power nor the knowledge to use you against me.”

“He may not have the power on his own, Dark One, but I do…” Alaric suddenly said.

The voice—the very inflection of the words—was not Alaric at all. Vagner managed to turn his head and look over his shoulder as Alaric gently laid Shona on the stones and rose to his feet. The youth stretched forth his hand, and Vagner could see the essence of the “other” in the fire that filled Alaric’s eyes. It was not just Alaric’s essence that took command now, but that of Ronan Tey. He wove a protective spell that rushed over demon in a torrential flood. Tane’s bond was melted away with cool relief, as Ronan and Alaric ripped away the last of Tane’s painful control.

“No!” Tane said. “This cannot be. You are dead!”

“And Alaric set me free of the bondage to which you condemned me,” Ronan said. “He has been my host since that night in the keep where you would have left him for dead. And now, the time has come for my revenge.”

“No!” Tane snapped, and ripping at the demon’s essence, he shouted, “Saighiud buail!”

An arrow of power launched itself across the way. “Adhar gleidh,” Ronan said, and the bolt was deflected harmlessly.

“This cannot be! I will have the Dragon’s Tongue, and you will not stop me…”

“By your True Name, Vagner, we order you to destroy Tane,” Ronan said, and a vengeful smile curled Alaric’s lip.

Vagner stood upright and smiled malevolently as he turned back to Tane. 

“Your turn,” the demon said.

“No!” Tane shouted and called a bolt of lightning, casting it at Vagner as the demon lunged for the bloodmage. Vagner dodged the bolt and continued at Tane. From the corner of his eye, he saw the bolt fly high and strike the far walls of the cavern. There was a blast and a crumble of stone as a section of the wall fell in from the funnel of the volcano. 

“I am your master,” the bloodmage said, backing around the circle to keep the distance to cast spells on his side.

“I have two other masters,” Vagner said with a sneer. “And they two are more powerful than the one. Oh, you have no idea how long I have dreamed and hoped for this moment.”

Vagner lunged again, raking at the bloodmage with claws. Tane shifted directions, drawing a small dagger from his boot and shouting the words of a spell. The dagger blade suddenly elongated into a sword, and he lashed at the demon’s claws. Vagner moved out of range, sensing the magic in the blade. My True Name is in that spell. By the Barbed One’s Tail Hook. The blade was demon-marked.

“Ha, not so brave now are you, demon.” Tane said and charged. 

Now it was Vagner who retreated as the blade lashed at him, seeking some target. The demon did not even dare strike back, for if that blade severed so much as a single claw, the demon would be destroyed. He could do nothing more than dodge and flee as he was forced into the concentric circles where the light still glowed. With a cry, the demon drew his darkness closer and thicker, for the light was trying to burn him.

“Now, you will fetch me the Dragon’s Tongue!” Tane shouted, “or I will make haggis out of you, monster…”

“No,” Vagner hissed through his pain. Oh, yes, there was pain. The blinding pain of white light grew stronger as he approached. But he could not get away, and as he neared the well, those jags of lightning lashed at him as well. He was thrown back towards Tane who readied his blade.

“Not so fast, Tane!” Ronan called in Alaric’s voice, and a blade of fire, solid as any steel, cut across the path and parried the demon-marked blade.

Tane turned to counter too late. Try as he did to cut down the youth now lunging at him, Tane missed, and the blade of fire slashed across his extended wrist. He screamed as it was severed and cauterized by the fiery steel. The demon-marked blade clattered to the ground with his hand still clutching the hilt, and shifted back into a dagger.

“Go ahead, kill me!” Tane snarled, clutching his stump to his chest.

“Ah, as much as we would like to, Tane, we do think there is another who has a more powerful claim to that task…” He stepped away and smiled. “Vagner…”

“No!” Tane shouted and struggled to rise, but Vagner was already there. The demon’s tail lashed out and seized up the bloodmage, jerking him off the ground and bringing him closer. The poisonous barb hovered just inches from Tane’s face. “No, you cannot!” Tane snapped and raised his single hand, calling pain with Vagner’s True Name. The demon stiffened as it lashed at him and coursed through him, but for every nerve Tane stroked, Ronan countered with soothing strength. “No!” Tane called. “Dealanach mhor buail!”

He had aimed the lightning at the demon’s head, and it was by the merest of fractions the demon dodged it. The bolt was tremendous, and even as it skimmed past, Vagner felt the sting of it. But he would not let its presence deter him. His jaws suddenly spread wide and closed over Tane’s head. There was a muffled shriek before Vagner bit down hard. Ah, warm flesh and life, he thought, and let his hunger rule as he swallowed Tane whole.

But Tane’s death did not stop that bolt from crashing into the top of the arches, and where it struck there was a sudden explosion of marbled stone. Pieces shot high into the air, striking the fragile walls of the inner column of the volcano shell. And suddenly there was an ominous rumble.

Horns, not again, Vagner thought and turned. Looks like it is time to get out of here.

~

Alaric was in a trance. When Shona took the bolt meant for him, it was all he could do to think. Then Ronan’s presence came over him like a wave, pushing and prodding and filling Alaric’s senses with that cinnamon bitterness so that Alaric had no choice in his weakened state to do anything but release Shona and rise to face Tane.

The rest was a blur, though he felt sure Ronan was behind it all. Ronan was awake and in command, and Alaric was a sleepwalker, working in tandem with the bard yet unable to control his own body. And Ronan…his essence burned with rage that felt inhuman. Alaric was sure Ronan had gone against Tane with some sort of blade the bard had called from the essence of this place. I certainly could not have done that.

But now, the world was starting to shake, and it grew harder to stay on his feet.

“Damn,” Ronan whispered. “This was not supposed to happen…”

“What?” Alaric asked.

“We better leave…”

Leaving sounded good. Alaric took charge once more, pushing the bard’s essence back and stumbling over to Shona’s side. She had yet to move, and as near as he could tell, she wasn’t breathing. He was about to kneel down and lift her when a claw seized him around the middle.

“Time to go, little master,” Vagner said.

“No, wait, we can’t leave her…and what about Tane?”

“Tane was not as tasty as I hoped, but he went down better than that little monster on the cliffs, and I have no intention of leaving Shona here…” The demon lifted her in his other arm.

“But…we can’t just leave. The Dragon’s Tongue…”

“Is going to be difficult for anyone to reach, I imagine,” the demon said.

Alaric looked up. The rumbling had increased, and great chunks of the wall of the volcano were starting to fall inward. The light of the platforms increased in intensity, and rocks seemed to bounce off an invisible shield of air.

“I don’t know how long that will hold, and frankly, I’d rather not find out,” the demon said. “Now hold your breath and hold tight to me…”

Alaric barely got a lung full of air before the fetid darkness closed over him. He clung tight, growing dizzy and marveling at the speed with which the demon moved. Then suddenly, there was light again, and they were high over the hole and the river, and looking down, Alaric could see that the world below was starting to collapse inward.

And there was magic in the air. A great abundance, and none of it natural to this place. Alaric cringed against the demon and looked out at the wall around them.

At the far end, he could see some sort of platform on which men stood. Among them, the all too familiar figure of Turlough was standing with arms raised as though about to cast some spell. And under it all, as Alaric stretched mage senses, he could feel Etienne and Fenelon somewhere behind the wall of rushing water.

“Horns! Take me to them! Gate me there now!” Alaric cried.

“As you wish,” the demon said, and his darkness swirled around them once more, forcing Alaric to hold his breath again.








  







SIXTY TWO
 

The first rumble of the ground beneath Etienne’s feet caught her attention most hastily. Bad enough, she was close to the edge of the ledge, but to have it suddenly tremble was not welcome sensation, especially since at the time, she was attempting to deflect the flight path of another of Turlough’s stones.

“Blessed Lady,” she whispered and staggered back from the edge. And as a result, the small boulder whizzed past her head within inches.

“Cut that one a little close didn’t you?” Fenelon called over to her from his place on the ledge.

His merriment and her retort were cut short as the ledge pitched again. This time, the tremor was strong enough to take Fenelon to his knees and drop Etienne into a sitting position. Flustered, she was still wise enough to be grateful for the thickness of her cloak and robes, as they would keep her from having to explain an embarrassing bruise.

“Hey!” Fenelon shouted. “Turlough, have you gone mad?”

Bits of stone dislodged themselves from the face of rock behind the falls and tumbled down with the water which now seemed to have developed a waggle.

“Horns, he started an earthquake, the bastard!” Fenelon snapped.

“I don’t think he had anything to do with this,” Etienne said, and pointed.

Here and there, the curtain of water actually parted at intervals to reveal the platform. Its passengers were clinging to the rails. The shock waves created enough turbulence in the air to rock the platform. And beyond them, she got small glimpses of what looked like a giant hole sinking inward towards the center of the volcano.

“Damn you, Fenelon!” Turlough called. “What have you done?”

“Me!” Fenelon tried to lurch upright and defend himself from the accusation, but he was thrown off balance again. Water was being splashed back at their ledge. Suddenly, this looked to be a very unsafe place to have fortified their selves, in Etienne’s opinion. Especially when the ledge tilted at a sharp angle and dropped both of them into the falls…

She opened her mouth to scream when something snagged her. Something large and scaly wrapped a tail around her waist and kept her from being plunged over the rim. That same long tail stretched to seize Fenelon as well. She looked up to find a demon’s toothy grin in her line of vision.

“Not a step I would recommend,” Vagner said with more than a hint of glee.

“Vagner?” she said.

“Get us out of here,” Fenelon shouted, his voice somewhat panicked.

“Where to?” the demon responded.

“The hut…anywhere! Just out of here!”

“Hold your breath,” Vagner said. “And keep holding it until you see daylight.”

Etienne took a deep one, and was grateful she got such a lungful of air, for suddenly, she entered some fetid darkness. She had never traveled through a demon gate before, and if they were all like this, she hoped she would never be traveling through one ever again. It seemed to take forever, but suddenly, there was light, the white expanse of a snowy mountainside, and below them, a small hut…The shepherd’s hut they had occupied the night before.

She sucked several breaths of air into her lungs. Vagner set her and Fenelon down first, then opened his arms to reveal Alaric and Shona. But as soon as Etienne saw Shona, she felt her heart in her throat, for the lass was not moving. Vagner cradled Shona like a sleeping child.

“Oh, dear,” Etienne said. “What happened?” She looked at Alaric as she spoke.

“Tane,” he said, barely able to get the word out. “He was trying to kill me. Shona…”

Etienne waved her hands and turned back to the demon. “Here, bring her inside, quickly. Alaric, which spell was it?”

“Death bolt,” he said as Vagner shrank enough to carry Shona through the door of the hut. It was freezing inside, but Fenelon was already casting warmth spells and fire spells in an attempt to heat the hut properly. He seemed quite relieved to have a natural source of power at hand again.

“Where did it strike her?” Fenelon asked.

“Her back…her shoulder, I think…I couldn’t really tell…I…” Alaric paused in his words. “Is she…?” His voice trailed off to a whisper.

“Dead?” Etienne said and touched Shona’s pale cheek with the back of a hand. “No…not yet. She’s strong. She’s fighting, but…”

“She needs a True Healer,” Fenelon said.

“Yes,” Etienne said. “Which I am not…” She hoped her voice did not betray her sudden anger at herself.

“What happened back there?” Fenelon asked Alaric. “Did you get to the Dragon’s Tongue…or does Tane have it…?”

“Tane is dead,” Alaric said. He looked weary and careworn enough that Etienne was torn between staying by Shona and going to the youth. “Vagner ate him…”

Fenelon looked up at the demon who grinned. “Fine,” Fenelon said, his expression dubious. “But what of the Dragon’s Tongue.”

“Look, it’s got to be safe because the whole place started collapsing on top of us…” Alaric said.

“And you didn’t bring it?” Fenelon said.

“It was a rock, Fenelon,” Alaric blurted. “A stupid piece of rock that felt so evil, I didn’t want to touch it, all right? Now, we need to get Shona someplace where she can get help, and you can ask me questions later when…”

“Fenelon!” a familiar voice shouted from beyond the door. “There is no escape now. We have you surrounded. You might as well surrender!”

Oh, horns! Etienne thought and turned towards the door. She sent mage senses forth to scry and was greeted by Turlough’s essence. “How did he find us so quickly?” she said aloud.

“Horns,” Fenelon groused and glared at the demon. “You didn’t cover your gate?”

“You didn’t ask me that. You only asked me to get all of you out of there,” Vagner retorted.

Fenelon looked like he would have said more. “We need a plan,” he said.

“We need to get Shona to a True Healer. Now!” Etienne blurted.

“All right,” Fenelon said, stretching a hand. “But we also need to get Alaric out of here. Turlough wants you dead.”

“Me?” Alaric said. “After all I’ve been through?”

He looked like he might start crying at any moment, and Etienne thought it brave of him not to, under the circumstances.

“Fenelon!” Turlough shouted. “You have to the count of ten to surrender, or I will bring this hovel down on your ears!”

Etienne looked at Fenelon who was pacing the floor. “We should, you know,” she said softly.

“What?” Fenelon retorted.

“For Shona’s sake, Fenelon. I can’t save her life. At least this way, she has a chance.”

“One!” Turlough shouted.

“She’s right,” Alaric said. “Better we surrender so Shona lives…”

“Are you out of your mind?” Fenelon blurted. “You can’t surrender, not with that demon attached to you!”

“What does it matter anymore?” Alaric said. “Tane is dead. The threat is dead. Surely Turlough will listen to reason.”

“Right, and you know nothing about my Uncle Turlough if you think that,” Fenelon said.

“Two!” Turlough’s voice rang.

“Look, we cannot stay here arguing,” Etienne interrupted, stepping between them. “I am going to surrender for Shona’s sake. At least that way, she can go back to Dun Gealach and have a chance to live.”

Fenelon rolled his eyes. “Right, and I should take Alaric and flee and leave you to Turlough’s mercy? Not wise, my dear.”

“He will not hurt me,” she said.

“Three!” Turlough’s voice sounded a little bored now.

“No, because I’m going to be there to see that he doesn’t,” Fenelon said. “But Alaric must leave.”

“Leave? How?” Alaric insisted. “And go where?”

“I know exactly where to send you,” Fenelon said. “But we have to be quick. I doubt, with all the mage power out there to assist him, Turlough will let me hold a gate open for long.”

“What?” Alaric said.

“Four!” Turlough said, and Etienne wanted to shout back at him to have a little more patience. But she knew he did not.

“Listen to me,” Fenelon said. “You cannot surrender because Turlough will likely kill you and Vagner on the spot. So I’m sending you someplace safe.”

“Where?”

“I don’t dare say. Just trust me, all right?” Fenelon said.

“I’m not going,” Alaric said. “You can’t make me…”

“Five! Fenelon, I’m halfway there.”

“Yes, Uncle, I can hear that,” Fenelon barked back. “We’re making a decision.” His attention turned back to Alaric. “Yes, you are going,” Fenelon said. “Because I can make you.”

He reached out and seized Alaric’s face. Vagner started to lunge to Alaric’s defense, but the demon suddenly stopped.

“Ronan,” Fenelon said. “Don’t let him come back, do you understand?”

Alaric jerked back, breaking the grasp and falling into the demon’s arms. Fenelon shifted his gaze to Vagner just as Turlough shouted, “Six!”

“Don’t you dare bring him back here, demon,” Fenelon said. “It’s your life as well as his.”

Vagner seemed to stiffen, and his arms clamped around Alaric who started to struggle and shout. “Let go of me!” Yet even Etienne could see that the order was a pain for the demon to disobey. Still, Vagner held tight, and Fenelon stepped back and closed his eyes.

“Etienne, I need a distraction,” Fenelon said.

She nodded and drew away from Shona to begin a second gate spell.

Stillness filled the room, following by an abrupt surge as Fenelon yanked what essence he could to him. “Geata foisgeal…” he began.

“No!” Alaric cried.

But Fenelon worked quickly, tearing open a gate, and Etienne was conjuring another over it as a masking spell. She felt the tension in the air as outside the hut, other mageborn began counter spells in hopes of slamming her gate shut before she could complete it, but that was the whole purpose. To keep them concentrating on her.

“No, don’t do this!” Alaric cried in vain. Fenelon tore open a gate. He looked up at Vagner. 

“Take him now, and don’t come back,” Fenelon said.

Alaric kicked and flailed at the demon to no avail. Vagner clutched Alaric tighter to the demon’s chest and launched them both through Fenelon’s gate.

The wood of the door exploded inward just as Fenelon’s gate faded. Etienne still held hers, and she banished it only when Turlough and his battlemages came surging through the gap.

“What in the name of Cernunnos have you done?” Turlough shouted. “Where have you sent him?”

Etienne said nothing, glancing over at Shona. Within moments, there were hands seizing her and Fenelon, and naturally, he put up a struggle for show. But in the end, he was bound and gagged, and so was she. Turlough was no longer willing to trust her…at least not at the moment. 

He ordered Shona carried off to the True Healer at Dun Gealach. For that Etienne was grateful. She watched as one of the battlemages opened the gate and bore the lass through.

The High Mage then looked at Fenelon and snarled. “I will find him, and he will not live beyond that moment. So you understand me?”

Fenelon merely quirked his brows as if to say, “In your dreams, old man,” before he was dragged through the spell gate. Turlough glanced at Etienne one last time then sent her through as well.

But not before she heard him tell one of his assistants, “Stay here and find out where she sent him…”

She breathed a small sigh of relief. For following her gate would just take him to the middle of a certain lake she knew…

She hoped the battlemage could swim.
 

THE END? HARDLY…
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