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The heartbeat couldn’t be hers. She was dead.
Maddeningly, however, the sound persisted—a strong, steady whump, whump in Carin’s left ear.
Through the blackness within her mind, half-formed impressions drifted like moonmist. They teased her with sensations to which she struggled to attach meaning. Her body lay sprawled across a surface that was hard enough to bruise her corpse. But her head and one shoulder rested on matter more yielding. Had her drowned remains come to rest on a rocky ledge in a supernatural ocean? Was this a pillow of seaweed cushioning her skull?
No, a thought whispered from a corner of her torpid brain. Seaweed and rock have no heart beating in them.
The rhythmic pounding in Carin’s ear hammered at her until a crack opened to admit a sliver of comprehension:
She lived.
If the heart-sounds were hers, then she wasn’t dead. If the heart beat in another’s chest and she heard it, then she was not only alive, but also pressing very near some other undead being.
Her eyes jerked open. They beheld what might have been a rumpled snowdrift bathed in the light of a blood-red sunset.
She stared.
Whump, whump in her ear deepened the crack, penetrated to the core of her cold-shocked mind—
Lucidity flashed through the breach, and abruptly Carin knew: the rumpled whiteness that pressed against her face was Lord Verek’s linen shirt. The reddish tinge on it was no natural light from a setting sun, but the glow from the walls of Verek’s vault of sorcery. The wizard lay on the cavern’s floor of polished stone. Carin lay atop him, her head pillowed on his chest, her ear to his heart, and her slowly focusing eyes inventing wind-drifted snow from the wrinkles of his shirt.
She gave a violent start, put both hands to the floor, and heaved herself off Verek’s unconscious body—so forcefully that she nearly toppled back into the ensorcelled pool behind her. She teetered on the pool’s rim, waging a brief, desperate struggle for life. To fall again into those glacial depths would kill her. The intense cold had cast her faculties into an abyss that must have no rival but death itself. Without the sorcerer to drag her up from that oblivion, Carin stood no chance of surviving a second dunking.
And her rescuer was in no condition now to extract her from the unnatural waters of his wizards’ well. Verek lay like a corpse. Carin’s sudden movement hadn’t roused him to consciousness. He appeared as lost in the abyss as she had been.
She kept her balance. Carin stumbled to safety, treading between Verek’s body and the enchanted pool that imperiled all living flesh, whether mortal or magian. She reached the nearest of the four stone benches that ringed the wizards’ well. Upon that seat carved with the symbol of a fish she collapsed, but she took care to avoid the shape that was cut into the stone.
The symbol, precisely centered and deeply carved, might be nothing but decoration. Like its fellows on the other benches in the cave—the image of a key chiseled into the seat across the pool from this one, a radiant sun on the bench to Carin’s left, a crescent moon to her right—the fish might be only a token of magical art. Maybe the four symbols were a wizard’s badge of office, as a king’s crown and scepter were emblems of his royal authority.
Or, Carin thought, maybe there’s magic in every line and curve. The events of her three weeks’ imprisonment in Lord Verek’s house had led her to suspect sorcery in all elements of his domain. She distrusted the blighted woodland outside his manor walls and the shape-shifting books in his library. But here in the cave below the library rose the undoubted wellspring of magic. Power flowed in the waters of the enchanted pool and in the lifeblood of the sorcerer who had submitted himself to it.
From her uneasy perch, Carin studied the blacked-out wizard at her feet. Verek’s shirt, though white enough that her addled wits had mistaken it for snow, was sweat-stained down the front and under the armpits. His blue wool vest lay crumpled on the floor where he’d thrown it.
Half rising from her seat, Carin bent to pick up the vest. The garment, previously soaked through with Verek’s perspiration, wasn’t even damp now. She and the wizard, one as near-dead as the other, had lain together on the floor long enough for the sweat to dry on Verek’s clothes and hair.
The wizard’s black hair, falling around his ashen face, set off features that Carin had never seen so still and so unguarded. The jaw with its close-cropped beard was slack. The parted lips, so pale, were framed by a thin mustache that met the beard below the corners of the mouth. Closed lids hid the fierce, dark-flaring eyes that had excited terror in Carin’s soul since her first meeting with the wizard. Only the slow rise and fall of his chest showed that his body held life.
The glossy blackness of Verek’s hair, graying nowhere but at the temples, suggested a man of fewer years than forty-four. How bizarre, Carin mused as she looked at him, that I know more about this warlock’s life than I know of my own. Between his housekeeper’s yarns and Carin’s own discoveries in the wizard’s library, she’d pieced together Verek’s life story enough to know that her captor was almost thirty years her senior—in mortal terms. But wizards live long. When his age was calculated by the standards of his kind, the gap between them narrowed considerably.
And what are the odds, Carin wondered, that in just three weeks I would discover more of Verek’s secrets than he’s revealed to most people in a lifetime? In the brief period since her blundering across a boundary that should have repelled her, Carin had learned more than even Verek’s fellow wizard, the venerable Jerold, could know. Certainly that old elf was unaware of tonight’s events, which had dropped Carin into the lethally enchanted pool and sent Verek diving after her.
Why had he done it?
Done which? interjected another thought, spilling in on the first.
It was a measure of her bewilderment that Carin was almost as unsure of her question as of its answer. Which of Verek’s actions was, in fact, the most inexplicable? That he would send her on a magical errand to steal a trinket from another world, and nearly kill her doing it? Or that he’d risk his own life to save a serving-girl who dreamed of destroying him?
The wizard’s right hand twitched.
The sudden movement brought Carin out of her reverie as if an arrow had whizzed past. She sprang to her feet and stared at the warlock, searching for signs of returning consciousness. There were none.
But though it wasn’t repeated, the spasm in the hand that Verek commonly used to raise his enchantments was a warning Carin could hardly miss. Fate had given her an opportunity that wouldn’t likely come again.
Do I want the warlock dead? she demanded of her tattered courage. Did I mean it today when I offered to knife him through his heart? Now’s my chance. If she acted quickly, before the wizard came to, she could rid herself of this enemy who was otherwise invincible.
Carin dropped the crumpled vest and darted behind the fourth bench, that of the crescent moon. She raced for the stairs that spiraled steeply to the library.
But at the foot of the steps lay an object that brought her up short. It was the crystal trinket on a golden chain that Verek had sent her to fetch—first casting her on the surface of his wizards’ well as though she were a wraith who could walk on water, then dropping her through into frozen nothingness.
What was the crystal doing here, lodged against the bottom step, its chain loose beside it? Before lobbing the trinket to Verek’s waiting hands, Carin had snugged the chain around the pendant, making a tidy package that had reached him intact. The moment he’d got his hands on it, he’d let her fall into oblivion.
From the depths of that void, Carin had had no glimpse of what he did next. But the evidence at her feet—the pendant and its now untidy heap of chain—suggested that the wizard had flung his treasure away, with force. Crystal and chain had piled up against the bottommost step like a runaway comet with its tail crashing into it.
Carin was bending to pick up the trinket when a whisper of apprehension stopped her. Just before Verek had let her fall, he’d shouted: “I cannot withstand its pull on you!” And in fact, she had seen in his grimacing, sweat-streaked face the strain of something, some invisible force that opposed him as he drew her back from her raid on an unknown world.
Had the crystal been pulling Carin away while the wizard fought to return her to his domain? If the trinket at her feet was imbued with such supernatural power, then she would be a fool to touch the thing again.
She snatched her hand back and glanced over her shoulder for reassurance that Verek still slept. Then Carin stepped over the crystal and hurried up the stairs, trying not to think about her plans for the wizard.
Her pausing, though, to mull over the evidence of the crystal, had given doubt a chance to undermine resolve. It would seem simplicity itself to kill Verek where he lay. But would the presence which haunted that cavern of sorcery—be it ghost, water-spirit, or other sort of disembodied intelligence—allow Carin to harm the wizard, its servant? The power that had once summoned her into its company might turn on her in Verek’s defense, were she to enter the cave armed with a knife.
The dragon, Carin reminded herself. I have the puzzle-book dragon.
If she spoke the incantation that conjured the Jabberwock, those fangs and claws might rise from wizards’ waters. But the presence that seemed part and parcel of those waters might rise, too.
Maybe she was deluding herself, to think that she—an inept mortal, and no sorceress—could successfully wield her own magical being against wizardry as powerful as Verek’s. In spellcraft, he was the master, and she not so much as an apprentice.
Carin reached the top of the winding stone stairs and let herself into the library where she had labored to bring order to the wizard’s disarrayed books. Through hours of stolen study, she’d also gained a knowledge of everything from archery and alchemy to Ladrehdinian geography.
And haven’t I also learned, she reminded herself, to draw her thoughts back from the direction they appeared to be heading, that the House of Verek has been badly served by its current master? Didn’t Verek’s own grandfather describe him as “the tainted seed”? And didn’t Lord Legary hide his words on a high, dark shelf as though he never wanted his grandson to find them?
Carin almost regretted her discovery of the Book of Archamon. On the day she tugged the ancient book into the light, she thwarted the wishes of the long-dead Legary and abetted Verek’s own designs. By delivering the volume into her captor’s hands, Carin had—she suspected—accomplished Verek’s true purpose in setting her to work in his library. He must have hoped she would find the words that were lost to him for twenty years.
The library, as Carin entered it now, was a black pit in the night. The lamps of evening had been put out hours ago, and the hearth-fire had dwindled to a few glowing coals.
She felt the darkness, felt her fear of it, in the prickling along her spine. But she ignored the sensation, long enough to grope her way to the nearest of the two high-backed benches that faced one another before the fireplace. This was the seat that Verek always took when he interviewed—or interrogated or upbraided—her in this room.
Carin rounded the end nearest the hearth and felt for the low table between the benches. Her searching fingers closed on a candle. She put the wick to an ember on the hearth, and with that new-kindled flame she touched off two oil lamps.
Feeling safer in the light, with her breath coming easier, she settled on the bench across from Verek’s and returned to pondering his fate. Could she kill him? If she didn’t do it now while he lay bereft of his senses in the cave below, she might never get another chance. But would she be permitted to harm him?
Perhaps the real question was: Would Carin’s sense of justice allow it? Verek, after all, had extracted her from his wizards’ well—evidently damaging himself while saving her life. He should have recovered his wits by now, unless the shock had injured him worse than it had hurt her. Certainly he’d gone in knowing how painful it would be to submerge his living flesh in that glacial liquid. His distress had been obvious on that other occasion, weeks ago, when Carin had seen him swept into the pool and hadn’t been sure he would survive.
As her eyes adjusted to the oddly cheerless light of lamp and candle flame, Carin detected a dark blanket opposite. It lay draped over the cushions of Verek’s bench, a vestige of a late-afternoon nap.
I was right about one thing, anyway. Her face warmed at the realization. That warlock was dozing in here, all cozy and snug, while he had me scared out of my mind.
Carin’s gaze roved from the blanket back to the table between the benches and found the kitchen knife she’d tried to use on Verek before tonight’s adventures began. The sight of it irritated her—to know that the wizard, after easily disarming her, had brought the knife in here and tossed it on the table. Then he’d stretched out on his bench, blanketed and peaceful for an hour’s nap. Carin had spent that same hour in an agony of fear, expecting it to be the last of her life.
But as she studied the weapon, no new impulse urged her to pick it up. The hot anger that had once fueled her had cooled. In fury’s wake, reason and—could she admit it?—principle now prevailed over emotion. Try as she might … and try, she did … Carin couldn’t picture herself stabbing the narrow blade into Verek’s heart, stilling the beat that had roused her from the blackness.
“Good work,” she muttered aloud so she would hear and fully appreciate the contempt in her voice. “You’ve talked yourself out of it.”
She wouldn’t try to kill the warlock, and everything about her decision smacked of cowardice. She was afraid of angering the specter in Verek’s cave of magic by going there armed, and in any case she didn’t have the guts to drive the blade home.
Couldn’t she come up with a reason that suggested wisdom, not just weakness?
Yes, she could. There was the captive woodsprite to consider. Verek had promised to release the creature when Carin had done his bidding to return the Looking-Glass book to … wherever she’d been tonight … and bring him the crystal trinket. The trade had been accomplished—at less cost to herself, it would seem, than to the wizard who had threatened to destroy the sprite if she failed.
Now that Verek had what he wanted, he must keep his promise to free the woodsprite. If Carin were to kill the wizard, the spells imprisoning the sprite might become unbreakable, assuring the creature’s death.
“For the sprite’s sake then,” she told herself with a little less shame. “It’s as good an excuse as any, if I need a reason not to murder a warlock tonight.”
Carin stood, but then hesitated anew as another dilemma presented itself. Should she go to bed, as she very much wanted to, and leave Verek as he had fallen? Or should she try to help him?
With her head tilted to one side, as if to force her contradictory sentiments to settle one way or the other, Carin walked to the small cabinet in the bookshelves where the wizard kept his liquor. The tart dhera that tasted of currants would warm a body, as she knew firsthand, from tongue to toes. From the cabinet she took a flagon of the glowing red liquid, but no goblet. If the warlock wanted the liquor, he could drink from the bottle.
Carin gathered the blanket from Verek’s bench and threw it over her shoulder. With the bottle in one hand and a candle in the other, she retraced her steps through the library and down the stairs. She descended quickly, unwilling to linger with her thoughts.
At the foot of the stairs she stepped over the crystal trinket, then approached the wizard’s inert form. Verek’s right hand now lay over his heart, where Carin’s head had rested. Otherwise, he was as she’d left him.
Carin set the flagon of dhera on the bench of the fish, where the wizard must see it when he woke. She spread the blanket over him and tucked it close around his body. Verek’s wool vest, retrieved from the floor and folded, made a serviceable pillow. Carin lifted his head to slip the vest under it, and her fingers buried up in his hair. It was satin smooth and, oh, so cold. To the touch he was a cadaver.
But she’d barely lowered Verek’s head to the pillow when he began to shiver lightly, with a motion as slight as the trembling of an aspen’s leaves on a still day. Her ministrations were bringing him around—
—And she had no wish to be there when the sorcerer regained his senses. The morning would be soon enough to speak to him of promises to be kept and an odd woodsprite to be freed.
Carin grabbed her candle. She didn’t need its light in the cave’s ruddy glow, but the way to her bedroom would not be so preternaturally lit. She took a step toward the library stairs. Then she paused and studied the wall opposite, behind the bench of the carved key.
Nothing in the wall indicated a doorway. But four times Carin had passed through a concealed portal in that expanse of stone—thrice with Verek’s permission, and once in a dangerous turn of spying. The secret doorway led far more directly to her bedroom. If she could go that way, it would save another stiff climb to the library and get her to her bed that much sooner.
Carin glanced back at the wizard. His shivering had grown more pronounced; he would rouse soon. She looked toward the library stairs, and almost elected to make her way up that familiar ascent rather than risk detection by the awakening Verek.
But then, like a rift forming silently in a canyon wall, a portion of the stone face swung inward, opening to a lightless stairwell. Carin stared, and didn’t try to suppress the shudder of mingled fear and awe that traveled her length. Whatever it was that haunted this cave had evidently chosen to grant her unspoken wish, perhaps reading her thoughts in her quick glances around the room. If that were so, then the presence must be watching her right now.
“It”—Carin did not dare say its name, even to herself—must follow her every move in the cave. It would have seen her throw a blanket over its servant Verek. Could it know that she had contemplated murdering the wizard, but she’d lost her nerve for fear of what that unfathomable force might do to her?
Unwilling to disturb the silence, Carin only nodded her obeisance to the invisible presence. Keeping her eyes lowered, she walked to the portal. The moment she passed through into the stairwell, the door swung shut behind her. The gap sealed itself as completely as if it had never been.
Exhaustion weighed on Carin by the time she climbed the last of three flights and gained the upper corridor that would take her to her bedroom door. She slipped along the chilly, unlit hallway, holding her candle barely an inch from the wall. Her free hand trailed over the stonework, feeling for any break that might reveal the entrance to Verek’s private rooms. But his wizardry of last evening held firm: the bespelled doorway remained as hidden to Carin’s touch as to her sight. She wouldn’t be fetching the sprite from its prison-tree in Verek’s sitting room as long as the sorcerer’s concealing magic prevailed against her.
Staggering the last of the way, Carin reached her own door and pushed through into shadows. She stripped and crawled into bed, and cradled her knife-hand close to her body. Despite the severe wrenching Verek had given it when he disarmed her, Carin was vaguely aware, as she drifted off, that her wrist barely hurt now.
The knocking came from the underside of a black lagoon. It sounded both muffled and remote, like a diver with a mossy hammer tapping the hull of a ship below the waterline. The tapping, repeated again and again, brought Carin swimming up from deep sleep.
And when she roused enough to know the sound for knuckles rapping at her door, she also knew whose hand made the fist. On those rare occasions when the housekeeper bothered to knock, the good-natured Myra never waited for an answer, but simply let herself in. Only the master of this house condescended to give Carin some privacy.
“Just a minute,” she called, thick-tongued. She fumbled back the bedcovers and reached for her clothes, leggings first. The light outside her window was the colorless paling of the sky before cockcrow. She’d not been permitted much sleep.
The fist rapped at her door.
“Wait! I’m coming,” she snapped, louder, and hurried to pull her oldest, shabbiest shirt over her head. She drew her long auburn hair from under the neckline as she walked barefooted to the mortised timbers that closed off her bedroom from the corridor. Her hand on the latch, Carin sucked in a breath and held it as she opened the door to the warlock she knew was standing there.
The apparition who faced her across the threshold was hardly recognizable, however, as the wizard Verek. His hair hung around his face like lank seaweed beached by a storm. His skin was pallid. Bouts of shivering shook his lean frame as though a fitful wind assailed him. He clasped around his shoulders the blanket Carin had spread over him in the cave. A faint scent of dhera intimated that he’d also accepted her gift of his liquor.
Verek’s eyes, which could burn like white-hot iron when he worked wizardry or lost his temper, were subdued. His gaze expressed only a weary surprise as he studied her from the doorway.
Carin let out her breath but said nothing. Just because she hadn’t killed him didn’t mean she was happy to see him.
Verek eyed her for a moment more, as silent as she was. Then, braced against the doorpost to keep on his feet, he addressed her in a voice that had more life in it than the rest of him appeared to possess.
“So—it goes easier with you than I had foreseen, and worse with me than I might have imagined. It seems you do not suffer so deeply the wasting cold of wysards’ waters.
“Tell me, then,” he growled. “As you have endured the trials of this night with body whole and mind sound, why didn’t you take the opportunity that was laid before you to do me violence? Shall I dare to hope you have at last divined that I am not the enemy?”
Carin knifed the wizard in the neck.
She riddled the stableboy with arrows and gloated as Lanse’s corpse tumbled off his horse into a pile of wind-drifted leaves. His blood tinged them more brightly than autumn had colored the forest when this miserable journey began.
What are you going to do to me now? she silently demanded of her captors. What could be worse than this mad errand you’ve dragged me on?
As if in answer to Carin’s unspoken query, the wizard Verek turned in his saddle and glared at her. “I tell you for the last time: ride up and join our company.” His voice was as brittle as the leaves under her mare’s hooves. “To lag behind with your sullen face hiding your black thoughts is a fool’s pastime. These woods harbor cutthroats.”
Like me, you mean? If only, she thought, and suppressed a mirthless smile.
“Leave off with daydreaming,” Verek ordered, “and put your eyes and ears to use. These woods have ears and the scheming eyes of scoundrels who may watch us even now.”
To have died so many times in Carin’s imagination, Lord Verek and his groom remained irksomely healthy and in charge of her. Carin heaved a sigh through clenched teeth. She tapped her heels, urging Emrys to a brisker walk that brought them quickly up to the leader of this small expedition.
But before the mare was well settled behind Verek’s mount, an arrow—this one real—thudded into a birch tree so close to Lanse that the boy could have touched the shaft with his fingertips.
Verek jerked his bow up and sailed an arrow toward the unseen attacker. Lanse’s shot followed hard on his master’s. The wizard’s cry of “Cover!” was wasted breath. The three riders were off their horses, diving for the underbrush, even as the forest returned the echo. Carin ducked behind a tree near enough to her captors that she could watch where they watched and, straining her eyes, probe past them into the gloom at their backs.
All was peaceful. The sudden disturbance had interrupted the quiet of the forest as might the brief, bounding flight of a deer. Now the hush of early winter descended again. A chill breeze brought to Carin’s ears no hint of booted feet trampling dead leaves. Nothing flitted past bare branches to betray a concealed archer or to suggest any renewed attack upon the party led by Lord Verek of Ruain.
While their riders waited motionless, the horses of Verek’s company nosed aside fallen leaves, searching for tufts of grass that the lateness of the season hadn’t rendered unpalatable. The almost-silent skirmish and the quick dismounts had not alarmed the beasts. Verek’s dark-gray hunter, called Brogar; Carin’s trim little mare, Emrys; Lanse’s nameless gelding, and the packhorse that carried the bulk of their supplies browsed placidly, as though glad for this chance to rest.
Silent minutes later, Verek nodded to his groom. Both stepped from behind their trees. Lanse caught the horses’ trailing reins and tied them beside the forest track they traveled. Then he stood with his bow bent, an arrow on the string to answer any thief who might have designs on the animals.
Verek worked his way, soundless as a thought, in the direction of his bowshot. Carin glided after him like a slim shadow, preferring the wizard’s company to the society of his servant or the hidden dangers of this remote but inhabited forest.
And anyway, she reflected, it isn’t as though I have any say in who I stick with. The ensorcelled band of iron that Verek had fastened around her right ankle ensured she wouldn’t stray far from him.
Before they’d left his lands in Ruain, Carin had put his wizardry to the test and discovered why Verek had full confidence in the iron’s ability to keep her from escaping. The farther she traveled from her captor, the tighter the band drew about her ankle. It snugged up appreciably when she ranged out of his sight to change her clothes or relieve herself. Beyond those limits, she began to know the extremity of pain that such an instrument could inflict. Should Carin stray too far, the iron would tighten its grip until it severed her foot from her leg.
The wizard couldn’t make much protest, therefore, against her following him now. Indeed, Verek seemed too intent on his quarry to even notice her.
Watching the black-garbed warlock slip like a night-bat from tree to tree, Carin was glad not to be the one he hunted. Verek had ferreted her from hiding, espied her through walls—even read her mind, she suspected—often enough to prove that he perceived things mortals couldn’t. His magian senses were acute, and not easily eluded. If the bowman who had shot at Lanse lacked the good sense to take himself far from this place, then Verek would find him.
The wizard dropped to a crouch.
Carin froze.
In a moment, Verek straightened and strode boldly between two leafless alders, making no further effort at concealment.
As she hurried to join him, Carin nearly tripped over the reason for his lack of caution. A body already on its way to becoming a skeleton lay in the leaves. Verek’s arrow protruded from the thin chest. The wretch’s clothes were threadbare, his feet wrapped in rags. So emaciated was the corpse, Carin marveled that the man had had strength enough to draw the bow that sent an arrow Lanse’s way. It was clearly an act of desperation. A half-frozen derelict on foot attacking a mounted party of three—two of them well armed—could hardly have hoped to succeed.
Carin looked away as Verek put his foot on the bony chest and yanked out his bloodied arrow. She returned her gaze to find the wizard bent over the body, taking the bow from the dead man’s hand.
“Fool!” Verek spat the word with such vehemence that Carin slid him a look to be sure he indicted the slain bowman and not herself. Very often, the wizard called her a “young fool.” But he generally did it with a sort of half-tolerance, and not in the tone he was using on the corpse at his feet.
“Better for all, had this half-wit laid aside his weapon and made petition as a beggar,” Verek grumbled, partly to Carin and partly to the forest around them. “His folly has cost us time, and himself his life. Had he stood at the wayside to beg a meal, pity would have moved me to give it to him. Prudence now demands that I take the wretch’s only treasure, this well-made bow, to keep it from the hands of those who might use it more tellingly than he did.” Verek glanced at Carin, then away. “Drisha take this fool’s soul and leave the body to the wolves. We’ve no time to dig a grave.”
He shouldered the dead man’s bow. “Come,” he ordered. “Thanks to this vagabond’s error, we’ll have a harder ride than we once faced to reach Deroucey by nightfall.”
Returning to the horses and their guardian, the wizard slipped the confiscated weapon into the case on the packhorse’s back that held Carin’s own indigo-blue bow. That beauty was “hers” only in the sense that she’d loved the weapon from the moment she found it leaning against the door of the bedroom where she’d slept during her month under Verek’s roof.
She’d been allowed to use the bow for only one afternoon, while the wizard tutored her in shooting. That afternoon’s archery lesson remained among the more astonishing of all the events Carin had lived through in Verek’s labyrinthian manor house. Why the wizard had indulged her, if only briefly, in her desire to master the bow had never been made clear.
Why he would bring “her” weapon along on this crackbrained expedition was even less apparent. Both he and Lanse used their own bows with surpassing skill—the boy’s ability proof that his master had trained him well. Besides their bows kept at the ready, both wore dirks at their sides. And Verek carried a longsword in a saddle scabbard.
Even if he were willing to let Carin go armed—which he was not—the wizard didn’t need her inexpert bowmanship to bring another measure of protection to their company. Quite apart from the weaponry he carried was the formidable arsenal of magic that Verek commanded.
Fear whispered to Carin—a vestige of recent terrors—as scenes flitted across her memory: the wizard conjuring fire … summoning a knife to his hand with a snap of his fingers … draping spells over the woodlands of Ruain to make an impassable curtain of enchantment … or—most dreadful of all—trafficking with bodiless spirits.
And if cold iron or wizard’s cantrips should fail to protect this expedition, they might fall back on Verek’s uncanny mastery of the healing arts. By such craft alone he could keep his companions safe from the ordinary hurts to which mortal flesh was subject. Carin’s gashes and bruises had healed within hours when the wizard applied his herbal remedies. If the vagabond’s arrow had found its mark in Lanse’s back, the wizard’s skill as a healer would have mended the boy within a day, she didn’t doubt.
Weaving with Carin’s thoughts were the words of Verek’s housekeeper, the talkative Myra: “So long as the wound doesn’t reach the vitals, dearie, the master’s healing dusts will stitch it up in no time. My good master can stir up a potion to cure ’most any ailment.”
Myra’s “good master”—the woman’s estimation of him, not Carin’s—mounted his horse and led their party off down the forest track at a brisker pace than before. As they chased the winter sun that dropped low in the sky, the breeze out of the north freshened. Carin reached with a gloved hand to pull up her hood and tuck it around her face. Then she retreated again into her ruminations, much as she withdrew into the folds of the cloak that Myra had sewn for her from napped woolen in a green “to match your eyes,” as the woman had said.
If I’ve got to go adventuring when the winds and snows of winter lie ahead, Carin mused, at least I’m not going afoot and threadbare.
In the days before this journey began, Verek’s small household had been frantic with the preparations for it. The wizard’s own wardrobe and trappings had needed few additions to have him ready for travel. But Carin, and to a lesser extent the stableboy Lanse, had required much new clothing and gear. Besides the cloak Myra had made for her, Carin had received three pairs of felt-lined wool breeches, knitted stockings and linen smallclothes enough to don fresh every day for a week, three linen shirts, overgarments of soft, warm wool, a quilted underjacket, and a coat with twenty pewter buttons down the front. Her mid-calf boots, crafted of soft-tanned horsehide, were made-to-measure to cover her small feet as comfortably as their own skin.
No doubt, I’ll be the best-dressed manservant to accompany a noble traveler into Deroucey tonight, Carin congratulated herself wryly. Her roving thoughts replayed the fit that Myra had pitched when Lord Verek ordered the woman to transform his maidservant into a footboy.
“Cut the girl’s hair!” Myra had exclaimed. “Nay, my lord, I cannot! I pray you, do not ask it of me. Bob her lovely hair? That great ruddy mane? To comb and dress it gives me much joy. Would you cause me sorrow in equal measure, with this hateful act you bid me do?”
The wizard had been surprisingly tolerant of his housekeeper’s opposition. Carin—eavesdropping from the unlit passageway between the minor wing of Verek’s house and Myra’s kitchen—had been ready to step up and get it over with, if the woman seemed in danger of provoking her master’s temper. But Verek had replied patiently:
“Answer me this, Myra. Would you have the girl ride from here to the western mountains with that great ruddy mane drawing the eye of every man she meets? Will you trust in the gentlemanly ways of each rogue whose path crosses hers?
“I tell you distinctly, mistress: I look for rougher manners in our fellow wayfarers. Indeed, I can scarcely vouch for the honorable conduct of both riders in whose company she’ll travel. The resentments that bear potent sway with Lanse have stripped him—as you well know, Myra—of any regard for the civilities owed a lass of his own station.
“Tell me, then,” Verek had continued. “Would you send the girl on this journey with that remarkable mane inviting unwelcome glances? Or will you do as I ask, and shear it to a length befitting a gillie who is newly come to his lord’s service? So scrawny is the girl from neck to heel, she’ll pass handily for a boy—once shorn of that hair. Though it’s a fair-faced lad she’ll make, I grant you. But do you not think, Myra, that I may more readily defend her against those lechers who might fancy a pretty ‘footboy,’ than against all the rakes who would desire such a gloriously tressed servant girl?”
Lurking unseen in the passageway, Carin had felt the blood rush to her face. From Myra’s silence, she gathered that the gray-haired matron was also disconcerted. The housekeeper, however, soon found her tongue.
“Well, now, m’lord,” Myra had begun, in a tone that said many minutes would pass before silence again filled her kitchen. “As you’ve asked me what I think, I’ll tell you. Surely it is I who must say it. I think it exceedingly unwise, sir, for a man to leave his snug, warm home long after the last straggling geese have fled this northern country—with a cold wind behind to help the feathered twits on their way. ’Tis too late in the season by far, my lord, to be riding forth on any foolish errand to the western mountains. If you don’t die in a blizzard or break your bones falling from some icy precipice, then it’ll be Providence alone, and not your own good sense, that saves you.
“And ’tis the greater folly still, good sir—if you’ll suffer me to say it,” Myra went on, emboldened by her indignation, “to drag along a girl who’s had more than she needs of such adventures—the very waif who came to our doorstep not a month past, in rags and tatters, bravely fending for herself in the middle of nowhere but half starved. After all the time and trouble I’ve been put to, to get meat on that spare frame of hers, she’s so thin even now that a stiff wind could blow her away. ’Tis a wonder that coddled mare of hers hasn’t mistook the stripling for a handful of wheat-straw and gobbled her up, so spindly is she.
“’Twas in my mind, master,” Myra had continued in disappointed tones, “to have a great feast at Mydrismas, such as hasn’t been seen in this house since your noble grandsire feasted his cohorts and their households for leagues around. ’Twas in my mind to sit the girl down to the Mydrismas table and not let her rise ere she had put some curves on that stick-thin figure.
“And if I may speak my mind”—
At this, Verek had snorted, as if expressing his doubt that the woman could address him more frankly.
—“I’ll say this, too: For all your talk of that great mane of hers drawing men’s eyes, I think you see none but a child when you look with your own eyes at that girl’s frame. What else could you see in her, my lord? She’s hardly more than skin and bones … she might be elves’ kin—all wide eyes and lanky limbs.
“But I wonder, master,” Myra had rambled on, as was her wont, almost losing Carin as she jumped from thought to thought. “Do you see how much like yourself is that lonely, clever girl? Do you see how she buries herself in your grand library, filling her head with all the learning to be found in those musty old books?
“Do you see what a pair you are, my lord, you and that well-spoken child, who earns her place in this household as the only soul to speak keenly to you of books and puzzles and mysteries? You’ve no sense in your heads, the one or the other of you, when it comes to those dusty old books.
“And of a certainty, my lord,” Myra had concluded, finally making her point, “you’ve no sense inside that skull of yours, sir—though whipped I may be for saying it—to be thinking of taking that girl on a journey halfway across Ladrehdin in the dead of winter. For I’ll tell you a thing that maybe you’ve given no thought to, in all your scheming for this enterprise. Though I call her a child and you may think her one, the girl is no infant. She’s a young woman, with a woman’s body and womanhood’s ways.
“Will you be stopping in some fleapit inn or filthy hole every month of your journey while the girl is in the dark of her moon? Or will you make the lass ride on, sick and bleeding and hurting, through the cold and the snow? ’Tis not to be thought of, my lord!
“Abandon this reckless venture, I beg you. Let winter find you safe at home, with Lanse tending his horses and the girl her books. But if you must go on this foolish journey, then leave the girl behind in my care. ’Tis neither wise nor proper that she be on the road for months with two men—neither of them a husband nor a blood relation to her.”
Though hidden in the passageway, Carin had wanted to disappear through a crack. She could only guess at Verek’s reaction. In the silence that followed the housekeeper’s speech, Carin had imagined the wizard sipping his ale, his unquiet eyes glimmering while he considered his reply. Then he had sighed, but in a manner that expressed no change of heart.
“It is with a thought for the wisdom—and the proprieties—of traveling in the company of a young, unwed woman that I command you as I do,” Verek had said, a flash of anger evident in his clipped tones. “Obey me, then. Cut her hair. Dress her in boy’s garments. Speak to me no more of the trials of womanhood. Do you think me blind, or so long bereft of my own lady’s companionship that I cannot distinguish between an unfledged youngster and a lass of marriageable age and condition?”
When Myra—a woman who was seldom speechless—made no reply, the wizard seemed to repent of his brusqueness. Addressing one matter that she had raised, he added in a voice less edgy:
“There are herbs, good woman, to stem the flow of the female humors in the dark of her moon. It will do the maid no harm, only ease her journeying, to drink each day a draught that I’ll prepare. Spare me, therefore, further argument, and see to your duties. There are provisions to be secured and clothing to be sewn. You’ve work enough, mistress, that you needn’t add to your burden by harrying yourself into such a state as you’ve fallen today.”
The sudden scraping of a seat pushed back and the ring of hard-soled boots across the kitchen floor had signaled the end of that singular exchange between Verek and his housekeeper. Carin had fled down the passageway and upstairs to her bedroom, herself and her spying barely avoiding detection.
Alone in her room, she’d dropped onto the bed to consider her limited options. Should she try again to get away from Verek, to spare herself any part of a journey that promised as much danger as misery? For weeks already, she’d sought a way out of his manor and found none. Her one, earlier attempt at escape had ended disastrously, landing her in a “root cellar” that was worse than any dungeon …
Recalling that episode now, as Carin followed her jailer through the somber forest, she tightened her cloak around her. Yet she couldn’t suppress a shudder at the memory of that pit of black horror, utterly lightless and cold enough to chatter the teeth in a moldering skull.
And so I chose to go along on this madman’s errand, she chided herself, thinking I could easily escape when I’d gotten clear of Verek’s lands.
Her plan had seemed simple. Stay with the wizard and his groom until they reached a western country that was as unfamiliar to her captors as to herself. Then steal Emrys and flee, using the forest and the dark, narrow lanes of its scattered settlements to evade Verek’s pursuit.
But then the wizard had snapped his cursed band of iron around Carin’s ankle, binding her to him. In her mind’s eye she had begun to see the magic as an infinitely strong thread, thin as a hair, tying her to the wizard. She could neither slip the knot nor break the thread, but must stay always tethered to her captor.
Carin stared at Verek’s back. Clop, clomp came the hoofbeats of the mare she rode, striking the ground as steadily as a timepiece, marking the passing of these minutes among all the dismal hours she’d endured on this journey. And yet she had left Verek’s lands in Ruain barely two weeks ago. The village he had named as their goal for tonight, Deroucey, was only a minor objective on a quest that threatened to last through the winter and—if she lived to see it—into the spring.
Peeling her gaze off Verek, Carin pushed her hood back and glanced around. The late-afternoon light was dimming into the gray of evening. High overhead, thin clouds hid the first few stars. Twilight spread gloom through the trees.
The wind ran cold fingers through Carin’s cropped hair. As befitted her station as Lord Verek’s lowly “footboy,” she now had the shortest mane of the party. Myra—the woman’s face dark with disapproval—had done her master’s bidding and bobbed Carin’s auburn hair. Once halfway down her back, now it lay in a face-framing pumpkin-shell cut that barely brushed her earlobes. In contrast, Lanse’s long brown curls tumbled over his coat collar. The wizard’s straight, black hair fell to his shoulders, swept back from his forehead and held off his face by a silver fillet.
But did the narrow band on Verek’s brow serve more than a utilitarian purpose? Carin had never seen him wear it to keep his hair out of his eyes when he rode to inspect his land holdings, or when he engaged Lanse in swordplay. Might the coronet announce to strangers his rank? Or was it the ensorcelled mate to the iron band that encircled Carin’s ankle? Except for the metals of which the two were made, her shackle resembled Verek’s headband.
Or was it, Carin wondered, a bespelled shield that kept the wizard from working magic when ordinary methods would serve him better? The possibility had come to her about a week’s travel past the borders of Ruain, when she realized that Verek had worked no wizardry—nothing overt, anyway—since leaving his own lands. Was he deliberately hiding his abilities? Or was he forgoing the use of them now so he’d have the fullest measure of his powers later on?
The prospect gave Carin pause. If Verek expected to have his mastery tested, that said much about the dangers they might face before this quest ended.
Her roving thoughts lit upon a flash that illuminated the forest track ahead. She tensed, prepared to spring from the saddle and into cover at Verek’s first warning. But the wizard didn’t slow.
Carin, following close behind, stood in her stirrups to peer past her captor. Ahead she made out a flaring torch that jutted from a timber-built stockade. As they rounded a slight bend in the path, a second torch came into view. The fitful light of the pair played over a gateway sealed by iron-strapped doors.
Deroucey, she realized, and heard Verek mutter the name like an echo of her thought. “At last,” the wizard added, and Carin detected a note of relief in his voice.
He rode up to the gate. “The Lord of Ruain wishes to hire rooms for the night,” he announced, loudly, to the unseen guard. “Will you open to an honest traveler who pays in coin?”
“Gladly, my lord,” came the muffled reply. One door screeched inward, opening just enough to admit Verek and his servants and horses. The silver that Verek dropped into the gatekeeper’s palm elicited a heartfelt “Drisha bless you, sire!”
Inside the walled town, the streets were nearly deserted. Evidently the people of Deroucey sought the comforts of their evening hearths as soon as night fell. Guided by one of the few natives who were still abroad, Verek led his party to the finest accommodation in town—an inn called “The Grand.” It was more meek than magnificent, but entirely satisfactory to Carin. After two weeks of sleeping blanket-wrapped on the ground and washing sparingly, she was eager for a bed and an all-over bath.
They dismounted at the inn. Verek stepped inside to arrange their lodging, leaving Carin alone with Lanse.
Watching him from the corner of her eye as she struggled, with gloved fingers, to untie her satchel from the packhorse, she saw Lanse jerk his saddle-roll off his gelding. He swung it, hard, into the packhorse’s face. The gray, shying from the blow, plowed into Carin and knocked her to the ground.
Wordlessly—she didn’t even mutter an oath—Carin got up and dusted off. She stroked the startled beast, quieting it until it would let her claim her baggage. She didn’t so much as look Lanse’s way again, but mentally she tallied another mark against him.
This new offense joined the dead branch with thorns as long as Carin’s middle finger that had found its way into her bed-blankets and her flesh. It aggravated the hurt from the pewter mug with its handle turned so long to the fire that she’d burned her fingers. It deepened the rancor between them, as had the scorpion that fell out of her boot two mornings ago. Carin had, prudently, shaken her boots out before pulling them on, thus avoiding the sting of that particular trap.
How many rocks must Lanse have turned over to find the vermin stirring this late in the year? That he would go to such lengths to harass her didn’t bode well for the remainder of their journey together, especially considering that Lanse had punched her once—only once, but hard enough to break Carin’s cheekbone.
Remedying that injury had required a benign bit of spell-weaving from Verek—spellcraft the wizard hadn’t been certain would work on the “peculiar foundling” from elsewhere who had washed up on the shores of Ladrehdin. It was only Verek’s threat of dire punishments, should Lanse lift a hand to her again, that had saved her, Carin knew, from suffering worse from him than pranks.
Tonight, apparently satisfied with his mischief, Lanse didn’t trouble her further. By the time Verek rejoined them, the boy had the bags off his gelding and the wizard’s hunter. Carin stripped her personal gear from the mare and unburdened the now-calm packhorse. The gray showed by the droop of its head the fatigue that all four horses must feel after the day’s forced march.
“The stable is there.” Verek laid his hand on Lanse’s shoulder and pointed to an unlit structure down the lane. “The innkeeper instructs you to give a shout at the gate, and you’ll raise two sturdy lads to help you tend these beasts.
“Here,” Verek added, and reached into his leather belt-purse for two pieces of silver. “Give the lads these. Coin buys the best care. When you’ve seen to the horses, claim your supper from the innkeep and be shown to our lodgings. Our host offers nothing but cold meat and day-old bread, but perhaps you’ll find it to your liking after a fortnight of your own cooking.”
In the dim light from the open door of “The Grand,” Carin eyed the wizard. Was it possible? Had her dour, unsmiling captor made a joke at his groom’s expense? Drisha knew—as did Verek and herself—how poor a cook the boy was. Carin never complained, however, for fear of getting the job. Her one hotheaded attempt to stab Verek with a kitchen knife had apparently disqualified her for cook’s duty, and she didn’t want to be reconsidered for the post. Let Lanse wield the pots, pans, and butcher knives.
If Verek’s words were meant in jest, they provoked nothing from his groom but a short nod. The boy led the horses off down the lane, leaving Carin and the wizard to haul their baggage up steep stairs to their rooms.
The innkeeper was there before them, spreading their evening meal on a trestle table in the front chamber. He had already kindled a fire on the hearth; the leaping blaze would soon have the chill off the room. The round, bald hosteler faced them wide-eyed and wrung his hands nervously.
“’Tis an honor to have you with us, m’lord,” the man rumbled in deep, hearty tones. That he spoke bravely to cover his uneasiness was obvious. Carin had used the tactic too many times in her own dealings with the wizard not to recognize it in another.
“I fear, good sir,” the innkeeper went on, “that you’ll be thinking this a house unfit for gentry, seeing as how you’ve caught us with nary a lad on hand to carry up your packs, nor a lass to wait on you at table. May I hope, m’lord, that you’ll forgive such poor service to a noble guest, seeing as it’s Mydrismas Eve that you’ve come to us? Not a lad or lass will work tonight, if they’ve any living soul in Deroucey to call kin. But on the morrow, sir, all me lads and lasses shall be at your service, ready to fetch and carry as you may command them.”
Mydrismas Eve? Carin gave no outward sign of surprise. She stood quietly beside the hall door, her eyes lowered as was proper for a gillie in his master’s presence. But her thoughts raced back over the past two weeks, searching for the moment when she’d so thoroughly lost track of time as to forget the major festival of the season.
No wonder the streets were deserted tonight, she realized. All who honored Drisha had been early to temple with their prayers and tithes, and then had got home before sundown to feast with their families. Mydrismas Eve was a night, as the innkeeper said, for young and old to gather with kin to celebrate and retell “the stories,” the traditional legends and fables of Ladrehdin. None but the friendless, the destitute, and the desperate were abroad on Mydrismas Eve.
What must this fat man think, Carin wondered, glancing sidelong at their host, to be serving cold meat and common ale to the Lord of Ruain on Mydrismas Eve? If Verek hadn’t wanted to draw attention to himself, he couldn’t have done worse than to enter the town on this night, of all nights. His unorthodox behavior would be the talk of Deroucey tomorrow.
As Verek thanked the innkeeper, however, Carin detected nothing in his manner to suggest the wizard regretted the timing of his party’s arrival.
“Do not trouble yourself a moment longer, good man,” he told their host—with more warmth than Carin generally heard in her captor’s clipped voice. “I’ll ask nothing more of you this evening. Such hospitality as you are able to extend on Drisha’s night is both welcomed and admired, and a credit to your house. I had hoped to reach your fair town some days ago … a lame horse is to blame for the delay that’s imposed myself and my servants on your kindness and torn you from the comforts of hearth and family on this night of nights. Now—I pray you—return to those things that are the proper business of the devout in this season of joy.”
The effect of Verek’s lie was, Carin suspected, exactly what the wizard had anticipated. Their host puffed up, a proud bullfrog, visibly pleased with himself for treating his troublesome guests so indulgently, and delighted with Verek’s intimation that fault lay entirely with the traveling nobleman and his party.
There goes a man unlikely to spread tales tomorrow, Carin thought. She watched the bullfrog happily bow his way out of the room, pausing to accept a coin from Verek just before he shut the door. Should any man of Deroucey speak ill of the nobleman for breaking with tradition on Drisha’s night, their host might be counted on to give out Verek’s fiction about a lame horse, to silence rumor, innuendo, and unwelcome questions.
When the innkeeper had gone, Carin stepped to the table and raised her eyes to the wizard’s. What she saw in them wasn’t satisfaction for the way he’d handled the bullfrog. For an instant—until he realized that Carin was studying him—Verek’s dark eyes were clouded.
With pain? Guilt? Regret? From what Carin knew and suspected of the wizard, any one or all three would answer. But on a night devoted to family, this man who had no one—motherless since childhood, with his grandsire, father, wife, and child all dust in the tomb—must feel pain above all else.
Verek’s eyes regained their guarded look. His face settled into the unreadable expression it usually wore. But when he spoke, his words confirmed Carin’s notion that he thought of the past—of Mydrismas Eves spent with a family long lost to him.
“A poor night it is to be abroad, as our host has said,” he addressed her quietly. “Had Myra won the custody of you, that woman would have spread before you such a feast tonight as would founder an ox. Tell me, for I know little of the customs of the southern country: How did you keep Drisha’s night in the wheelwright’s household?”
Carin shook her head. “Sir, I was not privileged to celebrate the festival with the wright’s family,” she said, coolly formal. From a filled pitcher on the table she poured water into a basin. “I was only a servant in that house,” she reminded Verek as she washed her hands. “I didn’t have anywhere to go on Drisha’s night—no one to be with. Why should someone like me … who’s alone and without a family … care about the customs of Mydrismas?”
Verek’s silence said her barb bit. Neither of them spoke again as Carin knifed the slabs of meat and cheese the innkeeper had set out. Vigorously, angrily, she hacked off chunks to pile on a slice of stale bread. But as she pushed the unappetizing meal across the table toward the wizard, she felt a little ashamed of herself.
I should respect the memory of the dead, Carin thought, especially since they died so horribly. Although Verek’s wife and child had drowned years ago, his pool of magic had retained images of their bodies, like ghostly reflections. Carin’s glimpse of those images had stayed with her: the woman—Verek’s young wife—with the skirts of her gown and the tendrils of her hair floating in the water; and the boy, their five-year-old son, his body grotesquely bloated.
Other things that Carin had seen during her month under Verek’s roof came back to her. Vividly she remembered discovering the family tomb in an overgrown section of the garden behind the house. Buried in that tomb, near his wife Alesia and his son Aidan, were Verek’s father, Hugh, and his grandfather, Lord Legary.
Carin tried to shake off the memories by renewing her attack on the cold beef and greasy mutton. If that man still had his family for Mydrismas, she thought as she sliced portions for herself, he wouldn’t be dragging me along on this mad trip.
The wizard who occupied Carin’s thoughts ignored the food she’d served him. Instead, Verek walked to the door behind her, pushed it open, and stepped through into the second of the two rooms that he’d taken for their party. Carin cast a glance over her shoulder, through the open doorway—and gasped, her heart sinking.
The second room was not the twin of the first. The front room was small, simple, furnished plainly with a wooden table, two backless benches, and two barely adequate cots on either side of its fireplace. But the adjoining chamber made “The Grand” live up to the inn’s name.
That room was twice the size of the antechamber. Tapestries dressed its stone walls, and thick carpets half covered the floor of oiled oak. Near the room’s large fireplace stood a cushioned bench with a curved back. Cloths of linen and lace draped a table that was elegantly appointed with silver candlesticks and place settings. Across from the fire a tall, canopied bed had curtains of wool to draw round the sleeper, for keeping out drafts and guarding privacy. Clearly, that room was meant for gentry; its antechamber was servants’ quarters.
If the second room had been no finer than the first, Carin might reasonably have hoped Verek would share the front chamber with Lanse and put her in the back room, out of his way. But given a choice between luxury and austerity, wouldn’t the Lord of Ruain take the quarters to which he was entitled?—leaving Carin to spend a restless night on a cot three steps from Lanse’s.
I’ll sleep with a knife in each hand, she vowed.
Verek spared hardly a look for the chamber’s furnishings. He walked to the room’s one window and threw open its shutters. In the glow from the fireplace, nothing appeared against the night sky beyond but a cluster of bare branches. They congregated so near the back of the inn, a person could clamber onto them through the unglazed opening. To do so, however, must put the climber far above the ground. Carin’s legs still felt the strain of hauling packs up the long, steep steps that led from street level to these upper-story rooms.
The wind blowing through the opening was icy. Whatever curiosity had led Verek to investigate the window seemed quickly satisfied. He closed and latched the shutters. As he returned through the bedroom, he paused to throw another log on its fire. Then he rejoined Carin in the front room.
“Take what you wish of this rough fare and eat it in there.” Verek jerked his head to indicate the luxurious chamber. “Take also whatever you’ll need for the night.” He pointed his thumb at the bags and satchels that were piled near the front room’s entrance. “Once that door closes behind you, I do not wish it to open before morning. I wouldn’t have Lanse see that your accommodation for the night is finer than his. I’ll say to him that you are sent to bed without your supper. That should gratify his spite and gain us all some few hours’ peace.”
Carin stared at Verek, too deeply wary of her captor’s motives to accept such generosity at face value. The nobleman would relinquish to his “footboy” the comforts that suited a person of rank, and sleep tonight on a servant’s hard cot? Why would he favor her to such a degree?
Verek sat down to his cold meal. When he looked up from the table to see Carin wavering, balancing her supper on a slab of bread and not sure where to turn, he frowned but he didn’t bark at her. Briefly he studied her face, and when he spoke again it was as though he’d divined her unvoiced questions.
“I’d lose a night’s rest, were I to take the better quarters and leave my two young warriors alone together in this room. Which of you would forfeit such a golden chance to harm the other?”
Carin’s surprise must have registered on her face, for Verek continued: “Well do I know the enmity that’s between you and the boy. And well-deserving would I be of a sleepless night, were I fool enough to throw together in one small room the pair of you, unarbitrated, like combatants off the tournament field. It’s for my own sake, not yours, therefore, that I choose a straw mattress above a featherbed. So get within, as I’ve commanded, with your supper and your baggage. Bar the door, and be as absent from my sight as is the sun itself until tomorrow comes.”
This time, Carin didn’t hesitate. Spinning on the ball of her foot so quickly that she nearly scattered her supper on the floor, she rushed it to the linen-clothed table and dumped the mess on a silver trencher. Then she grabbed her packs and lugged them into the bedchamber—a room that had never sheltered a less august personage than herself, she suspected. Finally she poured a mug of the innkeeper’s cheap ale, to wash down a meal that looked to be as bad as anything that Lanse had served up.
With her free hand on the bedroom door, Carin paused and looked again at the wizard. Verek sat tearing at the meat and chewing grimly, as if engaged in battle against a tough opponent. Between bites, he stared into the fire. He was so obviously lost in thought that Carin didn’t dare speak to him.
She stifled a sudden, insane urge to apologize for alluding earlier to the losses that he’d suffered. If she said “Sorry,” Verek would make her explain what she knew and how she had learned about the deaths in his family.
Carin’s empty hand slid from the doorlatch to touch, through her layers of heavy clothing, a pocket of her trousers. Nestled within were three sheets of writing taken from Verek’s library. Two pages of it, she could read. But one remained a puzzle she hadn’t solved. Upon those pages was written the greater part of Lord Verek’s family history—a history as dark and brooding as the eyes that stared into the fire. Carin wouldn’t willingly confess to her captor how much she knew of his private torments, nor how much she had guessed.
Leaving him to his thoughts, she closed and barred the door. With her ale-mug delivered to the table and both hands committed to the unswathing, Carin shed her cloak and every garment underneath, down to her chemise. Only with privacy could she enjoy such freedom. She hadn’t been alone for fourteen days.
Too hungry to care what she ate, Carin swallowed whole that part of her supper which couldn’t be chewed, and sluiced it down with ale. She poured a little water to wash her face and hands. The rest of the room’s ample supply, she set aside for a morning bath.
The bed under its goose-down coverlet was a cloud pinioned to earth. Carin, now stripped of every stitch, slipped between smooth sheets and sank into a mattress that was too soft to be the work of human hands, or so her tired thoughts imagined. She drifted into sleep as if carried there on wings.
* * *
Scratch … scratch … scratch …
It might have been a beetle gnawing wood. It could have been a mouse nosing through dry leaves. But the sound—incessantly repeated until it dragged her out of the clouds—announced itself at last, in Carin’s waking brain, as bony fingers on the shutters, seeking admittance through the room’s latched but unbarred window.
She slipped out of bed and into her cloak. From the fire irons beside the hearth she removed a poker, withdrawing it with such care that the crackle of burning wood masked the ring of metal on metal.
Carin hefted the poker and studied the shutters at which something still persistently scraped. Her gaze went to the door that separated this room from Verek’s. Should she call the wizard to deal with this visitor in the night?
Certainly not, snapped the voice of reason—or was it self-respect? Her inner protest bumped up against Verek’s words of perhaps an hour ago: “Be absent from my sight.” Prudence would dictate that she not go running to the wizard for protection—not without first discovering what threatened from the outside.
Carin glided across the carpeted floor, holding the poker before her like a pike. She brought her face as near the bony scratching as she dared. In a hoarse whisper she demanded: “Who’s there? What are you doing at my window?”
“Carin!” came the reply, in a squeak so muffled by the shutters as to be barely audible. “Words fail me. I am more pleased to hear your voice than I can say!”
The heavier end of the poker slipped from Carin’s grasp and thudded on the windowsill, jolting her out of the shocked conviction that she heard speech from the grave. She grabbed the iron before it could clang to the floor and rouse the sleeping wizard …
Are you asleep, warlock? Or are you still staring into the fire? With her head cocked to catch the smallest sound, Carin listened for any stirrings from her captor’s direction and thanked Drisha when all remained silent.
She put down the poker and unlatched the shutters. A breath of cold air ghosted into Carin’s face. But mercifully, the stout wind of earlier had let up. She wouldn’t suffer frostbite to be out in the night with a fey creature she had thought dead at Verek’s hands.
“Shh!” Carin hissed as she swung one shutter past bare tree branches. She didn’t give the living spark that flitted over them a chance to shrill another word. “Woodsprite!” she whispered. “I can’t believe it! You’re alive. And you’re here.”
She reached for a limb as thick as her arm and grasped it so tightly her knuckles whitened. “How, sprite?” Carin demanded. “How did you not die? And how did you get here, so far from the little tree where Verek locked you up? You can’t possibly have made it in one jump, all the way from your prison to this huge old thing.”
Sighting down the tree’s bole, Carin understood why Verek’s curiosity about the bedroom window had been promptly satisfied. To reach the ground below would be at risk of breaking bones. The tree’s lowermost branches ended well above the surrounding roofs. And light spilling from several windows at ground level showed the venerable tree to tower above an enclosed courtyard. Even if Carin could clamber down among the lower limbs, and from there drop to the ground without crippling herself, she would still be trapped by stone walls.
Trapped, and shackled too, was the thought that flitted through her mind, bringing with it a vague uncertainty. Why regard this window—or any other—as a potential escape route, when the ensorcelled anklet that Verek forced her to wear must keep Carin close to him? Did the wizard’s concern for this window hint of a weakness in his spellcraft?
Carin had no time to ponder the possibility. Her lost friend, the sprite of the wood—that nameless, flickering spark among the branches—was shrilling at her in its reedy voice, commanding her attention.
“My friend!” the creature piped breathlessly, its whisper like a flute trying to make music without air. “Though I’ve trailed you for a week through wintering woods, I’ve had no chance before tonight to speak up and tell you the means—or, indeed, the fact—of my escape. How closely the mage guards his last captive! I despaired of having a moment alone with you. How is it that he gives us this chance to talk together, free of his presence?”
Carin glanced over her shoulder for reassurance that they were in fact spared the wizard’s company. Then she answered in a whisper that was almost as thin as the sprite’s.
“It’s because of Lanse. I never thought I’d be grateful to that idiot for anything. But Verek shut me in here by myself to make Lanse leave me alone.” She dropped her voice even lower. “We have to be careful, sprite, to not let the wizard know you’re here. Give me a minute to get dressed and I’ll come outside with you.”
Carin threw on almost as many layers of clothes as she’d earlier shed. Then she pushed open both shutters and sat on the windowsill. From there it was a moment’s work to climb into the branches beyond. Cautiously she pushed the shutters almost closed behind her, but not so far that the latch would catch and strand her in the tree.
“Now, sprite,” Carin addressed the spark that fluttered eagerly beside her. “We can talk while the whole town’s indoors getting drunk.” A glance at the ground below found no one in sight, but snatches of laughter and song drifted up from the night’s festivities. “When they get enough wine in them, they’ll be seeing things that aren’t there and telling wild tales. If we’re spotted up here then, no one will believe that we’re not just another fairy story.”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/105031 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!