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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    STICKS AND STONES 
 
      
 
    Ed stopped sweeping the hall and leaned against his broom, caught up in the tale Miss Leah was telling her class of eight- and nine-year-olds. Miss Leah never minded if he eavesdropped on her lessons, and this was the kind of story he loved, with witches and dragons and a prince with a sword. A story about magic. 
 
    “Edwin, you won’t get your work done like that.” 
 
    He jumped and pushed the broom past the doorway of Miss Leah’s classroom before he turned and faced his accuser. “I’m sorry, Miss Abigail,” he mumbled, avoiding the woman’s stern gaze. 
 
    “She shouldn’t be filling the children’s heads with that sort of nonsense, and you should not be listening to it. It’s bad enough for children, but you aren’t a child anymore. You are nineteen years old. You must behave like an adult.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he repeated, trying to move farther from the door so Miss Abigail’s firm whisper could not be heard in the classroom. He didn’t want Miss Leah to hear what Miss Abigail said about her stories. Miss Abigail and Miss Leah disagreed about many things, though they never got real angry with each other. It made him sad and confused when they argued. He could never figure out who was right. 
 
    He liked Miss Leah. She never fussed at him, never chased him away when he paused at her door to listen to a lesson. She even helped him sometimes with his reading and sums. She didn’t think he was too simple to learn, like other people said. 
 
    Miss Abigail didn’t think so either. If it had been an arithmetic lesson or a spelling drill he’d been listening to, she wouldn’t have said anything. Miss Abigail was all hard edges, not soft and gentle like Miss Leah. She could be mean sometimes, and make him do a chore all over again if she didn’t like the way he’d done it the first time. But she wasn’t bad, not at all. She’d saved him from being sent to the workhouse when his pa died, giving him the janitor’s job at her Dormer Primary School for Young Ladies, though people like Councilor Hardwick and Councilor Slamm declared he’d never learn the work. She’d shown him patiently what was expected of him, one step at a time until he got it, and although she scolded him when he made mistakes, she never beat him and told him how stupid he was, the way his pa used to do. 
 
    “Come to my office when you finish sweeping this corridor, Edwin,” Miss Abigail said. “I have another task for you.” 
 
    He nodded, and she marched away, leaving him to worry about the “new task” and whether she meant it as punishment for listening to Miss Leah’s storytelling.  
 
    He hoped he hadn’t got Miss Leah into trouble. Miss Abigail might not have noticed what Miss Leah was reading to the children if he hadn’t drawn her attention to it by eavesdropping. Though maybe she would have heard anyway. Not much escaped Miss Abigail’s notice. 
 
    Miss Abigail said that children should read “real life tales” with “didactic purpose,” whatever that meant, while Miss Leah said that children needed stories that “stimulated their imaginations.” 
 
    He’d asked Miss Leah what that meant, and she’d said, “It means that children need to learn to make pictures in their heads, pictures of things they’ve never seen, of things nobody has ever seen. If they learn that when they’re little, when they grow up they can make new things because they can picture them first in their heads. That’s called inventing, Ed. People have to have imagination to be able to invent new things.” 
 
    “You mean someday somebody might invent a dragon or a flying carpet?” 
 
    Miss Leah laughed. “Well, not those things exactly, but maybe something like them.” He’d thought she was laughing at him, but she hurried to explain, “Somebody made up a picture of a train in his head, maybe getting the idea from stories about a dragon, who knows? From that picture in his head he figured out how to build a train engine and attach cars to it, and now we have trains to make it easy to travel across our whole big country. A trip that took months by horse-drawn wagon can be made in days. All because an inventor used his imagination.” 
 
    He thought about that while he pushed his broom. They called him simple, but he could make pictures in his head. All his life he’d done that to escape the pain of his pa’s beatings. He had a special place he always pictured, not anywhere he’d ever really been, but a pretty place with trees and flowers and birds and a cool stream he could bathe in and friendly animals he could talk to. With all the time he’d spent in that place, he could describe it as well as he could describe downtown Carey. Better, even. There were lots of places in Carey he’d never seen, places where he wasn’t allowed. In his own special place he knew every stone, every leaf, every rill and hollow. He knew the best fishing spots, the best trees for climbing, and the best grassy slopes to roll down. He was too big to climb trees and roll down hills, Miss Abigail said. He was grown up and had to act like an adult. But in his private place he could do anything he wanted, and nobody could scold him or tell him he was behaving like a child. 
 
    Best of all, he could go there in his mind while his body was scrubbing floors or washing windows or sweeping halls. 
 
    He reached the end of the corridor, swept the pile of dirt into his dustpan, and carried it outside to dump under a tree. Wiping his dirty hands on his trousers, he came back in and headed down the hall toward Miss Abigail’s office. 
 
    He passed old Miss Dorey’s room, where the children were reciting in unison, “North Woods Province, capital Dabney, patron god Nisil; Port Province, capital Port-of-Lords, patron god Ondin; Wide Sands Province, capital Marquez, patron god Arene.” He wanted to linger and chant along with them, proud that he’d learned all twelve of Arucadi’s provinces, their capitals, and patron gods. But it wouldn’t do to keep Miss Abigail waiting. 
 
    He knocked on her office door until he heard her call, “Come in,” then entered and stood in front of her desk, hands hanging at his sides. 
 
    Miss Abigail was writing a letter, her loops and lines and curls marching neatly across the unlined paper like well-trained schoolgirls. She finished a line, put a precise period at its end, and looked up. “For goodness sakes, Edwin, straighten your shoulders and look up at me. You aren’t here to be chastised.” 
 
    Miss Abigail often used big words he didn’t understand, but at least she never talked down to him. He shifted from foot to foot and said nothing. 
 
    She sighed. “You have no need to be frightened, Edwin. I’m not angry with you. You learn by listening to the lessons the teachers present. I’m pleased that you want to learn, and as long as you do not shirk your tasks, I shan’t reprimand you. However, you waste your time when you listen to fantasy tales. You will learn nothing from them, and they may do you harm. Do you understand?” 
 
    He nodded, though he didn’t see how Miss Leah’s stories could harm him, and he did learn from them. But he didn’t dare say so to Miss Abigail. He would just have to be more careful about listening in at story time. 
 
    “Now, Edwin, I called you here because I want you to run an errand for me.” She blew on the paper she had written to dry the ink, and then folded the letter in half. “I want you to take this note to Councilor Hardwick. He should be in his office in the town hall. Hand it directly to him.” She held out the note. 
 
    He did not take it. Instead, he shuffled his feet, lowered his gaze again, and said, “Councilor Hardwick doesn’t like me, Miss Abigail. He won’t let me in.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You are going to him as my representative. If he objects, you may tell him that. In a courteous manner, of course. This message is important, and the councilor must see it today. Some of the girls are spreading rumors that the charlatans who have caused so much trouble in North Woods Province are coming here. As council master, Councilor Hardwick must be informed. There may be no truth to the rumors, but we must be on the alert. If they do come, the council must send them away before they can perform their magic tricks and confuse our people as they have confused the people of North Woods.” 
 
    Ed didn’t understand all of what she said, but he understood “magic tricks.” He’d heard stories travelers told about two women wonder workers in North Woods Province. His head snapped up and he couldn’t hold in his excitement. “Coming here?” he asked. “The wonder workers are coming to Carey?” 
 
    “So Lucinda Mason heard from her aunt, who’s just come back from a trip to Dabney in North Woods. But you needn’t get excited about it. There are no true wonder workers, Edwin, only tricksters who prey upon the public.” She took a cloth from her desk drawer and cleaned the point of the pen she’d used to write her letter. 
 
    “If they pray, how can they be bad?” Ed asked, scratching his head. 
 
    “Keep your fingers out of your hair, Edwin,” Miss Abigail said, vigorously polishing her pen nub. “I mean that they cheat the public. People pay them money to see their feats of supposed magic, but what they see are only clever tricks, sleight of hand, well-designed illusions.” 
 
    Ed clasped his hands behind his back to keep from raising them to his head and running them through his hair. Miss Abigail hated to see him do that. “Some women at the greengrocer’s said the wonder workers can catch light in their hands. They can fly through the air on the wind.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense, Edwin. No one can do such things. Don’t be so gullible.” 
 
    He knew what that word meant. She’d used it before. Once when Old Jake the carpenter had sent him looking for a board stretcher and another time when the little Farley sisters convinced him that eating an apple from the tree by the creek would make him able to walk on water. Nora, the older sister, demonstrated by taking a bite of the apple and stepping out onto the creek. When he tried it, he fell into the water and got his work clothes soaking wet. Miss Abigail found and pointed out to him the stone that lay under the surface of the water where Nora had stood. She punished the two students, but they still teased him when no teacher was around. 
 
    “I’m certain Councilor Hardwick will not tolerate the presence of the tricksters in Carey.” Again she held out the note. This time he took it. “Go at once, Edwin. You must reach the councilor before he leaves his office. See that you hurry back with whatever answer he gives you. No stopping anywhere along the way.” 
 
    “May I ride Bitsy or Mite?” Ed loved to ride, and the chance to saddle one of Miss Abigail’s horses and ride to town would make the errand bearable. 
 
    But Miss Abigail shook her head. “I’m sorry, Edwin. Miss Leah is scheduled to give riding lessons to some of the girls right after school. She’ll need all three horses for that, and I’m afraid you wouldn’t be back in time.” 
 
    Ed tried not to show his disappointment. It was a long walk into town, and the day was warm for autumn. He’d known about the lessons, of course, but he rode well, and he was certain he could get back by the time the lessons were to start. But Miss Leah would want all the horses fresh for the students, so Miss Abigail was right in refusing him their use. 
 
    He did hurry, as Miss Abigail had instructed, but all the way he hoped that Councilor Hardwick had left early or that he would refuse to let Ed come in to deliver the note. Ed wanted the wonder workers to come to Carey. He wanted to see their magic, to judge it for himself. Probably it wasn’t real, and he was gullible like Miss Abigail said. But maybe, just maybe, they did have real magic powers like the magicians in Miss Leah’s stories. 
 
      
 
    Orville Hardwick’s frown at the columns in his ledger deepened when a knock interrupted his figure juggling. He gave an exasperated sigh, threw down his pen, and carefully rearranged his features into a smile before calling out, “Come in.” 
 
    As he expected, his secretary entered. Jerome closed the door behind him and answered Hardwick’s smile with a broad one of his own. “Simple Eddie’s asking to see you, sir. He has a message from Abigail Dormer that he insists he must deliver directly to you. I tried to persuade him that he could trust me to give it to you, but it’s useless to argue with a simpleton.” 
 
    “Old Abigail must have put the fear of the gods into him, if he’s that determined to see me.” Hardwick chuckled. “He’s scared of me, terrified I’ll still find a way to get him into the workhouse. Better send him in; it wouldn’t do to anger Miss Abigail.” 
 
    Jerome looked a bit disappointed, but turned to obey his employer. Through the open door Hardwick heard him instruct Eddie, “Go in and hand him Miss Abigail’s letter, then leave. Councilor Hardwick is a busy man.” 
 
    Eddie shuffled into the office, his gaze on the floor, one hand in his hair, which already resembled a careless haystack, the other hand outstretched in front of him, a folded sheet of stationery grasped between thumb and forefinger. “Miss Abigail sent me to give this to you,” he mumbled, coming only as close as necessary to allow the councilor to pluck the missive from his hand. 
 
    Hardwick took the paper and waved it like a flywhisk. “All right, you’ve done as Miss Abigail bade you. You may leave.” 
 
    Eddie didn’t move. His fingers tortured his hair. “Miss Abigail said I was to wait for an answer, Master Councilor, sir.” 
 
    At least Abigail had drilled some manners into the fool. But if she thought to soften his attitude toward the boy she was wasting her time. He belonged in the workhouse where he’d be kept under constant supervision, not wandering around a school for young girls. How old was he? Eighteen? Nineteen? A dangerous age, with no sense to restrain its impulses. It was utterly irresponsible of Abigail Dormer to protect him as she did. 
 
    The sound of Eddie’s thick-soled shoes scuffing the hardwood floor recalled him to the matter at hand. He flipped open the folded letter and scanned its contents. Scowling, he leaned back in his desk chair and read the letter again more carefully. All the while Eddie’s shifting feet created a background irritation like the buzz of an annoying fly. “Tell Miss Abigail—” he began, then broke off. “No, you’d never remember. Just a minute. And hold your feet still or you’ll have to polish my floor before you go.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master Councilor, sir. I didn’t mean to dirty nothing. I’ll polish the floor now if you want.” 
 
    The poor fool had turned crimson. Good, let him know he wasn’t fit to associate with normal people. “I don’t know what kind of job you’d do. Wouldn’t want the floor damaged worse. And doesn’t Miss Abigail teach you to keep your fingers out of your hair?” 
 
    Hardwick almost laughed aloud to see Eddie jerk his hand from his unruly thatch so fast he pulled out whole strands of the strawy mess. The boy’s eyes turned watery and he blinked several times. “Could I have the note, sir, and I’ll get out of your way?” The voice was a mere whisper. 
 
    “I’d like nothing better, but I haven’t been able to write it with you shuffling about, scraping my floor. Stand still, for the gods’ sake. And don’t sniffle! Don’t you carry a handkerchief?” He took a few moments to enjoy the boy’s discomfiture before picking up his pen, extracting a piece of official stationery from his desk drawer, and composing an answer to Abigail Dormer’s request. 
 
    He wrote thoughtfully, all the while staying attuned to the rustles and sniffs that betokened Eddie’s miserable presence. Satisfied at last by the ambiguity of his careful wording, he dipped his pen into the inkwell one last time and with a flourish affixed his signature and paraph to the note. He sprinkled sand over the letter, waited for it to absorb the excess ink, and neatly funneled it back into the shaker. Finally he folded the note and looked up at Eddie. “Mind that you don’t lose this or get it dirty. Don’t wad it up and stuff it into your pocket. Carry it carefully. Are your hands clean?” 
 
    Eddie displayed his hands without speaking. They were shaking. 
 
    “Your nails could stand cleaning. No, don’t do it now.” He emitted an exaggerated sigh. “If you do get it dirty, perhaps Miss Abigail will select her messenger more prudently in the future. Go. Get out of here.” 
 
    Eddie grabbed the letter and bolted from the office. Hardwick indulged himself in a vigorous laugh before calling for Jerome. 
 
    “Miss Abigail has heard rumors that the wonder workers who’ve caused all the stir in North Woods Province are coming here,” he informed his secretary. “She has urged me to have them met at the train and prevented from deboarding. I told her we would watch for them with great vigilance, and we shall indeed. If they are, as she suspects, charlatans who wish only to defraud our citizens, rather than sending them away to practice their deception elsewhere, we shall imprison them and bring them to trial. If, however, they should be genuine …” He let his voice trail off, lost in dreams of possibilities. 
 
    Jerome cleared his throat. “What did you wish me to do, sir?” he asked deferentially. 
 
    Recalled to the present, Hardwick sat up straight and rubbed his hands together. “I want you to go to the train station and get the schedule of trains arriving from North Woods Province. Then I want you to meet each of those trains and watch for two women traveling together. Pity we don’t know what they look like, but you’re resourceful. I rely on you to be waiting when they arrive, find them, and bring them to me immediately. Give them no chance to put on any magic display. Tell them … tell them they have to have a license to practice magic arts. Tell them that as council master I want to give them a proper welcome. Oh, tell them anything that works, but get them here fast. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Perfectly clear, sir,” Jerome said. “I’ll go at once.” 
 
    Efficient young man, Hardwick mused, listening to the brisk departing footsteps. Reliable. Smart. I’ll have to watch him. First thing you know he’ll be after my job. 
 
      
 
    Ed stumbled blindly down the steps of the City Hall and ran down the sidewalk until he was well away from the hated building, Ed stopped only when Councilor Hardwick couldn’t see him if he looked out his office window. Leaning against a tree, breathing hard, Ed tried to get his trembling under control. Why was Councilor Hardwick always so mean to him? What had he done to deserve such treatment? 
 
    Ed looked at the folded paper in his hand. Suppose the councilor had told Miss Abigail how bad he had behaved? How he’d kept mussing his hair though Miss Abigail had warned him about that before he left? He had to know. 
 
    He opened the paper and read, running his finger beneath the lines, struggling to decipher the sprawling script. After reading it through once, he started over, not sure he understood. The note contained nothing about him; that was all he really needed to know. But with relief on that point came curiosity. What did the council president plan to do with the wonder workers? He didn’t think the note agreed to do exactly what Miss Abigail had asked, but he wasn’t sure what the councilor was agreeing to. Maybe he wouldn’t send the wonder workers away after all. 
 
    “Hey, Eddie, whatcha got?” 
 
    The shout warned Ed of the approach of a group of schoolboys, just released from their classes at the Groler Carey Academy for Young Gentlemen. The school, named for Carey’s founder, drew boys from wealthy families and some less wealthy, but none from poor homes like the one Eddie had grown up in. His head jerked up; he clasped the note to his chest. 
 
    “Bet it’s a love note! Simple Eddie’s got a girlfriend.” The boys circled round him, laughing and jeering, not acting at all like “young gentlemen.” 
 
    “Let’s see the note, Eddie,” one called. 
 
    “Yeah, let us read it, Eddie. Let’s see who it’s from.” 
 
    “It’s not mine,” Ed protested. “It’s for Miss Abigail.” 
 
    “Oh, sure, Eddie. Come on, show us the love note,” a younger boy taunted, dancing around him. 
 
    One of the bigger boys made a grab for the note. Eddie dodged him and tried to run. The boys were all younger than he was, and smaller, but there were seven or eight of them, dancing around him, pulling and tugging at him. He tried to fight them off and protect the letter at the same time. One jabbed a fist in his stomach and, when he doubled over, snatched the note from his hand. 
 
    “No!” Ed howled. “Give that back!” 
 
    They dashed away, laughing. Ed charged after them. One scooped up a rock and hurled it at him. It struck him on the shoulder, but he kept running. The other boys grabbed up sticks and stones and pelted him with them, driving him back. A stone struck his face, ripped open his cheek. Another grazed his head. A stick stabbed his shirtsleeve. He turned and ran, followed by catcalls and jeers. 
 
    He ran all the way to the school, but he did not go inside. School was out for the day, but Miss Abigail would be in her office. How could he face her, bleeding and bruised as he was, with his clothes torn? Worst of all, he’d lost Councilor Hardwick’s letter. He could tell her what it said, but then she’d know he read it. If the councilor found out, he’d try again to have him put into the workhouse. Miss Abigail’d probably let him do it when she saw what a mess he was and how bad he’d been.  
 
    Ed sneaked around the school and slunk to the small cabin Miss Abigail had fixed up for him out of what used to be a storage shed. He went inside and threw himself face down on his cot. Eventually someone would come and find him and he’d be punished, but he didn’t know what to do, where to go, where to hide. They were right. He was only Simple Eddie who wasn’t good for anything and belonged in the workhouse. 
 
    He waited for someone to come and beat him and take him away. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    WELCOME TO CAREY 
 
      
 
    Marta squirmed, trying to find a comfortable position in the hard train seat. Enviously she watched Kyla sleep. Giving up on her own vain attempts to nap, she cast covert glances at her fellow passengers and met curious stares in return. They reminded Marta of vultures, all waiting and hoping to see a display of magic power. Probably puzzling over why the “wonder workers” were riding the train instead of flying on the wind as the rumors said they could do. 
 
    Marta smiled grimly. She wished she could ride the wind. It would be faster and more comfortable than this long train ride. Odd—Kyla, who had only seen her first train about three years ago and had been terrified by it, now preferred a train journey to a wind ride, while she, Marta the earthbound, detested the roar and clatter and bruising jolts and longed for the freedom of a soaring flight high above trees and hilltops. 
 
    The excitement she had felt at the start of this mission had paled. She had known from the outset that they would encounter opposition and face many dangers, but she had expected greater rewards in compensation. In fact, the dangers had, in her opinion (though not in Kyla’s), outweighed the successes. The number of those who proved able to accept their gift of power was small, while the number who opposed them through fear and prejudice was far greater than she had imagined. 
 
    When they’d started out, her enthusiasm had been greater than Kyla’s. Now Kyla was the one who insisted that they continue, while Marta questioned the wisdom of imparting gifts that would bring persecution and hardship to their new possessors. 
 
    Maybe it would be different in Inland Province, where no one knew them and harbored resentment against them from the outset. 
 
    She stared out the window and watched the wind toss chaff about the seemingly endless fields, flattened after the grain harvest and awaiting the fall plowing and planting. She had looked forward to this first trip away from North Woods Province, where she had been born and where she had lived until now. At first, Inland Province had looked no different from North Woods, but the mountains at the border had softened to rolling hills and then flattened and stretched into a depressing monotony. 
 
    To distract herself, she again surveyed the other passengers, not with her eyes this time but with an inner sense that allowed her to discern an ability to receive the gift of power. From deep within herself she drew forth a tendril of power and sent it snaking about the car, touching each occupant in turn. None would feel it or have any idea they were being probed. 
 
    She let the tendril of power play over each person only long enough to sense a capacity for magic, if one existed. No faint tingle along her arms and shoulders alerted her to a possible power receiver. She sighed and returned to staring out the window. 
 
    Kyla awoke and stretched. “How long have I been sleeping?” 
 
    “About two hours.” 
 
    “So we have only one more hour to Carey.” Kyla sat up and smoothed her dress, then found a comb in her bag and ran it through her long brown hair. 
 
    “That’s six hours too long,” Marta grumbled. “I’m already black and blue from bouncing around on this hard seat. Why can’t they put cushions on the things?” 
 
    “They probably could, but they’d have to charge more for the tickets, and a lot of people, including us, couldn’t afford to ride.” 
 
    “Well, it isn’t as if we had to.” 
 
    Kyla laughed. “Didn’t you agree that we should visit other provinces and spend time in cities?” 
 
    “That isn’t what I meant.” Marta couldn’t be more explicit; the other passengers were listening with more than a little interest. But Kyla had understood and was being deliberately difficult. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to getting to Carey, too,” Kyla said. “I hope we can find a decent place to stay. I’m ready for a hot bath and a good meal.” 
 
    “We’ll have to get our North Woods coppers changed,” Marta reminded her. “I don’t know why all the provinces can’t use the same coppers the way they do dorins and triums. I hope the rate of exchange is favorable, or we may not be able to afford a hotel.” 
 
    “Don’t we have one or two triums left?” Kyla had lowered her voice to a whisper. “I know we used our last gold dorin, but I thought—” 
 
    In the uncrowded coach, empty seats separated them from the other passengers. Even so, Marta kept her own voice low as she said, “We have two triums, but we should keep them for an emergency.” 
 
    Kyla smiled. “We have other reserves for emergencies. I vote we use a trium for a hotel, wait until tomorrow to change the coppers, and then see what we can do to earn what we need.” 
 
    Marta shook her head. “Carey’s large enough to have a copper exchange at the train station. We should exchange the coppers right away and see how far we can get on them. You said yourself that North Woods was only our training ground. Yes, we had a rough time in Lines End, but we knew what to expect and were prepared. In Carey and the larger cities we’ll face dangers we can’t foresee.” 
 
    “The Power-Giver will protect us. His power increases as we share it with others.” 
 
    The Power-Giver. It was hard for Marta to think of Alair in that way. It was true that Alair sent power through them to those they found able to receive it, but the power wasn’t really his. He drew it from the Dire Realms, especially from Claid, the Dire Lord he’d kept captive for many years, free now but willing to share his power for the sake of his friendship with Kyla and Marta. 
 
    He was the true Power-Giver. Marta didn’t like to hear Kyla give all the credit to Alair. True, Alair had loved Kyla when he was a human mage, but Kyla was well aware that Claid was Alair’s greatest source of power. She could not have forgotten the debt they both owed to Claid. 
 
    Kyla would not appreciate a reminder about that, so Marta chose to remind her of something else. “No matter how much Alair’s power might be increasing, you and I are still mortal. Alair hasn’t always protected us from surprise attacks. It was Ruffian who protected you by jumping up and taking the rifle bullet meant for you. Think how often that dog saved us by warning of danger. Now we don’t have that help.” 
 
    Kyla’s eyes filled with tears. “I know. I miss him. But Alair made Ruffian our protector, and he’ll provide another protector in his place. Maybe not the same kind, not another dog. Maybe not anything we’d expect, but the Power-Giver won't leave us unguarded.” 
 
    Another protector? Maybe. Marta wished she could share Kyla’s confidence. 
 
    She closed her eyes and lapsed into a silence that slid into restless sleep. Kyla woke her as the train pulled into Carey. It was growing dark. Already gaslights illumined the station platform, casting their soft glow over the large brick station, a finer building than any they’d seen in North Woods Province. A small crowd waited to greet the deboarding passengers. Watching the other passengers gather bundles and valises and hurry off into the embraces of friends and family, Marta felt a pang of loneliness. No one would be meeting them; no one knew or cared that they were coming. 
 
    She adjusted her blouse, smoothed the wrinkles in her long skirt, picked up the valise that held all the possessions she owned, and followed Kyla from the train, thinking longingly of the days when they’d traveled in tunic and trousers, their goods in backpacks, Ruffian trotting by their side. 
 
    Kyla had only stepped onto the platform when she stopped so suddenly that Marta bumped into her. “Sorry,” she said. “But feel the wind.” 
 
    Marta shrugged. A stiff breeze was blowing, hardly unusual for an autumn day. It meant nothing to her except the need to clutch her skirt to keep it from whipping about. But then, she wasn’t a windspeaker. 
 
    Kyla stood there, eyes closed, taking deep breaths and looking like a starving person who’d just been handed a plateful of rich food. “It’s lovely,” Marta heard her murmur. “Soft gold and sweet smelling.” 
 
    Marta could smell nothing but the sweaty bodies of the passengers. She grabbed Kyla’s arm and steered her toward the station. 
 
    Before they reached the door, a young man blocked their path. “Pardon me, ladies,” he said, courteously removing his hat. “Is this your first visit to Carey?” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Kyla answered while Marta appraised the stranger. 
 
    An icy tingle coursed along her arms and shoulders, its coldness a warning. This man had the potential for power, but he should not be trusted with it. 
 
    Tall, well groomed, neatly dressed in dark topcoat and gray trousers, he looked more friendly than menacing. His smile was open, his gaze direct. But Marta knew all too well how easily some men smiled and how little it meant. 
 
    “I was asked to watch for two ladies traveling alone from North Woods Province,” he said. “I’m Jerome Esterville, secretary to Councilor Hardwick, council master of Carey’s town council. May I ask whether you’ve come from Dabney? 
 
    “We have,” Kyla answered, “but we weren’t expected here. I don’t think we can be the women you are looking for.” 
 
    “Probably not,” he said, his smile fading to a look of disappointment. “The ladies I seek are known as ‘wonder workers’ or ‘bringers of magic.’ They seem to be itinerant magicians who are claimed to confer mystical powers on favored individuals. I had hoped … but, no, of course you can’t be they.” 
 
    Marta’s heart sank. So they weren’t starting out with a clean slate, after all. They would be facing the same handicaps they’d faced in North Woods. 
 
    But Kyla asked with a hint of a smile, “And if we were?” 
 
    “Ah, if you were, I’d be privileged to escort you to Councilor Hardwick’s office so that he could give you a proper greeting on behalf of the Carey Council.” 
 
    “What sort of greeting would that be?” Kyla’s teasing question sent a premonitory shudder crawling up Marta’s spine. This young man was hiding something behind his polite and pleasant pose, and a confrontation with the city officials smelled of a trap. 
 
    “A greeting appropriate to their fame and quality,” he said with a bow. 
 
    “But since we are not those ladies,” Marta interposed before Kyla could make a damaging admission, “perhaps instead you could direct us to a good hotel?” 
 
    “My dear ladies,” he said, turning his clear-eyed gaze at Marta, “it is ill-advised for two unaccompanied young women to go alone to a hotel. I beg you, let me escort you to Councilor Hardwick’s office. He will be happy to find you safer and more fitting accommodations.” 
 
    “We were about to find the copper exchange here at the station,” Marta objected. “We’ll need Inland coins before we go anywhere.” 
 
    Jerome smiled and shook his head. “Unfortunately the rate of exchange here at the station is far from favorable. The Council Master can help you transact that business, and the rate will be more reasonable.” 
 
    Marta frowned and would have offered further objections, but Kyla threw her a quick, cautioning glance and said, “Thank you, Master Esterville. I think we should see Councilor Hardwick.” 
 
    “A wise decision,” he said. “Let me carry your valises.” 
 
      
 
    As he threaded his way through the station crowd and led the women past hansoms and horse-drawn carriages, Jerome congratulated himself on his good fortune. He'd expected to have to meet trains for several days before spotting his quarry. Also, he had pictured older women, crones perhaps, not these attractive young women, neither of whom appeared older than eighteen. 
 
    Notwithstanding the denial from the younger, sharp-featured one, he had not the slightest doubt that these were the two he sought. He had seen the glance that passed between them, had heard the subtle undertone that lay beneath the teasing banter of the one who seemed to be the leader. 
 
    He would not make the mistake of underestimating them, despite their youth. They had to be clever to have caused all the commotion in North Woods Province and to have convinced so many of their powers. He might pretend to be charmed by them, but he would not, for an instant, let down his guard. 
 
    He conducted them into Hardwick’s outer office, set down their valises, and knocked on the councilor’s door. Almost immediately the door swung open; Could Hardwick have been listening for them? He couldn’t have expected them to arrive so soon, yet the councilor stepped out, beaming, showing no surprise at their arrival nor at the women’s youth. “So these are the magicians?” he said with a heartiness that might to the women have betokened a genuine welcome but which Jerome recognized as stemming from the man’s colossal greed. Clearly he saw in the wonder workers an opportunity for profit. 
 
    “They claim not, sir.” Jerome kept his voice carefully noncommittal. “They are two women traveling alone from Dabney, the only such journeyers to arrive on the evening train from North Woods. They wanted to go to a hotel, but I advised against it. I’ve told them that you would be happy to find them more appropriate accommodations.” 
 
    “Ah, quite so. As usual, Jerome, you have acted prudently. I commend you. Ladies, please step into my office.” He backed against the open door and waved them inside. Jerome saw two chairs already positioned in front of his desk. As the women moved toward the chairs, Hardwick said, “If anyone comes, tell them I’m in conference.” He swung the door shut, closing Jerome out. 
 
    “Old fool,” Jerome muttered under his breath at the closed door. 
 
    He considered leaving. His workday was technically over, and despite Hardwick’s order, no one was likely to visit the office at this time. No one would expect Hardwick to be here. He didn't think the councilor would object to his leaving; he clearly wanted to conduct his interview in privacy. But Jerome was curious. More than curious. He had felt something, some kind of emanation from the two women. Power? Maybe. Whatever it was, he had to investigate. If it was power, and it could be shared, he resolved to get his share. 
 
    There were many ways, after all, to get ahead in the world, and Jerome intended to grasp every one that came his way. He determined to occupy Hardwick’s position one day—and to use it as a stepping-stone to rise even higher. 
 
    The way would not be easy; it hadn’t been. He’d thought to advance himself by marrying Hardwick’s daughter, Genevieve, until that time four years ago when, against all reason, she’d rejected him in favor of Matthew Wirth, whose greatest ambition was to take over his father’s funeral parlor some day. The failure to win Genevieve had been a setback, but these wonder workers offered him a new and different type of opportunity. 
 
    He’d stay to see what happened in Hardwick’s office. To occupy the time, here were their valises, begging to be searched. They might disclose some of the women’s secrets and might tell him more than the women would reveal to his employer. 
 
      
 
    Kyla arranged her full skirt around the narrow chair, making sure the skirt covered even the tips of her shoes. Council Master Hardwick eased himself into the leather-upholstered chair behind his desk and leaned back, hands folded over his substantial paunch. He regarded his two guests through eyes narrowed to slits. Kyla had no doubt that this silent scrutiny was intended to intimidate them. 
 
    She met the man’s gaze and waited, determined to force him to speak first. She sat up straight and prim; she’d flirted with Jerome in an effort to draw him out and uncover what lay beneath that veneer of exaggerated civility, but she’d give the Council Master no grounds for any charge of impropriety. Jerome had puzzled her; Hardwick’s type she recognized immediately. She’d encountered his like in towns throughout North Woods Province—petty officials intoxicated with the weight of their own authority, always alert for new ways to demonstrate their importance and build their power base. 
 
    She wished she’d had a chance to say a few words to Marta in private. She’d have to trust her friend to follow her lead. Marta was usually good about that; her lie to Jerome had taken Kyla aback. Probably Marta had also been puzzled by Jerome, and had reacted accordingly. 
 
    The Council Master cleared his throat. “So you deny being the wonder workers who have caused such a stir throughout North Woods,” he said, losing the contest by speaking first. 
 
    “We certainly deny being wonder workers,” Kyla answered. “We do not deny that some have called us such.” 
 
    He straightened, shifting his clasped hands clasped to his desktop. His eyes glittered. “You admit to being frauds?” 
 
    “Not at all. We've never claimed to work wonders. We will seek honest employment while we stay here in Carey. We mean to disturb no one.” 
 
    “What sort of employment?” he asked, frowning. 
 
    “We are seamstresses.” 
 
    The scowl deepened. “Seamstresses? I don’t know as there’s work to be had in that field. In any case, you’ll need an occupational license from the council. And you’ll certainly need a license to do any magic shows.” 
 
    “I've told you,” Kyla said, “We are neither magicians nor sorcerers; we put on no public displays of thaumaturgy.” That was a word she’d learned from her study of her father’s books. She liked to use it to impress people like this pompous councilor. 
 
    “Then why have you come here?” the councilor demanded, his face reddening. “How did you acquire your reputation?” 
 
    “We come to restore that which was taken from the land many decades ago. We come to share gifts from the Power-Giver with those who are receptive. It's a private matter of no concern to public officials.” 
 
    “Ah-ha!” Councilor Hardwick’s eyes bulged. “So you say. Sounds to me like you plan to introduce a false religion. We don’t need that. Fact is, we’ve got laws against it.” 
 
    “We will introduce no religion nor will we break any just law,” Kyla said firmly. “We ask only to be allowed to live peaceably among you for a time.” 
 
    “What you’re saying, lady, doesn’t jibe with the accounts we’ve heard here of all the trouble you stirred up in North Woods.” 
 
    “We did not stir up trouble,” Kyla said. “Trouble arose when people tried to take our gifts by force or to persecute those who received them.” Greedy people like you, she refrained from adding. 
 
    “Show me these gifts,” he said, fairly twitching with eagerness. 
 
    “They are not things to be shown.” 
 
    “You!” he shouted suddenly at Marta. “You’ve let your friend do all the talking. What do you say? What are these ‘gifts’ and why can’t I see a demonstration of them?” 
 
    “My friend told you they can’t be shown off,” Marta said calmly. “We can only give them to persons fit to receive them.” 
 
    Councilor Hardwick rose and pressed his palms against his desk. Leaning forward he roared, “And I’m not fit?” He glared at them both. 
 
    Kyla said nothing, nor did Marta. 
 
    Calming, the councilor resumed his seat and. “It may be that I’m misunderstanding you,” he said softly. “I’m a reasonable man. You seem to be reasonable young women. We should be able to reach an agreement. If you will simply give me a demonstration of what it is you do, I’m sure we can work this out.” 
 
    “I have told you we do not give demonstrations,” Kyla said. “We have broken no laws, nor have we caused trouble. There is nothing to work out.” 
 
    The muscles of his face tightened, but the councilor maintained his soft tone. “I’m afraid there is. On the strength of the reports from North Woods, I have the authority to detain you or to send you back there. But I am willing to let you convince me that you intend no harm.” 
 
    His features relaxed into a softer expression. He leaned forward and spoke in a low, confidential tone. “I have a daughter, my only child. Genevieve is twenty-five and has been married for four years, but she is childless, to her great sorrow and to mine and my wife’s. If you could enable her to conceive, I would pay you anything you ask, as well as grant you a license to work your wonders freely here in Carey.” 
 
    “Our gifts are not for sale,” Kyla said. “They are given freely. I would gladly help your daughter if I could. Unfortunately, neither Marta nor I have the ability to cure barrenness.” 
 
    “What of this so-called Power-Giver of yours? Could he do it?” 
 
    Kyla chose her words carefully. “The Power-Giver acts only through those who receive his gifts. The gifts differ from person to person. It be that we may find someone who can receive that particular gift, but as we have no way of knowing, we can promise nothing.” 
 
    “Who is this Power-Giver, who grants power in such an arbitrary manner?” 
 
    “He is beyond your understanding,” Kyla said imprudently, unwilling to try to explain Alair. 
 
    “Oh, is he?” The hard, angry lines returned to his face. “Could it be that he doesn’t exist and you have no power but are charlatans, as I’ve suspected?” 
 
    “We’re no charlatans,” Marta snapped, breaking her long silence. 
 
    The councilor rose and came around the desk to position himself close to his guests. “Then show me what you—or this Power-Giver of yours—can do.” 
 
    Kyla caught Marta’s inquiring glance and shook her head. Any display of power would only whet his appetite for more and make him more insistent that they heal his daughter, which, as she had explained truthfully, they had no power to do. “I’m sorry, Councilor. We can’t do what you ask.” 
 
    “For some reason, I think you can but won’t. I suspect you’ll change your tune after you’ve sat awhile in the Carey Guardhouse.” He strode to the door. “Jerome!” he bellowed. “Get in here.” 
 
    The secretary appeared at once. He seemed unsurprised by the turn of events. 
 
    “By the authority vested in me by the council,” Council Master Hardwick declared, “I am placing these women under arrest and remanding them to the guardhouse.” 
 
    “On what grounds?” Kyla asked. 
 
    “It is my responsibility to protect this city from the kinds of trouble you’ve caused elsewhere. By locking you up, I fulfill my pledge to safeguard the city against evil.” 
 
    Marta jumped to her feet. “We aren’t evil,” she cried, her fists clenched. 
 
    “Be calm, Marta,” Kyla said. “It’s best not to resist. These gentlemen well know we’ve done no wrong.” 
 
    “We’re making sure you can’t do any,” Hardwick snapped. “Come, Jerome. Let’s take these pretty witches to the guardhouse.” 
 
    “What of our valises?” Kyla pointed to the cloth bags lying on the floor of the outer office. They’d been moved from the spot where the secretary had originally placed them. He’d probably gone through them. She suspected they’d never see again the copper coins they’d intended to exchange. 
 
    “They’ll remain here for safekeeping while you’re in custody,” Hardwick said. 
 
    “They contain nothing of value—only our clothes and a few books,” Marta reached toward them. 
 
    Hardwick grabbed her and pulled her back, while Jerome took firm hold of Kyla’s arm. Kyla held her breath, afraid Marta would lash out with her power. But her friend reined in her temper and allowed Hardwick to pull her out of the office. 
 
    They weren’t taken far. The building housing the offices of the City Peacekeepers and a row of cells for their prisoners was only a few doors down from the City Hall. As in many cities, the municipal buildings were all clumped together in the center of town. As soon as the women were shoved into their offices, peacekeepers hurried to take charge of the prisoners. 
 
    Though technically peacekeepers are not affiliated with or subservient to local government but owe their allegiance to the national Ministry of Justice, in reality the officers were generally local recruits who cooperated closely with town councils. That was clearly the case here in Carey. The Peacekeeper Captain came out of his office, and as Kyla was dragged off along with Marta, she heard Hardwick boast of keeping Carey free of trouble. 
 
      
 
    The cell was cold and dark and foul smelling. Marta groped her way to a hard, bare cot and sat gingerly on its edge. “Here we go again.” She sighed. “What do we do now? Can we use our Power to break out?” 
 
    “Not unless we want to give up on Carey. We’d have to leave, or they’d round us up and accuse us of every crime they can invent—maybe even stone us.” 
 
    “They probably will anyway. Wouldn’t be the first time. We can defend ourselves.” 
 
    “I’d prefer not to have to. I can’t help feeling we’re where we’re supposed to be.” 
 
    “You mean in this stinking cell?” 
 
    “I meant in Carey.” Kyla gave a rueful laugh. “But maybe here too.” 
 
    “Do you think we could at least have a little light?” 
 
    “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. They’ve left us alone.” 
 
    Marta summoned her power and willed a small globe of light to appear in her hand. By its glow she examined the filthy cell and the flea-ridden blankets on the cots. “Not the place I’d have chosen to spend the night,” she said with a sniff. 
 
    “We’ve been in worse.” Kyla was maddeningly cheerful. 
 
    Struck by sudden suspicion, Marta stood and confronted her friend. “Do you know something I don’t?” 
 
    Kyla shook her head. “I don’t know anything, but I felt the stirrings of power in that Jerome. Didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, but not in a good way. He gave me chills.” 
 
    “Still, it’s surely a good omen that the first person we met is one with the ability to receive power. I have a feeling things are going to get interesting very quickly.” 
 
    “Too interesting, most likely. I don’t want to gift someone like that.” Marta ran her hand over the repellent cot and shuddered with revulsion. “I don’t know if I can stand to lie on this filth, but I suppose we ought to get some sleep. Tomorrow may be a busy day.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    HIDE AND SEEK 
 
      
 
    Ed lay face down on his cot, trembling, soaking the pillow with his tears. 
 
    “Hey, look, there he is!” A young girl’s voice intruded on his despair. “Hey, Eddie, Miss Abigail’s looking all over for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re really in trouble, Eddie. What'sa matter? You crying?” 
 
    He recognized the voices: the Farley sisters. If he didn’t move, maybe the little snoops would go away. 
 
    “He knows he’s in trouble, that’s why, isn’t it, Eddie? You never came back from the errand Miss Abigail sent you on, and she’s real mad.” 
 
    He put his pillow over his head, clutched it tight around his ears, but he couldn’t shut out the voices. 
 
    The girls giggled. One, he thought it was Nora, said, “Simple Eddie thinks he can hide. Thinks we can’t see him under that pillow.” 
 
    “Shh,” said her sister. “You’re not to call him that. Miss Abigail’ll punish you if she hears you.” 
 
    “Well, she didn’t hear me, and he is simple, and anyway, she won’t care now. She’ll prob’ly call him that herself.” 
 
    He couldn’t stand it. He sat up, hurled the pillow at them, jumped from the bed, and ran toward them, flapping his arms wildly to chase them off. 
 
    They screamed and ran toward the school, yelling, “Help! Help, Miss Abigail! Eddie’s gone crazy. He’s after us. Help!” 
 
    He chased them only far enough to be sure they were gone, and turned back to his cabin. In it, he felt like a trapped rat. Miss Abigail was angry, the girls said. Of course, she would be. Even angrier, when they ran yelling to her that he’d scared them off. For sure she’d send him to the workhouse now. 
 
    If only she’d just give him a good beating like his pa used to. He could stand that. He couldn’t stand being sent away. But Miss Abigail didn’t believe in beatings. 
 
    He couldn’t face her, tell her what he’d done, how he’d lost Councilor Hardwick’s letter. Those boys might have tossed it away when they saw it wasn’t a love letter. 
 
    Love letter! Who would write him a love letter? 
 
    He grabbed his jacket and put it on over his torn shirt, though the day was warm. He’d go back to town and look for the letter. Miss Leah should have the horses back in the barn by now. He could take one, go quickly, and be back with the note by suppertime. If he found it, maybe Miss Abigail would forgive him and not send him away. He’d have to hurry, before she came looking for him. 
 
    He stepped from the cabin and looked toward the school. Too late! Miss Abigail was heading his way, the Farley sisters dancing beside her. 
 
    She might not have seen him. He darted around the cabin and raced toward the creek that marked the edge of the school property. There was no way to get to the barn without Miss Abigail seeing him. He’d have to walk to town. 
 
    He tried to jump over the creek, but it was too wide. With a huge splash, he landed in the middle. Arms flailing, he struggled to the far bank through the nearly waste deep water and climbed out, dripping. He could hear Miss Abigail calling him. “Edwin! Edwin, where are you?” 
 
    He dashed to a clump of willows, hoping they’d hide him, but they didn’t offer enough cover, so he ran on across a field, jumped a fence, and tore through a flowerbed in someone’s back yard. From a house someone yelled at him. He kept running. Looking behind to see if anyone was following, he ran into a pair of heavy work trousers hanging on a clothesline, tore the trousers from the line rather than stop to untangle himself, and raced on with the trousers hung around his neck. 
 
    Angry shouts behind him drove him to hurdle a hedge. The trousers caught on a branch, unbalancing him. He toppled into a vegetable garden on the other side of the hedge, got up covered with dirt, ran on. A dog charged him, barking furiously. Terrified, Ed ran for a tree and swung up into its branches with the dog snarling and lunging at his legs.  
 
    A screen door slammed. “What’s the matter, Bowser?” someone shouted. Footsteps pounded toward him.  
 
    He was trapped. 
 
    No. A big branch overhung a fence. If he could squirm along it, he could drop down on the other side of the fence, where the dog couldn’t get him. He eased onto the branch, wormed along it. 
 
    A man came up under the tree, saw him. “What you doing there, boy? Get out of that tree!” 
 
    Ed kept moving. The branch dipped beneath his weight; the man grabbed for his feet. “Get down from there, I say, thief!” 
 
    The man had hold of his shoe. Eddie pulled his foot out of the shoe, scrambled a bit farther, and dove over the fence.  
 
    He fell hard. Pain lanced through his shoulder. Never mind, he had to get away. He pulled himself to his feet and ran lopsidedly, sobbing for breath, holding his arm to ease the pain in his shoulder. After charging through one more back yard, he crossed a lane. A deep ditch clogged with weeds ran alongside it. Only a trickle of water seeped along the bottom. He had to rest; he couldn’t run any farther.  
 
    He jumped into the ditch, hunkered down, and flattened himself among the weeds. The ditch water was stagnant and rank. He shivered in his wet clothing. His shoulder ached, but he could move his arm and hand. The weeds in which he crouched had barbs that scratched his face and hands, adding to his misery. But it would be dark soon. If he could hide here until after dark, he could probably get away and get back to town without being seen. 
 
      
 
    Abigail groaned to see Edwin climb out of the creek soaking wet, dodge through the willows, and dash madly across the field beyond it. He had to hear her calling him. Why did he keep running? She was horrified to see him climb a fence into someone’s backyard. 
 
    “He can really run, can’t he?” Nora Farley said. 
 
    “Want us to chase him, Miss Abigail?” Beth Farley leaned forward, ready to speed after him. 
 
    “Absolutely not. You’ve done enough damage. I want you to go home right now.” 
 
    “We didn’t make him run, Miss Abigail, honest,” Nora protested. “He chased us. He was scary.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You know very well Edwin wouldn’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    “But he did mean to, Miss Abigail,” Beth insisted. “We only told him you were looking for him, and he went all crazy and came after us like he meant to kill us. He did.” 
 
    “You didn’t tease him?” 
 
    “No, Miss Abigail, we never do that anymore after that time you scolded us so.” 
 
    “Hmmm. I wonder. Something has terrified him. I told you to go home. Your parents will be worried about you. I must go get the carriage and try to find Edwin. If he tells me you did frighten him, I’ll have a talk with your father and mother. Go. Hurry!” 
 
    She shooed the girls away and watched them run back toward the school. Little hellions! Of course they’d said something to frighten poor Edwin. She had to find him before he came to harm, trespassing in yards and not looking where he was running. 
 
    That beast of a father had ruined the lad, convincing him he was stupid and useless and making his son the brunt of his drunken rages. The wonder was that Edwin had kept a sweet nature through it all. Most boys would have turned bitter and brutal under that treatment. 
 
    She hurried to the barn on the far side of the school. She considered enlisting Leah’s help with the search but didn’t want to spare the time to hunt for her and explain. Who knew how far Edwin might run or what might happen to him before she got one of the horses hitched to the carriage and got out on the streets to look for him? 
 
    She led Bitsy from her stall and fumbled with the traces, her nervousness making the horse restless and the task more difficult. This was Edwin’s job. She could do it well enough, but lack of practice made it take maddeningly long. 
 
    Hiking up her full skirt and petticoats, she climbed into the driver’s seat, glad no one was around to see her. No matter that she wasn’t dressed for driving a carriage; she arranged her skirts as best she could, flicked the reins, and drove out onto the street. 
 
    The sun was low in the western sky. She had to find Edwin before dark. Turning in the direction he had taken, she guided the horse along the lane in front of the houses he had run behind, calling his name as she drove. If he kept to the back yards she wouldn’t see him, but surely he’d not do that. He’d find it easier running in the streets and walkways. 
 
    She berated herself for sending him on the errand to Councilor Hardwick. The Council Master had probably treated him unkindly and said who knew what to him to frighten him. The man was utterly insensitive. But Edwin had to learn to deal with such people, to convince them that he wasn’t simple. She sighed. Every time she thought he’d made good progress, something happened to set him back. Nothing had ever spooked him this badly, however. 
 
    The carriage jounced and bounced over the rough pavement. Bitsy refused to hurry; she wasn’t accustomed to being driven at this time. She wanted to go back to her stall and her manger. Abigail had to use the whip, which she detested, and had to keep tugging at the reins to turn the horse in the direction she wanted her to go. 
 
    Everyone she passed on the street she called to and asked if they’d seen Edwin. Most knew him, but only one had seen him. “He run through my yard so fast he tore my best work pants off the line,” the man said. “Jumped over a hedge to get away, and my trousers caught on the hedge, so I got ’em back, but they’re ripped, and I’m going to need new ones. What’s the matter with that dummy? He finally took leave of his senses altogether?” 
 
    “Something frightened him, that’s all,” Abigail snapped and set the horse back in motion.  
 
    It occurred to her that Edwin might be so frightened he’d hide when he heard the carriage. He’d recognize it as hers by Bitsy’s distinctive clop—distinctive to him; he knew the sound of each of her three horses, although to her they sounded no different from any other horses. 
 
    She had to hope that as his panic subsided he’d realize that he had nothing to fear from her. 
 
    She looked carefully along every street, paused to call his name at every street corner, checked clumps of bushes where he might be hiding, peered up into the branches of trees. No doubt she was making a spectacle of herself, but Edwin had to be found. 
 
    The sun set; she continued to search by twilight. Bitsy grew restive as visibility became difficult. Reluctantly Abigail turned back toward her home. 
 
    Maybe Edwin had already returned. Surely he had. It would be a good joke on her to find him in the carriage house when she pulled in, waiting for her, wondering where she’d been. He’d help her down from the driver’s seat, unhitch Bitsy and care for her, and she’d let him know she was glad to see him before she scolded him for giving her such a fright. 
 
    Night deepened and she could scarcely see to drive, but Bitsy was headed home, and the mare knew the way even in darkness. The horse picked up her pace and soon trotted into the school driveway and pulled up in front of the barn. Leah ran toward them carrying a lantern. 
 
    “Abigail, I’ve been worried about you. Where have you been?” 
 
    “Searching for Edwin. Has he come back?” 
 
    Leah shook her head. “The Farley girls are telling such a tale, I went to his cabin to look for him. I checked again just before I heard the carriage.” 
 
    Tears sprang into Abigail’s eyes. “I couldn’t find him. I’m sure Nora and Beth Farley said or did something to frighten him into running away. If they continue spreading lies about him, I’ll expel them from the school. I don’t care if they do live right across the street or how influential their father is.” She wiped away her tears and let Leah help her descend. Together they unhitched the horse and led her to her stall while she told Leah of Ed’s flight and her futile search. When all three horses were fed and groomed, they checked Edwin’s cabin again. 
 
    “You don’t think he could be in the school, do you?” Leah asked. 
 
    “He does have keys. I suppose we should look.” Abigail got a second lantern, and they searched every room of the two-story frame building, even checked closets. 
 
    Abigail’s last hope was that he might turn up at the house she and Leah shared. Sweeping their lanterns to search the dark schoolyard as they walked, they came to the barn, looked in it again, and went on. 
 
    Abigail usually loved coming home to the comfort of the old place that had belonged to her family for generations past. Now she dreaded it because if Edwin weren’t waiting for them on the big front porch, her last hope of finding him tonight would vanish. Abigail hated to feel helpless, hated to feel guilty. She was responsible for Ed, his only protector. 
 
    They reached the house, climbed the steps onto the porch. The porch swing swayed, stirring her hopes, but it was empty, moved only by the wind. Nothing hid in the shadows, no one huddled in the doorway. 
 
    She let Leah unlock the door while she leaned over the porch railing to scan the areas around the house, though she no longer expected to find Ed. 
 
    “Aren’t you coming in?” Leah called. “I’ll fix us something to eat.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Abigail called back. “I’ll be in soon.” 
 
    She enjoyed having Leah share the house. The younger woman was good company, and the house was too large for one person. But tonight she wanted to be alone. Leah would try to cheer her up, and she didn’t want to be cheered. Leah would tell her she’d done everything she could, but Leah didn’t know what Abigail knew. 
 
    Abigail had searched as hard as she could, but the search shouldn’t have been necessary. It was her fault that Edwin had run away. If she hadn’t sent him on the errand, hadn’t sent the mischievous Farley sisters to look for him … 
 
    Those errors paled before her great sin of omission. She’d never told Edwin the real reason she’d taken him in when his father died, given him the job of school janitor, and encouraged him to listen in on the lessons and learn all he could. She’d never told him that she and his mother were cousins, that she was his nearest living relative. 
 
    Why? Had she been ashamed of him, no matter how stoutly she defended him against the charge of being simple? Was she still ashamed of the cousin who’d eloped with a wild young ranch hand and broken her parents’ hearts? Irina had died before Edwin was a year old; he had no memory of his mother, knew nothing about her. Abigail and Irina had grown up together, as close as sisters. She could have told him so many things about his mother. 
 
    She’d failed him, failed Irina. She remembered when Neil Robbins, Ed’s father, came back to Carey and settled in a shack on the bad side of town. Ed had been about four or five then, she thought. His father had tried, once, to contact Irina’s parents. They’d refused to see him, and he never tried again. Robbins had his own twisted pride, it seemed. He never told anyone Ed was a member of the prestigious Dormer family, and none of the Dormers ever acknowledged the relationship, Abigail included. They’d known Neil Robbins was neglecting Edwin, guessed at the abuse. But no one did anything to stop it. 
 
    When Irina’s parents died, Abigail’s father had wondered briefly whether he should attempt to do anything for his brother’s grandchild. But he was himself in poor health and wished no further burden placed on his wife. Abigail cared for her parents during their years of declining health, and after their deaths, having inherited both her father’s and her uncle’s estates, she had transformed the house that had belonged to Irina’s parents into a girls’ primary school. She’d been too busy to worry about young Edwin. 
 
    How would Edwin handle the news that he was serving as janitor in what had been his grandparents’ home? She resolved to tell him that and everything else when she found him. If she got the chance. 
 
      
 
    Ed heard Miss Abigail’s carriage, heard her calling his name. She was hunting for him in the carriage! She must mean to pick him up and drive him to the workhouse. He couldn’t let her find him. He crawled deeper into the weeds and lay prone in the mud, the pounding of his heart rivaling the horse’s clomping hooves. 
 
    The carriage stopped. Had she spotted him? He held his breath, not daring to turn to look. He could imagine what she’d say if she saw him like this, covered with stinking mud, burs in his clothes and hair. Maybe when she saw him in such a mess, she wouldn’t let him into her fine rig. She’d just tell him to go away and never let her see him again. That would be better than being sent to the workhouse, but where would he go? How would he live? 
 
    The horse whinnied—Bitsy, it was. Wheels creaked. The carriage moved on. She hadn’t seen him. 
 
    He lay still for a long time, too haunted by the echoes of Miss Abigail’s voice to dare to move even to scratch the insect bites that tormented him. Not until the sun set did he sit up and brush off the worst of the mud. Soon it would be dark enough for him to venture out of hiding. He needed to move around, warm up. The evening had brought a cool wind that chilled him through his wet clothes. The pain in his injured shoulder had settled in as a dull, deep ache. 
 
    At last, the deepening night allowed him to feel safe. He scrambled out of the ditch and found the road. It wasn’t easy picking his way through the darkness. The moon had not yet risen, but enough stars were visible through drifting clouds to show him the right direction. When he reached the road that would take him downtown, he paused and took off his remaining shoe so he could walk faster without limping. Walking jarred his shoulder, made its pain worse, but he ignored that. He had to reach town. 
 
    In the city center, gaslights illumined the streets. Their light would help him find Councilor Hardwick’s note. When he found it, he’d go home, clean up, and deliver the note to Miss Abigail first thing in the morning. He’d beg her not to send him to the workhouse, and maybe she’d take pity on him. 
 
    The downtown streets were not as empty as he’d hoped. Stores and offices were closed, but restaurants and saloons were open and several people were out enjoying an evening stroll. He could hide somewhere until the streets emptied, but someone else might find the note before then. Ducking from shadowy doorways to dark alleys to the shelter of a tree, he reached the place where the boys had attacked him. 
 
    Wind gusts sent scraps of paper fluttering along the street. Suppose they’d torn up the note! Maybe, if he could recover all the pieces, he could paste it back together. 
 
    When no one was near he darted out of hiding and chased the scraps, snatching all he could catch before having to rush back out of sight. Again he watched for his chance and when the street was empty ran to a gaslight and examined his finds. 
 
    Pieces of a shopping list. Shreds of a receipt for shoe repair from the cobbler’s. Not one piece of his note. Maybe it hadn’t been torn up. 
 
    He moved on in the direction the boys had taken, turning off Main Street onto a side street. It was easier to hide here, with gaslights only on the corners, and the middle of the block left dark. At one point, though, light spilled out of an open ground floor window. As he approached that window, he spied a crumpled paper lying beneath it. The note! Forgetting caution, he ran forward and put his hand on the windowsill as he bent to retrieve the paper. 
 
    A scream shrilled almost in his ear. He looked up. A young woman stared at him through the window. She wore a lacy, low-cut bodice. He gawked; he’d never seen so much bare female flesh. She screamed again and slammed the window down on his hand. 
 
    He yowled and tried to free himself. Footsteps pounded behind him; someone grabbed him. He was jerked away from the window with a force that scraped patches of skin from his fingers as it tore his hand free. The ache in his shoulder burst into searing pain. 
 
    “Gimme some help here,” yelled the man who held him. “I got a Peeping Tom.” Though Ed struggled only feebly, a second man ran to help the first, and now Ed could see that both men were wearing the white and tan uniforms of the city’s peacekeepers. The new arrival smacked him on the side of his head with a club. Lights danced before his eyes. The men dragged him back to Main Street, where a small crowd was gathering. 
 
    “Get back, folks,” shouted a peacekeeper. “This fellow may be dangerous. Move back and give us room.” 
 
    “Ugh! Look at him! He stinks!” 
 
    “Is he drunk?” 
 
    “Hey, that’s Simple Eddie,” someone shouted. 
 
    “Why, so it is,” said the officer. “Didn’t recognize him through all the dirt.” 
 
    “Musta gone crazy. Crazier ‘n he already was.” 
 
    “Whatcha gonna do with him?” 
 
    “He’s going to the guardhouse. Move aside.” 
 
    “Oughtta throw ’im in the lake. He sure needs a bath.” 
 
    The crowd guffawed. 
 
    Little by little the peace officers drew Ed along. He moved in a haze of pain. “The note,” he muttered. “I didn’t get the note.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    UNEXPECTED VISITORS 
 
      
 
    Loud voices. Laughter. Heavy footsteps, banging of doors. The commotion roused Marta; she hadn’t been asleep anyway. “Kyla, you awake?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes. I hear it. We’re getting company.” 
 
    A small barred window in the door admitted a bit of light. Marta got up and peered out into the corridor. Someone in the approaching group had a lantern and was holding it high to provide light for his fellows. 
 
    “Three peacekeepers bringing in one poor guy who looks barely conscious,” Marta reported. “Looks like he’s been in a fight—he’s a real mess. They’re putting him in the cell across from us. Throwing him into it, I should say.” 
 
    The man with the lantern noticed Marta looking out and came close to leer in at her. “Say, there’s women in here,” he announced to his companions. “What’d they do?” 
 
    “Council Master Hardwick brought ’em in. He’s hauling them up before the council for defrauding the public.” 
 
    The third peacekeeper slammed the door to the cell across the hall and turned a key in its lock. “Hey, Eddie, see you mind your manners in there. You got ladies across the hall from you.” 
 
    They all guffawed. One crossed the hall and slammed a billy club against the bars of the window, making Marta jump back. “Get your rest, ladies,” he shouted into their cell. “You need your beauty sleep before you go before the council.” 
 
    Roaring with laughter, they marched off down the corridor and through a door at its end. Their departure left the cells in darkness. 
 
    “Beasts,” Kyla muttered. 
 
    When the echoes of laughter died away, Marta heard moans and sobs from the new prisoner. She’d moaned like that more than once after a beating. The reminder brought an ache to her throat. She kindled the mage light and tried to look into the cell across the way, but could see nothing. The man must be lying on the cot or on the floor. “Suppose he’s as innocent as we are?” 
 
    “He may well be,” Kyla said, joining her at the window. “I’m not impressed with the quality of justice here.” 
 
    “Are we going to do anything about it?” 
 
    “You mean, are we going to do anything about him?” Kyla waved her hand in the direction of the other cell. 
 
    “Listen to him. He’s in pain. How do we know he’s not dying?” 
 
    Kyla cocked her head. “Sounds too loud for a dying man,” she said. “I’d guess more scared than hurt.” 
 
    Marta couldn’t rest. She had to see for herself. “I can’t stand it. Sing the door open, and let’s see what we can do.” 
 
    Kyla nodded, and Marta stepped away from the door. Kyla bent near the lock and sang, not loudly but with compelling force. After two or three bars, Marta heard the tumblers turn. Kyla pushed the door open. They crossed the hall, and she repeated the song. In a moment they had that cell door open also. Marta’s nose wrinkled; this cell smelled even worse than theirs had. 
 
    The globe of light in Marta’s hand banished the darkness to the corners of the small cell and showed its occupant curled on the dirty floor in a fetal position, his hands over his face. Shadows swung around them as Marta handed Kyla the sphere of light and knelt beside the injured man. Much of the foul smell was coming from him, but she refused to let the stench deter her. 
 
    “Hey, fellow, we’re here to help you. Don’t be scared.” Gently she pulled his hands away from his eyes. “Tell us what’s wrong.” 
 
    He yelped but kept his eyes scrunched shut. Marta glanced at the hands she held. One was bruised and bloody with fingers that looked broken. She gave a low whistle. “No wonder you shouted when I touched you. Kyla, look at his hand. And the bruise on his face. You get in a fight, fellow, or did the peacekeepers do this to you?” 
 
    “They did it.” The words came out in choked sobs. “They wouldn’t let me get the note.” 
 
    Kyla hunkered down beside Marta. “We’ll help you if you let us,” she said. 
 
    The man got one eye open and focused it blearily on Marta. “You’ll get in trouble,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that.” Marta gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze. 
 
    He let out another yell. She jerked her hand away. “That sore, too? I’m sorry, I didn’t know. You better tell us what happened and where you’re hurt.” 
 
    “I fell and hit my shoulder when I jumped out of a tree. A man was trying to pull me down so his dog could get me, but he only pulled off my shoe. Later a lady slammed a window on my hand. I only wanted to get my note.” He raised his head, got both eyes open. Marta supported his back, helped him sit up. He stared at the light in Kyla’s hand. 
 
    “You—you must be the wonder workers,” he said in an awed tone. 
 
    Kyla smiled. “We’re called that sometimes,” she said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    He dropped his gaze, hung his head. “Everybody calls me Simple Eddie.” 
 
    “That can’t be your real name,” Kyla said. “What do you call yourself?” 
 
    “Ed Robbins,” he mumbled. “Edwin, really, but I like Ed better.” 
 
    “Okay, Ed it is,” Marta said. “You can call me Marta,” she pointed to herself, “and she’s Kyla.” 
 
    When she pointed at Kyla, Ed looked up and stared again at the globe of light. “How does she do that?” he asked Marta as though afraid to direct the question to Kyla. 
 
    “She doesn’t. I do. She’s only holding it for me.” She reached over and transferred the light from Kyla’s palm to her own. “She does other things, like open locks.” She waved the light toward the open cell door. 
 
    He glanced at the door, but did not seem to connect it with the possibility of escape. Instead, his fascinated gaze returned to the light. “Doesn’t it burn you?” he asked. 
 
    Marta shook her head. “It isn’t hot, at least not on the outside,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Could I hold it?” he asked timidly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ed, but it would burst like a bubble when it touched your hand,” Marta said. “It takes power to kindle this light, and only someone with power can hold it.” 
 
    “Oh.” The intensity of disappointment in that single syllable, his lowered gaze, his drooping shoulders tore at Marta’s heart. She flashed Kyla a quick look. 
 
    Their power could keep the light sphere intact in Ed’s hands for a couple of minutes. Would it be cruel to do so, to raise false hopes? Or would it be the first step toward the self-respect this fellow so desperately needed? 
 
    Kyla gave a slight nod. 
 
    “Ed, you can try if you want,” Marta said. “Here, cup your hands. Let’s see what happens.” 
 
    “Better not,” he mumbled without raising his eyes. 
 
    “No, it’s all right. Until you try, you don’t know what you can or can’t do.” 
 
    Slowly he lifted his hands, wincing. Probably she shouldn’t ask him to do this without knowing the extent of his physical injuries. Yet the psychic injuries were so obvious and so deep, she felt compelled to deal first with them. 
 
    Carefully she slid the ball of light into his cupped hands and cushioned it with her power as she drew her own hands away. She felt Kyla’s power backing her own. 
 
    Shadows rocked toward them and darkness threatened to tumble down from the ceiling, but the light held and steadied and the shadows retreated. Face wrinkled in concentration, lower lip caught between his teeth, Ed balanced the globe as if it were formed of the most delicate crystal. He stared so fixedly into its depths that Marta feared for his vision. Perhaps she should take the globe back or let it burst before he blinded himself. 
 
    The light’s sudden flare arrested her motion toward it. Marta’s whole body tingled as she saw the light swell to twice its original size. In its glowing white interior a small dark figure moved. 
 
    Ed screamed and flung his hands wide. The sphere burst, plunging the cell into darkness. Marta was too startled to kindle another light. 
 
    “My pa,” Ed sobbed. “I saw my pa. He was coming for me.” 
 
    A hand gripped Marta’s shoulder. “What did you do?” Kyla spoke into her ear. 
 
    “Nothing. I didn’t do that,” Marta said. 
 
    “Then who did?” 
 
    “Well, if you didn’t and I didn’t, he must have done it himself,” Marta whispered. “It was nothing I’d know how to do.” 
 
    “What was it? Do we dare risk another light?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” Marta cupped shaking hands and sent to them an uncertain flow of power that kindled a faint, flickering glow. It strengthened as she calmed, slowly defeating the darkness. Its light showed Ed hunched over, head in hands, rocking and moaning. 
 
    She passed the light to Kyla and went to him. Holding him gently, she said, “What was it, Ed? What did you see?” 
 
    “My pa,” he said between sobs. “I saw my pa. Comin’ at me with a board. Like he always did. When I was bad.” 
 
    “Where is your father now, Ed?” Kyla asked. 
 
    “Dead. Two years dead.” He trembled violently in Marta’s embrace. 
 
    Marta shuddered, but Kyla said, “What you saw wasn’t real, Ed. It was a memory, projected into the light by your fear.” 
 
    Kyla’s explanation sounded logical, but Marta had also seen a figure in the light. If it had been a projection of Ed’s fear, it had been projected strongly enough to be visible to others. That, along with the strong tingling she’d felt, meant that Ed was gifted, and with no minor talent. 
 
    Kyla had been right; the Power-Giver—whether Alair or Claid—had led them to this place. And what an assignment they’d been given! Not only an untrained talent—all they found were that—but a young man whose deep hurts must be healed before he could be trained. His awakened power could be extremely dangerous if he struck out with it in fear and with no control. 
 
    They would have to begin immediately, building his confidence, teaching him to conquer his fear. To do that they would first have to persuade him to tell them all about himself, his whole life story. She suspected that would be no easy task; Ed was clearly ashamed of his background and would want to conceal from them all the ugliness Marta was sure had been his lot in life. They would doubtless have to share their own stories to win his confidence, something both found painful. But they could not ease his suffering without pain of their own. 
 
    It was going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    Jerome arose an hour before dawn. After spending a sleepless time wrestling with his conscience, he’d decided at last what he must do. His plan might not succeed, but he had to try. 
 
    He hadn’t been able to get the wonder workers off his mind or to find an explanation for the peculiar sensations they aroused. The search of their valises had revealed only one thing of interest: a large, leather-bound book written in a mysterious language. When he’d opened the book and gazed at the neat lines of unreadable script filling its pages, he’d experienced the same sensation—an intense hunger, not for food but for something indefinable, something that lay just beyond his reach. It was the sensation of standing before the door to a room filled with treasure, a door to which he did not have the key. As he examined the incomprehensible book, he seemed to see before him the vague outline of a closed door, but when he reached to touch it, his fingers stroked the air. His need to know more about the women and about the book impelled him to betray his employer and jeopardize his position. After dressing by the light of a single candle, he crept silently down the stairs, snuffed the candle, put it in his pocket, and quietly let himself out of his mother’s house. 
 
    He hurried through dark streets to Councilor Hardwick’s office, opened the outer door with his key, and with trembling fingers lit the wick of the lamp on his desk. In the drawers of his desk he found the tools he needed: a piece of wire, a thin metal file. With these he easily picked the simple lock of Hardwick’s office; the man’s overweening conceit would not let him consider that he might be robbed. 
 
    In Hardwick’s office Jerome twisted the wire into the lock of the desk drawer. It resisted more than the door had, but Jerome had a talent for this work, though he’d never before used it for any purpose but to keep informed of his employer’s affairs. He was not a thief. On this occasion he needed the set of keys Hardwick kept locked here, but he’d return them after using them. 
 
    He found and pocketed the heavy brass ring that held keys to the cells, closed the drawer, left the office, locked the outer door, and sped to the guardhouse. 
 
    It was not likely that a guard would be on duty. The peacekeeper force in Carey was understaffed and usually only posted a guard at night if the guardhouse held a dangerous criminal. Otherwise, the prisoners would be locked in and left at night. Hardwick hadn’t considered the women a high security risk. Officers would come on duty shortly after dawn. Before then Jerome expected to have accomplished his purpose. 
 
    He took the precaution of peering in Peacekeeper Captain Wronson’s office window before he went to the door. The office was dark. He felt his way to the front door, found the right key for the lock, eased the door open, stepped inside, and listened. 
 
    Everything was quiet, as he’d hoped. Still, he wouldn’t risk lighting his candle until he reached the cell area. He groped his way past the office and through the corridor to the door that led to the six cells. Again he found the right key and inserted it in the lock. 
 
    Quietly he slipped through the open door and paused to light his candle. The candle wasn’t needed; light poured from the open door of one cell, and he heard a low murmur of voices. Torn between curiosity and fear of detection, he slipped the unlighted candle back into his pocket and crept toward the cell. 
 
    The same sense of restless urgency came over him as before in the women's presence, the same sensation he had received from the mysterious book. He eased toward the open cell and risked a quick peek. 
 
    The younger woman was seated cross-legged on the floor, a sphere of light balanced on her open palms. The other, prettier one sat by the cot and rested her arms and head on it. She might have been asleep. 
 
    The cell held a third person, sitting beside the sleeper, his back against the side of the cot, legs stretched out in front of him, one hand cradling the other in his lap. Jerome needed a second glance to recognize the face, swollen with cuts and bruises. Simple Eddie! 
 
    Jerome’s sudden intake of breath must have been audible. Eddie raised his head; alarm bleached his face, emphasizing the bruises. The girl Marta leaned forward and whispered something, then turned toward the cell door as Jerome stepped inside. 
 
    “Kyla,” she called, scrambling to her feet. “Kyla, wake up. We’ve got company.” 
 
      
 
    Roused by Marta’s call, Kyla sat up, blinked, rubbed her eyes, and collected her muzzy thoughts. Beside her, Ed drew up his knees and scrunched behind them, shielding his face with his arms. 
 
    “No need to be afraid,” Jerome said to Marta, who had given not the slightest indication of fear. “I’ve come to take you out of here to a safe place.” 
 
    Ed moaned. “Don’t leave me,” he whispered without raising his head. 
 
    “We won’t,” Kyla said, giving his back a reassuring pat. 
 
    Marta snorted. “We’re supposed to trust you?” Jerome held out his hands, palms up, in a conciliating gesture. “When I took you to Councilor Hardwick I had no idea he intended to place you under arrest. I had to follow his orders when he had me help him bring you here. He’s my employer.” 
 
    “An employer like him isn’t worth working for,” Marta said. 
 
    He looked indignant. “It’s an excellent position, not one I care to jeopardize.” 
 
    “So what are you doing here?” 
 
    Awake now, Kyla intervened. “Let’s let him tell us. We could use some help.” 
 
    Marta’s glare did not soften, nor did she relax her belligerent stance, but she subsided into silence. 
 
    Jerome turned a warm smile on Kyla. “I’m sorry you’ve had to spend the night in such unpleasant quarters. Please believe I never expected that to happen. After we brought you here, I tried my best to persuade the Councilor to return and release you, but he refused. He's determined to make an example of you, and I could not deter him. He plans to bring you before the entire council today to persuade them to have you beaten, stripped, and sent out of town in disgrace.” 
 
    “Hmph. Let him try it,” Marta said with an angry sniff. 
 
    Jerome’s slight bow to Marta bordered on the sarcastic. “He has the power to influence the council, I assure you. He's the Council Master. They won't refuse him.” 
 
    “And we have the power to confound his intentions,” Marta snapped. 
 
    “Easy, Marta,” Kyla said. “Let’s hear him out.” 
 
    “He’s frightened Ed again when I finally had him at ease.” 
 
    “We need help ourselves before we can help Ed. Be patient.” 
 
    Patience did not come easy to Marta. At times like these Kyla could have throttled her. Her intransigence was forcing Kyla into a position she didn’t want to take. She didn’t trust Jerome; he would not be her choice for an ally. But they needed an ally, and no one else was available. 
 
    Jerome frowned at Ed, who continued to hide his face. Kyla hoped Marta would be silent about Ed’s talent. With an expression of distaste, Jerome said, “What's he doing here? He’s the town simpleton, not worth wasting your time over. I suppose he blundered into some mischief.” 
 
    “He did nothing wrong,” Marta said hotly, stepping in front of Ed as if to protect him. “Your esteemed employer terrified him, and some of Carey’s honored peacekeepers abused him and brought him in without bothering to—” 
 
    “Marta, be quiet, please.” Kyla grabbed her friend’s arm and squeezed it. “I want to hear what Jerome is proposing.” 
 
    “Yes, we have very little time,” Jerome said, nervously consulting his gold pocket watch. “We must be out of here before sunrise.” 
 
    “Where do you intend to take us?” Kyla asked. 
 
    He turned away from Marta, spoke earnestly to Kyla. “I’ll take you to my mother’s house. It’s large; she has plenty of room. No one will think to search for you there. Hardwick won’t suspect me of freeing you.” 
 
    “Is your mother willing to shelter us?” Kyla asked. 
 
    He looked embarrassed. “I, ah, didn’t ask her. But I know she will. She’s extremely devoted to the Goddess Liadra, who commands charity and hospitality. She’s a bit of a fanatic, but that’s in your favor. I can convince her that shielding you is a service to the gods.” 
 
    Kyla had grave doubts about that. She and Marta had been persecuted too often in the name of one or another of Arucadi’s patron gods. Marta’s upward gaze said her friend shared that thought. She tightened her grip on Marta’s arm. 
 
    “We have to go quickly,” he urged. “Please, come with me.” 
 
    “I won’t leave Ed,” Marta said, crossing her arms. 
 
    “Miss, I assure you, your sympathy for that fellow is misplaced. Look at him: filthy, stinking—” 
 
    “That’s not his fault,” Marta snapped. “He’s—” 
 
    “Marta!” Kyla dug so hard into Marta’s arm that the girl let out a squeal. She eased her grip and said to Jerome, “Marta’s right. We won’t leave Ed here. We’ll go with you to your mother’s house, but Ed must come with us.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” Jerome’s expression hardened. “My mother’s charity will not extend that far. And it isn’t necessary. Eddie works for Abigail Dormer, proprietress of a girls’ school. Miss Dormer will come fetch him as soon as she learns he’s here.” 
 
    Eddie moaned, shook his head, and curled more tightly into himself. 
 
    “No,” Kyla said. “He will go with us, or we will go nowhere.” 
 
    Sweat beaded on Jerome’s forehead. “I tell you, that simpleton cannot go with us.” 
 
    “Don’t call him that!” Marta said. “We don’t need charity from you.” 
 
    If only Marta would stop making matters worse. Charity wasn't what motivated Jerome. He wanted power, wanted it badly enough to have risked his job, his future on this venture. He could be persuaded to take Ed if Marta didn’t anger him past endurance. 
 
    Kyla stepped partly in front of Marta, brought her heel down hard on Marta’s toe. Ignoring Marta’s gasp of anger and pain, she smiled sweetly at Jerome. “It’s good of you to want to help us. I know what courage it must have taken for you to come here like this. You don’t want that effort to be for naught, and neither do I. But my friend is determined to help poor Ed. She absolutely will not leave him alone and frightened in this terrible place. I will not leave her. So unless you let us bring him with us, you'll have to leave without us, and we'll have to face the wrath of Councilor Hardwick.” She feigned a shudder, made her eyes plead. “We do want your help, Master Esterville.” She was proud of herself for remembering his surname. “Surely when you’ve already done so much, it will be a small thing to bring Ed along. We’ll see that he's no trouble and does not annoy your mother.” 
 
    Marta’s sharp inhalation made Kyla gesture frantically behind her back. Jerome’s thoughtful look told her he was considering her words. If Marta kept quiet … 
 
    “Didn’t you see the open cell door?” Marta demanded. “Does that look like we need your help?” 
 
    Jerome cast a startled glance at the open door, as though he hadn’t understood its significance. “No,” he said slowly, “I guess you don’t.” He walked to the door, paused. “Unless you can also make yourselves invisible, it won’t do you much good once Hardwick starts hunting for you.” He left the cell. 
 
    “Get Ed onto his feet.” Kyla accompanied the whispered command with a withering look. She hurried forward, caught up with Jerome in the corridor, linked her arm with his. “Don’t be angry with Marta. We’re grateful for your help, truly. We’ll come with you—all of us.” 
 
    Holding Jerome’s arm, she called back over her shoulder, “Come, Marta. It’s all right. Bring Ed. Hurry.” 
 
    “We’re out of time,” Jerome muttered. “If she chooses to stay with that idiot, let her.” He moved on down the corridor, Kyla slowing his progress only a little. 
 
    She heard the clang of a cell door, looked back with a knot of fear in her stomach. Marta stood in the hall with a bedraggled and trembling Ed. Her friend had closed the door to Ed’s cell and, as Kyla watched, stepped across to close the door to the cell assigned to them. 
 
    Jerome did not look behind him. He quickened his pace, and Kyla was forced to match it. She heard Marta and Ed following slowly. They passed from the cell area to the offices in front. Jerome hesitated only briefly, perhaps getting his bearings in the dark. Marta had her mage light, but she stayed too far behind Jerome to let the light benefit him. He found the front door, unlocked it with a key from a large ring he carried, eased it open and peered cautiously outside. 
 
    “We’re late,” he said. “It’s getting light. We’ll never make it. I can’t be seen with you.” He was on the verge of abandoning them to save himself.  
 
    “Wait for Marta and Ed,” Kyla pleaded. “If we’re together, I think I can keep us hidden.” 
 
    He gave her a curious look and waited, his gritted teeth and nervous glances back and forth revealing his impatience. Marta had extinguished the mage light and was supporting Ed. Kyla sensed the power she used to hold him up and lead him along. Seconds dragged by as Jerome grew increasingly restive. 
 
    Marta hadn’t yet caught up when Kyla began a high-pitched hum. Her melody wove around them a cloak of dark blue wind; she had to strain to include Marta and Ed in its protection. 
 
    Marta drew closer, no doubt understanding what Kyla was doing, though Kyla sensed her continued anger. With her attention focused on calming and caring for Ed, fortunately she did nothing to impede their tortuous progress through the streets of Carey. 
 
      
 
    The town was beginning to stir. Window shutters creaked open. Horses moved through the streets with a sleepy clop-clop, their drivers delivering bread and milk to shops and houses. Women emptied slop buckets into gutters, creating a stench that contended with the aroma of fresh-baked bread. 
 
    No one glanced their way. Jerome’s nervousness gradually subsided. He walked more confidently, ignoring the stiff wind that blew around them. These women were true wonder workers, and Hardwick was a fool. Jerome would find the way to milk their power. If that meant coddling Simple Eddie for a time, he’d pay that price. 
 
    They reached his mother’s home. He unlocked the door and shepherded his charges inside. Closing the door behind them, he said, “Wait here.” 
 
    Leaving them clustered in the hall, he climbed the stairs and knocked on the door of his mother’s bedroom. Within the hour he'd have to return to his office to replace the keys and conceal his deed before Hardwick arrived. His mother would be cross with him for waking her, and he had little time to persuade her to do what he wanted. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    THREATS AND PROMISES 
 
      
 
    Abigail trudged through the dewy grass away from Edwin’s cottage, not caring that her skirt hem was getting soaked. Her head ached and her eyes were hot from sleeplessness and unshed tears. She had managed to convince herself that Edwin would have returned during the night and she would find him in bed asleep. Seeing bed and cottage empty left her numb. She tried to order her thoughts, decide what to do next. Would it be of any use to take the carriage out in another search? She had only a little over an hour before the school day began and she would be expected to conduct the opening devotions. 
 
    Leah could do that for her. She tried to remember whether she'd made any appointments for the two hours she set aside for parent conferences and interviews with prospective students. She didn’t think she had but was sure of nothing. Her brain was muddled and she wondered how she would get through the classes she must teach later in the day. 
 
    She’d cross that bridge when she came to it. If she had to, she could give the students a study period; they wouldn’t mind. A trip into town might turn up some information. She should see Councilor Hardwick to discover what had transpired between him and Edwin yesterday and whether something had happened to frighten Edwin into running away. 
 
    She’d have to hitch the horse to the carriage herself again, no help for that. She had time to get to town and back before her first class. No time for breakfast; her stomach rebelled at the thought of food anyway. She’d confer with Leah, check her appointment book, and go. 
 
    “Miss Dormer, I must talk to you.” 
 
    The man’s voice stopped her before she reached the steps to her home. She turned. Homer Farley hurried toward her, doffing his hat as he approached. 
 
    “Miss Dormer, I know it is irregular to disturb you at this hour, but I felt I could not wait. I’ll not be sending Nora and Beth to school today, and I must tell you why.” 
 
    She waited with growing irritation while he fanned himself with his hat. The morning was cool; he must have run to catch her before she went into the house. At last he continued. 
 
    “Something must be done about that boy of yours, Simple Eddie. He’s frightened and upset my girls. I’ll not have them exposed to his antics. They’re terrified of him.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” The pounding in her head left no room for patience. “It’s the other way around, Master Farley. They’ve teased and frightened Edwin and are at least partially responsible for his having run away. I’m terribly worried about him and must go in search of him.” 
 
    Farley slammed the hat onto his head. “If he’s run away, it’s probably because he fears the consequences of giving my daughters such a fright. I hope he never comes back, but if he does and you continue to defend him against all reason, I shall have no choice but to lodge a formal complaint with the council. Meanwhile, you may withdraw my daughters from your school. They shan’t be coming back to meet with further mistreatment and false accusations.” 
 
    “Good riddance to them,” said Abigail recklessly. 
 
    “I wonder, madam, how your school will fare without many of its pupils. Other parents are bound to withdraw their daughters when I inform them of what’s been happening here. Good day.” He turned on his heel and stalked away. 
 
    What had she done? With his large landholdings, Homer Farley had the influence to cause considerable trouble. If he convinced enough parents to follow his lead, she could be forced to close the school. She should hurry after him and ask to see him and his daughters together, then pressure the little hellions into telling the truth about their treatment of Edwin. 
 
    Her churning stomach and hammering head overruled her judgment. She would not abase herself before Homer Farley, nor would she sacrifice Edwin to appease him. 
 
    Leah came out onto the porch. “What did Master Farley want?” she called down, rousing Abigail from her inertia. 
 
    “My head on a stake,” Abigail said, climbing the steps and resting wearily against the porch railing. She described the confrontation to Leah, who reacted by giving her a warm embrace. 
 
    “Never mind,” Leah said. “We’ll work through this. You take the day off and do what you need to do to find Ed. I’ll open the school, and I’ll see that your classes are covered. They can join with mine or with Dorey’s. Come on, I’ll help with the carriage.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Abigail managed a wan smile. It took a crisis like this to remind her how much she depended on Leah and how fortunate she was to have such a good and loyal friend. 
 
      
 
    When he arrived at his office early because of the pressing business of the day, Councilor Hardwick was pleased to find Jerome already at his desk. He did note that his secretary seemed a bit flushed and breathless. Not coming down with some illness, he hoped. That would be most inconvenient. 
 
    “Good morning, Jerome. Come into my office for some dictation. I’ll be sending letters to the other council members to convene the council today. If you take the letters around before mid-morning, we can meet this afternoon to deal with the so-called wonder workers. I intend— Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Sir, Peace Officer Ben Muller was waiting when I got here. Seems he found the cells empty when he inspected them this morning. He came right here to report it to you, but I didn't think you'd be in for another hour, so I advised him to go rouse Captain Wronson and begin a search. He’s to return here to give you a full report.” 
 
    Hardwick stared at his secretary. No wonder the lad was upset. This was devastating news. He sagged into a chair. “Gone? The prisoners gone? How could they be?” 
 
    “According to Ben, the cell doors were closed but not locked, likewise the door between the cells and the office area. The outer door to the building was locked.” 
 
    “You say cells, plural. Were there other prisoners?” 
 
    “Only one, sir. Simple Eddie. Seems the peacekeepers arrested him late last night. Caught him peeping in a woman’s window, Ben said. He’s gone, too.” 
 
    “Hah! We finally get grounds for locking him up or sending him away, and he escapes! Someone’s head will roll for this.” Hardwick mopped his brow. “Jerome, those prisoners must be found.” 
 
    “Quite so, sir. That’s why I advised Ben to get onto it right away.” 
 
    “You did well. I hope Ben gets back soon. I want his report before I summon the council.” 
 
    “I believe I hear someone coming now, sir.” 
 
    Jerome had keen hearing; Hardwick had noted that before. He hadn't heard the approaching footsteps, the opening of the outer door. But the loud knock on the office door that confirmed his secretary’s forecast was not Ben Muller’s. The door burst open as Jerome reached it and Homer Farley stormed in. 
 
    “Hardwick,” he shouted, shaking his fist. “I want you to convene the council. That Simple Eddie has scared and hurt my girls, and I want action. I want him out of that school and locked up where he can’t hurt anybody else.” 
 
    Hardwick jumped to his feet. “Come into my office and have a seat, Master Farley. I must hear about this.” He led Farley into his inner office and installed him in a chair.  
 
    He was moving to his own chair behind his desk when Jerome announced, “Ben’s back, sir.” 
 
    Everything was happening at once. He needed to see Ben, but he’d have to hear Farley out first. If Farley discovered that Eddie had been in custody and escaped, there’d be hell to pay. “Jerome, I’ll want to talk to Ben myself, but meanwhile, have him give you a complete statement. Get it all down in writing for the council.” 
 
    To Farley, who had followed the exchange with eager interest, he said, “A bit of trouble at the guardhouse this morning. We have it under control.” 
 
    Hardwick closed his office door on Ben and Jerome and settled into his desk chair. “Now, I want to hear exactly what Simple Eddie’s done.” 
 
      
 
    Things were working far better than Jerome had dared hope. When he arrived at the office to find Ben waiting, he’d known brief panic: how was he to get into the inner office and return the keys? Had he left any evidence of his presence in the guardhouse? He heard Ben’s story briefly, enough to assure himself that he was not under suspicion. Satisfied on that score, he sent Ben off on the errand to Captain Wronson and, when he had gone, took the precaution of locking the outer door before entering the inner office to replace the borrowed keys. 
 
    He had scarcely completed that task when he heard Hardwick fumbling with the outer door. Hurriedly he relocked the inner office and slipped behind his desk in time to appear to be studying some papers when Hardwick entered. Master Farley’s unexpected arrival gave him a chance to catch his breath. Now Hardwick’s command to take down Ben’s statement provided the opportunity to question Ben and plant suggestions in his mind. 
 
    By the time Farley left wearing a satisfied smirk, Jerome had a neatly written transcript of Ben’s testimony that included a sulfurous odor and mysterious symbols traced in the dust on the cell floor, sure signs that the prisoners had escaped via witchcraft. 
 
    It had been ridiculously easy to convince Ben of those details. Ben was probably embellishing them right now in his conference with Hardwick. The councilor would not easily subscribe to the theory that the women had escaped by supernatural means, spiriting Eddie away with them for some arcane purpose. No matter what he believed, Hardwick would spare no effort to find the women. Jerome would have to be very careful, but so long as he could keep them hidden, they'd be dependent on him and therefore obliged to share their power with him. 
 
    Simple Eddie was the major obstacle in his path. He could not trust the fool to stay hidden nor to keep his mouth shut. He’d had difficulty persuading his mother to give temporary shelter to the simpleton. He’d promised her it would be for no more than a single day. He would have to dispose of Eddie. Jerome disliked the thought of killing but mistrusted any less permanent solution. Since Eddie was already considered missing, he had only to hide the body along with false clues that would cast blame on the women if the body was discovered. Jerome leaned back in his chair and spun his pen in his hand as he considered the possibilities. He would have to make the women think he'd conducted Eddie to a place of safety. If they learned later that Eddie had met with a tragic accident, the blame would not fall on him. 
 
    Unless … could they read minds.? He didn’t think they could, but he’d have to be certain. He’d find a way to test the limits of their power so that he could be careful to work outside those limits. Jerome smiled and rolled the pen back and forth between his palms. He’d needed a good challenge. He’d been bored. Now, life was exciting again. 
 
    Someone was coming. He straightened his chair, dipped his pen into the inkwell, and was busily writing when the office door opened and Abigail Dormer entered. 
 
    “Is Councilor Hardwick in? I must see him.” Her tone was imperious as always, but she looked tired and drawn. 
 
    Jerome rose to his feet and bowed. “The Council Master is in conference at present. I can’t interrupt him, but if you’d care to wait, I don’t believe he’ll be much longer.” He indicated the straight chair near his desk. 
 
    “I don’t have much time,” she said, casting a troubled glance at Hardwick’s closed door. 
 
    Afraid she meant to march in, Jerome asked hurriedly, “Could I be of any help?” 
 
    She measured him with a long look and sank wearily onto the chair. “No, I’ll wait,” she said. 
 
    Jerome concealed a smile. She must have come about Simple Eddie. Probably she’d heard of his arrest and was here to plead for his release. She couldn’t yet know of the “escape.” 
 
    Jerome went back to his writing, but his mind was busy. It would be amusing to involve Abigail Dormer in the disappearance he planned for Eddie. Amusing and not terribly difficult for a man of his talents. 
 
      
 
    Kyla thought they were being guided to a washroom where they could get Ed cleaned up. Instead, Mother Esterville, silver hair piled high in feathery curls, arms flapping like wings in the wide sleeves of a brocade robe, herded them up two flights of stairs, her long skirt rustling against the risers. Ed moaned as Marta helped him climb the steps. The woman ushered them into an attic room converted into a shrine. 
 
    She turned to face them, eyes aglow with the light of fanaticism. “Before we do anything else, you’ll want to thank the gods for bringing you to this refuge. I have an icon for each undergod, and there in the center are the symbols of the Great Gods Dor and Dora.” She pointed to the stylized sun of thin metal, either gold or some gold-hued alloy, carefully hung so that it overlapped the full silver moon. Kyla recognized the symbols as identical to those engraved on the gold coins of Arucadi—the dorins. Beneath those hanging tokens, a small round rug graced the rough wooden floor. 
 
    “I give a prayer of greeting to Dor and Dora every morning,” Mother Esterville said. “I think it’s shameful how most people fail to include them in their devotions. Now, though, you’ll want to honor your own patron. You’re from North Woods, so that’s Nisil. I’ll join you in prayer.” 
 
    Opposite the stair, beyond the hanging sun and moon, was a large shrine with a kneeling bench in front of it. Wilting flowers that had probably been fresh the day before were woven into the metal lacework around its border. Those and other flowers in baskets before less elaborate shrines dispersed a funereal perfume into the stale attic air. Kyla counted eleven of the other shrines, spaced at close intervals around the room. 
 
    Mother Esterville drove them to one of those. “Here we are!” she announced brightly. “You see, here’s Nisil.” She indicated the embossed painting of a tree with a human face peering through its branches. 
 
    “Oh, but you, young man, you’ll want to ask Harin for healing and strength. You come with me.” She caught Ed by the arm and dragged him to the large shrine. He stood before it uncertainly. “Go ahead,” she urged. 
 
    “What do we do?” Marta whispered to Kyla. 
 
    Kyla didn’t answer; her attention focused on Ed. 
 
    “I only know the school prayer,” he mumbled. “We say it every day in Miss Abigail’s school.” 
 
    “If that’s all you know, that will have to do.” Mother Esterville gazed expectantly at Kyla and Marta. Kyla bowed her head and mumbled a few words—not a prayer to Nisil but a plea to the Power-Giver for patience. She heard Marta follow her example. 
 
    Ed’s childish intonation of the school prayer halted Kyla’s communion with the Power-Giver. She listened. 
 
    “Father Harin, bless us, please— 
 
    Our crops, our herds, our trees, 
 
    Our homes, our friends, our families. 
 
    Keep us from harm and make us good. 
 
    Help us to learn the things we should. 
 
    We thank you for our fertile land, 
 
    For all the bounties from your hand. 
 
    We praise you for your daily care 
 
    Of all within this province fair.” 
 
    Marta leaned close and muttered into Kyla’s ear, “The sad thing is, he means it.” 
 
    Kyla nodded and would have added a comment of her own, but a glare from Mother Esterville sent her back to her supposed devotions. Facing the image of Nisil, she bowed her head and whispered, “Alair, protect Ed from that woman. He needs your help.” 
 
    A loud thump and Marta’s gasp ended Kyla’s petition. She opened her eyes to see Ed fallen onto his knees. Marta reached him before Kyla. He looked up at them and said in a trembling voice, “He answered me. Harin answered me.” 
 
    Mother Esterville shouldered Marta aside. “He spoke to you?” she asked Ed. 
 
    He nodded. His face glowed; tears gleamed in his eyes. “He told me to have courage. He said, ‘I am with you’ … and …” He hung his head and mumbled, “and that’s all, I guess. But his voice was deep and strong. It filled my mind.” 
 
    A chill coursed through Kyla’s frame. She was sure that Harin had not spoken to Ed. It must have been Alair. And it seemed to Kyla that the Power-Giver could have chosen a better time to grant his oracle. 
 
    Perhaps not. Mother Esterville fell to her knees beside Ed and embraced him despite his filthy clothes. “O blessed of Harin,” she said in an exalted tone. “My charity is rewarded. You bring blessings to this house. May your stay here be long and happy and may Harin give a fresh revelation each day.” 
 
    Hope you heard that, Alair. I guess you know what you’re doing, and I hope you don’t mind Harin getting the credit for it, but she’s going to expect more spectacular results. 
 
    The Power-Giver laughed and replied in her mind, I’ll try not to disappoint her. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    EXPLORATION AND DISCOVERY 
 
      
 
    Tired as he was, Ed couldn’t sleep. He lay on the bed in the room Mother Esterville had assigned him and stared at the ceiling, finding patterns in the peeling white paint. He could see them although the curtains were closed to shut out the daylight. It didn’t seem right to sleep in daytime, though he’d had no sleep all night and his adventures of the day before left him sore and weary. 
 
    He was clean, his hurts bandaged. They’d sat him in a big metal tub warmed with several kettles of hot water. He hadn’t wanted to undress in front of Kyla and Marta, but his sore shoulder made their help necessary. At least Mother Esterville had gone and left them alone. 
 
    Getting clean felt good despite his embarrassment. They’d scrubbed away all the stink from the ditch he’d lain in. Miss Kyla had checked his shoulder and declared it not broken. It hurts so bad because it’s sprained, she’d told him, and she’d rubbed liniment into it, but it still ached. 
 
    Two of his fingers were broken, and Miss Kyla had put a splint under them and bandaged them so he couldn’t bend them. The splint rubbed against the palm of his hand, making it sore. He wouldn’t tell Miss Kyla that. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings. 
 
    She and Marta helped him dress in clean clothes that Mother Esterville brought in. They were Jerome’s clothes, and he felt strange wearing Jerome’s things. They fit him well enough, but they were finer than what he was used to, and he had a feeling Jerome would be angry when he saw Ed wearing them. Or maybe he’d think it was funny and laugh at him. 
 
    Ed wanted to go home. He wasn’t comfortable in Jerome’s house. Mother Esterville made him nervous. He’d never known anyone who prayed to all the gods. Harin, yes. He was the patron of Inland Province and everybody prayed to him, but usually only a short morning prayer like the one the children said in the morning exercises at school. Mother Esterville said that wasn’t enough, that we owed Harin much more. 
 
    But Harin had spoken to Ed, so he couldn’t be angry with him. 
 
    No, that wasn’t right. Miss Kyla had told him in secret that it wasn’t Harin but the Power-Giver who spoke to him. He wasn’t to tell Mother Esterville. That wouldn’t be hard. He didn’t want to talk about it. He liked Miss Kyla and Miss Marta, but he was afraid of their magic. Afraid of the Power-Giver. 
 
    Miss Marta told him how lucky he was to hear the Power-Giver’s voice. Not many people could do that. She couldn’t, though Miss Kyla could. “It means that you’re gifted,” she said. “The Power-Giver will show you how to use your gift.” 
 
    He didn’t feel lucky. He felt confused. He decided that he didn’t want magic of his own. It had been fun to dream about doing things like they did in Miss Leah’s stories. This wasn’t like her stories; this was scary. He hadn’t told them the other thing the voice had said: Through me you will do amazing things. 
 
    He thought of the light he’d held and how his pa had appeared inside it. Maybe Miss Kyla was right, and he’d created the image with his own imagination. Maybe. He didn’t think so. It had been terribly real. His pa had a board in his hand, swinging it the way he used to, laughing at Eddie’s cries. He didn’t want a magic that brought his father back. 
 
    Thinking about his father as he stared at the ceiling, he saw a pattern emerge in the random bare spots and specks of peeling paint. Dark spots against a white background became his father’s hard, mean eyes. A strip of bare wood formed the mouth, open to pour out curses. Scratches and fly spots formed the ever-present whiskers too sparse to form a beard but never shaved entirely off. The face loomed larger, leered down at him. 
 
    Ed leaped up. He had to get away, had to escape. He had one refuge always open to him, one place his father couldn’t follow: his imaginary meadow with its brook and its flowers that bloomed in every season. His special place. As he created the picture in his mind, he took two or three steps, though it was not a place he could walk to. Yet it did seem that as he stepped forward he passed through some sort of gate. 
 
    Spring grasses crunched beneath his feet. It was autumn in the real world, but here it was always spring. A bee buzzed by his ear; the sweet smell of clover perfumed the air. Close by, he heard the burble of the brook, the splash of a leaping fish. He laughed. He was safe here; his father couldn’t follow him into his private land. 
 
    It had never seemed so real. He’d always seen it clearly, but now he could feel it, smell it, even taste it. He plucked a grass stem and chewed on the tender end, sucked in the fresh sweetness. 
 
    With a whoop he ran toward an apple tree by the brook. Ripe, red apples hung from its boughs; in his land the apples were always ripe and ready to pick, in any season. He clambered up into the tree, noticing that here his shoulder no longer pained, his broken fingers worked well. He tore the bandage from them, let the splint fall to the ground. On a wide limb he sat, his back against the trunk, dozens of apples within his reach. He picked one and bit into the firm flesh. Sweet juice flowed across his tongue. 
 
    He ate four apples, savoring every bite, spitting out the seeds and tossing the cores into the brook where minnows rushed to nibble at them. Feeling full and happy, he climbed down from the tree and wandered along the edge of the brook for a while, then turned away and climbed a knoll carpeted with wild flowers. He lay down among the sweet-smelling blossoms and watched fluffy clouds drift across a blue sky, no threatening shapes in them, no frightening faces. How pleasant it would be to stay here, where it was safe, and never go back to the real world. 
 
    It would get lonely after a while, he supposed, with no one here to talk to. Not that he wanted anyone else here. Animals could be his friends—squirrels, rabbits, birds. The woods beyond the meadow might even hold a small, fuzzy bear. He’d never explored there; he’d always stayed in the meadow. This time, maybe he’d go into the woods, but only after he took a nap here beneath the warm sun and the drifting clouds. 
 
      
 
    Unable to sleep, Marta heard Mother Esterville walk past her door and climb the steps to the attic shrines. It was the third time since they had retired to their rooms. Every time Marta started to doze off, the creak of the steps awakened her. 
 
    She got out of bed and quietly slipped into the hall in time to see Mother Esterville enter the shrine with an armful of fresh cut flowers. She must be replacing the wilted blossoms. 
 
    Good! That should keep her busy long enough for Marta to explore the rest of the house while Kyla was asleep. She might not approve of Marta’s snooping. Kyla often laughed at her fears and might not see the need for locating escape routes in case their welcome turned sour. 
 
    Though two years younger than Kyla, Marta had wider experience in the treachery of supposed benefactors. She tried to count the many times she’d had to run: first from the orphanage where she’d been abandoned as an infant. She’d run away when she was scarcely more than a toddler but old enough to want to get away from the harsh treatment and abuse heaped on the hapless orphans by sadistic attendants. As a dirty street urchin she’d lived by begging and stealing and had run from the peacekeepers many times. Confined to the workhouse, she attempted several times to sneak away but only earned floggings. She refused to give up. Her escape with Kyla had succeeded only because Kyla had relied on Marta’s judgment, but Kyla was growing less willing to rely on it, listening instead to the voice of the Power-Giver. 
 
    Marta didn’t like that. She doubted that Alair could really see everything that happened here. How could he? He had neither eyes nor ears; he was a mind imprisoned in a crystal sphere in another dimension. 
 
    “We are his eyes and ears,” Kyla had snapped when questioned. “He sees and hears through us. His mind links with ours and lets him share our knowledge as we share his.” 
 
    “Then how can he know things we don’t know?” Marta had argued. “How can he see and hear more than we do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but he can. Or maybe Claid tells him things. You need to have faith.” Kyla’s answer didn’t satisfy, but it was useless to argue further. 
 
    As she prowled through rooms and halls, Marta reviewed the many people with whom she and Kyla had shared power in their travels through North Woods Province. Some had achieved feats of power that neither Marta nor Kyla could duplicate, but none had claimed to hear the Power-Giver’s voice. Why should Ed receive a message from Alair? 
 
    She could find no answer to that question, but thinking about it distracted her into losing herself in a part of the house she hadn’t seen before. The size of the house amazed her: so many rooms for only two people. Most of the rooms were no longer used, their doors kept closed but not locked. Some were empty of furniture; others held furniture that must have been generations old. Most were dusty and musty and made Marta sneeze. 
 
    Mother Esterville had explained that this had been the family home for generations back, and though the once large family had dwindled to only two members, she prayed daily that Jerome would find a young, healthy bride to give him many children and fill the house again. “I pray to every god, but especially to Liadra, who is known to bless young families.” She’d cast an appraising eye over Kyla and Marta. 
 
    Concern that Mother Esterville might fasten on one of them as a candidate gave Marta further reason to search out escape routes. She memorized the location of a room with windows opening onto the roof of an adjoining shed. A window in another room gave access to a tree that could be climbed down. She added it to her mental map. 
 
    At the rear of the house she saw more trees, and through them caught glimpses of a large garden filled with flowers. So that’s where she gets the bouquets for the shrines. 
 
    Her exploration led her to a locked room, which her curiosity persuaded her to unlock. She couldn’t sing the lock open, like Kyla, but with careful concentration her power could move the latch bolt. She slipped into the room and closed its door behind her. A quick inspection told her that this was Jerome’s bedroom. She decided it merited a thorough search. It might offer hints of what lay behind his smooth manner. 
 
    Scarcely begun, the search turned up an unexpected prize. In a dresser drawer beneath starched collars and neatly folded vests lay the Breyadon, Alair’s spell book. Though Marta couldn’t read, she knew the book well. It had been in Kyla’s valise. Jerome had promised to return their valises to them, but clearly he couldn't be trusted to keep that promise. If he did, he might first replace the Breyadon, but she didn’t trust him to do that, either. Maybe she should take it now. 
 
    It was, she knew, written in a mage language that could only be read by using power. Kyla said Jerome had power. Suppose he could use it well enough to decipher the language? The book contained spells that would be extremely dangerous in the hands of an inexperienced and unprincipled person. 
 
    Even if he couldn't read it, the book held power. Probably someone would have to know about that power to draw on it, but she didn’t like the idea of leaving it in Jerome’s possession. 
 
    On the other hand, if she took the book, Jerome would know as soon as he discovered the loss that she or Kyla had searched his room. He’d no longer trust them and might put them out or return them to custody. 
 
    She decided not to wake Kyla. After all, Kyla didn't use the book’s spells and didn't need its power. She valued it because it had been Alair’s but feared the strong magic it described. Her power came directly from Alair. 
 
    Marta couldn’t read the Breyadon, but the idea occurred to her that if Ed could hear Alair, maybe he could also read the book and work the spells. She'd take the book to him secretly and test that possibility. If the Power-Giver objected, let him speak to her himself. 
 
    Hugging the book to her breast, she left the room and used her power to lock the door behind her. The hall was clear; she neither heard nor saw Mother Esterville anywhere. She hurried to Ed’s room and tapped lightly on his door. No answer. He was probably sleeping too soundly to hear. She eased the door open and slipped inside. 
 
    The room was empty. 
 
    He must have awakened and gone off somewhere. She hoped he wouldn’t be foolish enough to leave the house. Perhaps he'd gone back to the shrine. 
 
    Marta rushed to her own room and hid the Breyadon beneath the pillows on her bed. Not a good hiding place; she’d find a better one later. She had to locate Ed. 
 
    She hadn’t heard him moving about during her own exploration, but as large as the house was, that meant little. Having just roved throughout the second floor, Marta descended to the first and hunted there. She checked the front door and was relieved to find it locked. Ed couldn’t have left that way unless he’d developed a gift for opening locks. Three other doors led outside: one from the kitchen, one from a side parlor, and one from a corridor on the opposite side of the house. All were locked. Ed had to be in the house. 
 
    He must be in the attic with Mother Esterville. Marta headed in that direction, but as she approached the attic stairs, Mother Esterville came down them. 
 
    “Ed isn’t with you?” 
 
    “No, dear. I’ve been engaged in my devotions. I said extra prayers for you three. Isn’t he asleep in his room?” 
 
    “No, he isn’t, and I can’t find him anywhere,” Marta said. “I’d better get Kyla.” 
 
    “I’ll check his room to be sure,” Mother Esterville said, turning in that direction. Marta went on to Kyla’s room, roused her, and when the two of them stepped back into the hall, Mother Esterville joined them. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said, her surprised tone indicating she hadn’t believed Marta. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “The outside doors are all locked, so he must be somewhere in the house,” Marta said. “But I’ve looked through the ground floor and this one.” 
 
    “You didn’t look in every room, surely.” Mother Esterville’s frown warned Marta to answer in the negative. “I’ll look. He may have been hungry and gone to the pantry to find something to eat.” 
 
    She turned back toward the stairs to the ground floor and gasped. Turning to follow her, Marta saw Ed emerge from his room, a dazed expression on his face and a bunch of flowers in his hands. He held out the bouquet to Mother Esterville. “I picked these for you.” 
 
    She took them from him and was examining them when Marta and Kyla stepped up beside her. The warm, sunny scent of the blossoms tickled Marta’s nose. 
 
    “Larkspur.” Mother Esterville touched a fingertip to a dark blue petal. “Black-eyed susans. Red maids. All spring flowers. They don’t bloom this time of year. How did you get them?” 
 
    Ed looked confused and embarrassed. “I picked them,” he said. “In my special place.” 
 
    Marta could only stare, bewildered. He’d come out of his room, but he hadn’t been in it when she’d looked, and he hadn’t been in it mere seconds ago when Mother Esterville had looked. Another pang of envy lanced through her. Wherever he'd been, a power far greater than hers had taken him there. 
 
    Kyla placed her hand on Mother Esterville’s arm. “Surely these flowers are a gift to you from Harin,” she said. “He must have carried Ed away to some sacred spot to gather them for you.” 
 
    Mother Esterville’s face took on a rapturous glow. “The Fields of the Blessed,” she breathed. Her eyes rolled back and she collapsed in a faint. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    PARTNERS 
 
      
 
    “They can’t have simply vanished.” Councilor Hardwick pounded the desk to emphasize each word. “They must have left some trail, some clue.” 
 
    Behind his desk, Peacekeeper Captain Thomas Wronson flinched and spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “I’ve had all my men on it all day to the neglect of their other duties. You know our force is undermanned. I’m doing the best I can with what I have. I don’t have the staff for a house-to-house search.” 
 
    “Then hire temporary help. I want the wonder workers found and exposed for the frauds they are before word gets out about the break-out and people start believing Ben Muller’s tale that they worked some magical spell. And I want Simple Eddie back in custody before Homer Farley stirs up more trouble.” 
 
    “Will the council authorize the funds for the extra men?” the captain asked. “Will the budget permit it?” 
 
    “We’ll find the funds. I’ll sign the authorization.” Hardwick was overstepping his authority. He knew too well how limited funds were, but the prisoners had to be found. When they were back in custody, the council could surely be led to see the necessity for the expenditure. Still, he’d have to do all he could to keep the expenses down. 
 
    “I’ll send my secretary, Jerome Esterville, to help with the search. He won’t cost you anything; he’s on my payroll. And I’ll bet Homer Farley would volunteer to join the search party, hot as he is to find Simple Eddie. He could probably recruit other volunteers, maybe enough so you wouldn’t have to hire anyone.” He rubbed his palms together, smiling. “Yes, a volunteer search party sounds feasible. Shouldn’t take long to round one up.” 
 
    “Volunteers don’t always follow regulations,” Captain Wronson observed. “Things could get out of hand.” 
 
    “Instruct them that the women are to be brought in unharmed. I don’t care what they do to Simple Eddie.” 
 
    “Am I to tell them that?” 
 
    “If you’re too squeamish, I’ll tell ’em myself,” Hardwick said. “Let’s just get on with it.” 
 
      
 
    Abigail’s visit to Councilor Hardwick only increased her anxiety about Edwin. She returned to the school with Hardwick’s cruel words ringing in her ears. She could hear them as though the councilor were in the room speaking: “You’ve coddled and protected that boy against everyone’s advice, and now you’ll have to pay. He’s committed serious crimes. Not only will you not be able to protect him from these charges, but you share the responsibility. I don’t know whether I can convince the council not to punish you as well as Eddie. I don’t know that I want to, as often as I warned you this could happen.” 
 
    His laughter when she protested Edwin’s innocence would haunt her nightmares. She’d been unable to extract any concession from him, though she’d abased herself in an effort to win clemency for Edwin. “Forget him; he’s a dead issue,” Hardwick had said ominously. “Focus your efforts on protecting your school before it’s too late.” 
 
    His meaning became clearer when she got back to the school and confronted two sets of parents waiting at her office door. 
 
    Master Melliken stepped forward and cleared his throat. “We’ve come to withdraw our daughters,” he said, nodding to include the other couple in the announcement. “We’ve been advised to do so by Master Farley. He’s made some grave charges, and while I hope they aren’t true, I won’t risk my daughter, and—” he nodded toward the other couple “—the Brynnes here feel the same.” 
 
    Master Brynne glanced a bit uncomfortably at his wife but did not contradict Melliken. 
 
    Abigail fought to conceal her shock. Farley had warned her, but she hadn’t thought he’d really do it. Hardwick must have known that Farley intended to ruin her. “Homer Farley’s charges are not true,” she said. “I can’t believe you would give credence to unfounded rumor.” 
 
    “I have great respect for Master Farley,” Melliken replied. “I won’t put Charity at risk.” 
 
    “Charity is in absolutely no danger. I guarantee it,” Abigail snapped, losing patience. 
 
    “I refuse to debate the issue,” Melliken said with equal impatience. “Please call my daughter from class at once. We’re taking her home.” 
 
    “Send for my daughters, too, please.” As he spoke, Master Brynne glanced at his wife as if for confirmation. He seemed less belligerent than Master Melliken, perhaps less sure he was taking the right step. It might be possible to avoid losing the Brynnes’ three daughters. 
 
    “Master Brynne, you’ve always seemed a reasonable man,” Abigail said. “I can’t believe you would be willing to interrupt your daughters’ education with so little justification.” 
 
    Master Brynne looked again at his wife, a wispy, nervous woman. 
 
    “Maybe we are being a bit hasty, Robert,” she said. 
 
    Abigail pressed her advantage. “Why don’t you come into my office and discuss it further?” 
 
    Master Brynne nodded. “I see no harm in that.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t intend to wait,” Melliken said. “If you won’t send for Charity, I’ll go fetch her.” 
 
    Abigail didn’t want Melliken barging into Leah’s class, alarming her and her students. Neither did she want to leave Melliken with the Brynnes while she went for Charity; it was too likely that Melliken would use the time to influence Master and Mistress Brynne. Mistress Melliken was a quiet, sad-eyed woman who seemed content to remain in her husband’s shadow. 
 
    “I suggest you let Mistress Melliken go to the door of her classroom and call her out.” The mother would be less likely to cause alarm. “Miss Wesson’s classroom is the second door on your right just past the stairs.” 
 
    To Abigail’s relief, Melliken indicated by an imperious nod that his wife was to carry out that suggestion. Mistress Melliken scurried to do her husband’s bidding. Abigail invited the others into her office, and the Brynnes accepted the invitation, but Melliken waited at the office door for his wife’s return. 
 
    When the woman came back with her frightened daughter in tow, he grabbed Charity’s arm and marched her away without a backward glance. His wife trailed dispiritedly after them. 
 
    Sighing, Abigail turned to the Brynnes. “Your daughters are excellent students,” she told them with only a little exaggeration. “They are doing very well here. Have they had any bad experiences?” 
 
    “None that I know of,” Brynne admitted. 
 
    “Do you really think that one of the three would not have said something to you, had there been any questionable situation to report?” 
 
    “Children are not always aware of what constitutes unsuitable behavior,” Brynne said. 
 
    “Louella has told me that the janitor often stands at the classroom door and listens to the class recitations,” Mistress Brynne added. 
 
    Abigail spread her hands. “Edwin did not have the benefit of an education as a child,” she said. “He is eager to learn. He does not disrupt the class, nor does he neglect his work. He has learned to read and do sums by his listening. I’m proud of his accomplishments.” 
 
    “According to Homer Farley, the man physically attacked his girls,” Brynne said. 
 
    Abigail shook her head. “The story grows with every telling, and unfortunately poor Edwin is not here to defend himself. I cannot tell you what actually happened. I do know that the Farley girls teased the poor man unmercifully. I’ve reprimanded them for it many times. It is possible that, teased beyond all endurance, he retaliated in some way that frightened the girls. I saw them immediately after the alleged assault, and they were not hurt, nor were they badly frightened. The truth is, they said or did something to frighten Edwin into running away, and I’ve been unable to find him.” 
 
    “Isn’t his running away evidence of an unstable mind?” Mistress Brynne asked. 
 
    The question infuriated Abigail, but she dared not show the rage she felt. She had to remain calm and in control of the conversation if she hoped to prevail. “Edwin suffered severe abuse as a child,” she said. “He is not unstable, merely shy and easily frightened. But Edwin is not the true issue here. The issue is whether you should remove your daughters and deprive them of the education that is benefiting them so greatly with no more evidence than the word of two mischievous young girls.” She almost choked on the word “mischievous.” She wanted to say “spoiled young liars.” 
 
    “I suppose we are being a bit hasty,” Master Brynne conceded. “We could wait to see what happens over the next few days.” His questioning look at his wife drew an assenting nod. 
 
    Abigail suppressed a surge of relief. She’d won the first round, but the battle wasn’t over. She’d have to find Edwin before she could prove his innocence. And she’d have to devise a way to confront the Farley girls and make them retract their lies. She couldn’t let down her guard, but she’d been given breathing space. 
 
    The clock on the bookshelf by her desk told her it was past time for her to meet Leah’s class and give Leah her afternoon break. She ushered the Brynnes from her office with additional words of reassurance and hurried to Leah’s classroom. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Leah asked quietly as they exchanged places. 
 
    “Homer Farley’s stirring up trouble, as he promised he would,” Abigail said. “I’ll tell you about it later.” 
 
    Leah’s answering look, a mixture of fondness and concern, touched Abigail’s heart. She looked forward to sharing her troubles with Leah. The other three teachers, even Dorey, were employees more than friends. With them she always maintained the decorum proper in a headmistress-faculty relationship, but with Leah she could relax and exchange confidences. Leah was her one true friend. 
 
    When Leah’s break ended, Abigail went to relieve Dorey. She’d scarcely begun the etiquette lesson when Dorey returned. “You have a delegation of parents demanding to see you,” the older woman said, a frown adding deep furrows to an already wrinkled brow. “It looks like trouble.” 
 
    Dorey clearly hoped for an explanation and deserved one, but Abigail had no time to give it. With deep apprehension she headed for her office. 
 
    Master Brynne was back, with three other fathers. That they had come unaccompanied by their wives boded ill. With the taste of ashes filling her mouth, Abigail invited them into her office. 
 
    Master Brynne spoke first. “I didn’t have to wait long for the confirmation you asked me to wait for,” he said. “We’ve learned that your janitor, Simple Eddie, was arrested last night for theft, trespassing, and terrifying the populace. When the peacekeepers caught up with him, they found him peeping into a woman’s apartment window. Caught him red-handed, no question. They hustled him off to the guardhouse, but during the night he escaped along with the women wonder workers from North Woods. The Council Master has enlisted a volunteer posse to make a door-to-door search until they find him.” 
 
    Abigail attempted a vehement defense of Ed, but another father cut her short. “You’d better not be found out hiding or protecting him, madam, or it’ll go mighty rough on you, I have to tell you.” 
 
    “I’ve no idea where Edwin is, but I hope to be able to clear up this misunderstanding when he’s found.” 
 
    “This is no mere misunderstanding, madam,” a second father said. “There’s talk of hanging Eddie when they find him.” 
 
    “We’ve all come for our daughters, Miss Dormer,” the third father put in before Abigail could speak. “We want them out of a school that’s sheltered a dangerous criminal like that Ed.” 
 
    “We’ll be joining the search party ourselves, once we get our girls home and safely locked in,” Brynne said. 
 
    Abigail shrugged in defeat. “There’s a form I’ll need you to sign,” she said. “And I can’t refund the tuition.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to sign papers,” one said. “We’re getting our girls and getting out of here. We’ll argue about the tuition later.” 
 
    With that, they marched from the office, and before Abigail could stop them they jerked open classroom doors, found their daughters, and stormed from the school. Abigail could do nothing more than follow them from class to class soothing the alarmed students and their bewildered teachers. 
 
    After she’d done the best she could at calming her reduced flock, she returned to her office and locked the door behind her. Tears came without warning. She found a handkerchief in a desk drawer, wiped her eyes and blew her nose, only to cry harder as she thought of poor Edwin. Whatever he’d done had been twisted beyond all reason. How could she save him? She had no idea how to find him. 
 
    And how could she save herself? She’d worked hard to build the school’s reputation for excellence, dedicating her life to establishing an institution whose fame would live after her. All she’d accomplished was being torn away, destroyed by lies and rumors. 
 
    She felt so helpless, so alone. She almost envied those wives who’d stayed at home and let their husbands take the responsibility of claiming their daughters and ruining the school. The wives who’d stay safely behind locked doors while their husbands combed the town for Edwin as though he were a desperate criminal. 
 
    But, no, she didn’t really want to cower at home, evading responsibility. She’d handled things alone all her life; she could do so now. 
 
    She went to her file and pulled the folders of the students being withdrawn. Nine girls from the five families she’d just dealt with, plus the Farley sisters. A total of eleven. Tomorrow would probably bring more. 
 
    She shook out her handkerchief and mopped at her eyes again. Crying like this would solve nothing. She had to find a way to protect her school and to save Edwin. 
 
    A knock at the door made her heart lurch. Not another parent, not now. 
 
    “Abigail, it’s Leah.” 
 
    Her friend’s soft voice brought the promise of comfort. She rose and opened the door. 
 
    “I put the four girls I had left in with Dorey’s few. I think we should dismiss them early. They’re too upset to concentrate on lessons.” 
 
    Her throat too constricted to allow her to speak, Abigail nodded and pointed to the large bronze handbell on the corner of the desk. Leah grabbed it and stepped out into the corridor, where she swung it hard five times. Five loud gongs echoed down the hall, the signal for dismissal. She stepped back into the office and closed the door. The clatter of feet and the excited piping of childish voices brought new tears to Abigail’s eyes. 
 
    She could imagine how her swollen eyes and tear-streaked face must look. No need to exert effort to look older than her actual age of thirty-five; she felt she’d aged fifty years in the past few hours. The tears spilled down her cheeks. 
 
    Leah stepped forward and gathered her into a warm embrace. It was easy to give way and sob out all her troubles. She’d been keeping it to herself for so long. It took a strong measure of will to release herself from the enfolding arms. 
 
    “I won’t lose the school, Leah,” she said. “I won’t let them do this to me.” 
 
    “Of course you won’t,” Leah affirmed. “Only you should say, we won’t. I’m in this with you.” 
 
    Abigail leaned forward and gave her friend a grateful kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “You’ve been so good to me, Abbie. I can’t bear to see you hurt like this.” 
 
    “Dear Leah. How can I thank you?” 
 
    “I need no thanks, Abbie,” Leah said. “You give me so much kindness and warmth.” 
 
    “With your help, your youth and enthusiasm, I’ll find a way to get through this,” Abigail said, her confidence returning. 
 
    “I’ll stand by you no matter what happens,” Leah said. “I promise.” 
 
    Abigail met briefly with the other three teachers and explained what was happening. Their main concern was for their continued employment. Dorey Lividot and Urcelle Brexner were widows; Corinne Mayes was a spinster. Their teaching positions were their only means of support. Abigail added anxiety over their fates to her other worries. 
 
    She and Leah walked home. Leah forced her to eat a few bites of supper, and then urged her to bed. She’d had little sleep the night before. But sleep refused to come. The bedsprings creaked as she tossed and turned, thinking of all the day had brought. 
 
    Leah knocked lightly, pushed open the door, and came in with a glass of hot milk. “This will help you sleep. And so will this.” She kneaded Abigail’s shoulders and back while Abigail drank the milk. 
 
    But Abigail couldn’t relax. She had something to make right first. “Leah, I have to tell you something.” 
 
    Leah sat on the side of the bed. 
 
    “This isn’t easy,” Abigail said. She confessed her relationship to Edwin and the shame she felt at never having told him. 
 
    “Poor Abbie,” Leah said soothingly. “So that’s what’s had you so wrung out. Yes, you should have told him, but you can’t change what’s past; you can only make it up to him in the future. We will find him and get this all straightened out. You’re not alone anymore; we’re in this together. You don’t have to carry this burden or any other by yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you, Leah,” Abbie murmured, barely able to speak for the relief and gratitude that threatened to overwhelm her. “I’ve been so foolish. I never learned how to share.” 
 
    “You’ve shared yourself unstintingly with others,” Leah responded. “You’ve just never taken anything in return. It’s time that changed.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    CONVERSATIONS 
 
      
 
    Jerome whistled as he walked into his house. Things were working out even better than he’d planned. Hardwick’s decision to allow him to lead a search party played right into his hands. He’d offered to search the area around his own home on the grounds that he knew that area so well. Its residents would not object to opening their homes to searchers whom he led. He easily convinced the search party to skip his home, promising to search it himself to be sure no one had hidden in the unused rooms. Tomorrow when the search resumed, he’d assure his group that he had done as promised and turned up nothing. They’d have no reason to doubt him, since he had Hardwick’s full trust. 
 
    He tossed his hat onto the hat rack in the entrance hall and headed toward the dining room. The search had kept him much later than his normal time of return, and he was famished from tromping around the neighborhood and prowling through houses, barns, sheds, and yards. Dinner must be ready; the aromas of roast meat and spicy desserts greeted him before he entered the room. When he stepped through the doorway, his mother hurried to him. He could see his guests gathered around the table but not eating, apparently awaiting his arrival. 
 
    His mother kissed his cheek. “Praise the gods, you’ve come. We’ve been waiting for you, but the food was cooling, and we couldn’t have waited much longer. I did so hope you’d arrive in time. This is a celebration, and I wanted you a part of it.” 
 
    He returned her kiss. “What are we celebrating?” 
 
    “The blessings of Harin on our home,” she said, tucking his arm in hers and drawing him to the table. “Look!” She pointed to a large bouquet arranged in a valuable antique vase and placed in the center of the table, with small icons of Harin and of Liadra set on either side of the vase. 
 
    “Very pretty,” he said. Why was his mother pointing out the display? It was not unusual for her to put a bowl of flowers on the table, though the use of the special vase and the icons was not customary. 
 
    “The flowers,” she prompted, gazing at him expectantly. 
 
    They looked like common wildflowers, not cultivated garden blooms. “What about them?” He was tired of the game, and his mouth watered at the sight and smell of the generous array of food spread across the table. 
 
    “They’re spring flowers,” she said, as though she expected him to care. “They are a special gift from Harin, sent by the one he has chosen to bless.” She beamed at Simple Eddie, who sat at table next to Marta and across from Kyla. 
 
    Eddie blushed and looked uncomfortable, as well he might. They’d cleaned him up, Jerome was glad to see, but he was not happy to see the fool wearing a shirt and trousers taken from his wardrobe, not at all pleased to see that the clothes fit. 
 
    Losing patience, he said, “Could we start dinner, Mother? You can explain this mysterious blessing while we eat.” 
 
    “First we must thank the gods for their bounty.” With a sweep of her hand she indicated the food growing cold on the table. “Will you offer the prayer of gratitude?” 
 
    “No, Mother, I would be remiss were I to deprive you of that pleasure.” 
 
    She nodded, not hearing the sarcasm, and launched into a long, wandering prayer. He’d made a mistake. He should have done as she asked and muttered a few short lines. By the time his mother wound to a conclusion, the gravy had congealed around the cooling meat, and he was seething. 
 
    It required all his self-control to smile politely and serve the women guests and his mother before he filled his own plate and passed the platters to Simple Eddie, who could jolly well fend for himself or starve. His mother chattered the whole time he ate, and he did his best not to listen. The guests ate quietly, adding nothing more than polite phrases to his mother’s interminable conversation. 
 
    When at last the meal ended and the guests dispersed, Jerome realized he’d missed the reason for his mother’s changed attitude toward Simple Eddie. Her babble about Eddie’s being favored of Harin made no sense. He attributed it to her accursed fanaticism, but what had happened that made her so solicitous of Eddie he could not imagine. The women must have done something, cast some spell. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t change his plans to do away with the fool, though it would increase the risk. He’d have to convince his mother that he shared her regard for Eddie and would protect him from harm. And he’d have to plan the abduction with extra care to make certain his mother saw and heard nothing. 
 
    He was so absorbed in his scheming that when a voice said, “Master Esterville, I’d like a word with you,” he jumped, nearly dropping the lamp he carried. 
 
    The speaker was Kyla, and now he saw that she wore a blue gown with short sleeves and a skirt not puffed out by underskirts as current fashion demanded, but hanging straight to the floor in graceful folds. 
 
    She must have noticed his scrutiny. Smiling, she said, “As I told you, Marta and I are seamstresses. Needing clothes and not having our valises, we spent the afternoon making over some gowns of your mother’s. We do still need the things in our valises, though.” 
 
    He did recall seeing his mother wear some kind of blue dress, but it had looked nothing like the one Kyla wore. Furthermore, since dinner she had unbound her long brown hair to let it curl around her shoulders. He had thought her pretty before, but now he found her breathtakingly beautiful. 
 
    He bowed low to cover his momentary confusion, and when he straightened he said, “I can’t remove the valises from Councilor Hardwick’s office without arousing suspicion, but if you’ll give me a list of what you need, I’ll try to get it out of the valises and bring it to you. Was that what you wanted to ask me about?” 
 
    To his delight she shook her head. “I have something else I must discuss with you, if you can spare me the time.” 
 
    “Of course.” He bowed again. “I’d be happy to talk with you, Miss Kyla.” 
 
    Her smile lit her lovely face. She took his arm and guided him toward the stairs. “Good. Could we go where we won’t be disturbed? I noticed a parlor downstairs that seemed unused and private. Perhaps we could use it?” 
 
    Jerome let her lead him to a first floor room. When she headed into one of the closed-off rooms, he said, “This room is dusty and hot, not pleasant for a long conversation. No one will disturb us in the sitting room. My mother has gone to her shrines, and will retire when she finishes her devotions. As for your friends, I think they’ve gone to their rooms.” 
 
    But she said, “I don’t mind a little dust. I’d prefer to be certain we won’t be interrupted.” 
 
    He yielded, curious but also wary. The woman was dangerous, he reminded himself. He’d intended to test her powers, but in circumstances he could control. This unexpected opportunity, though, wasn’t to be passed up. Whatever the witch planned, he’d find a way to turn it to his advantage. 
 
    They entered a small parlor as hot and stuffy as he’d predicted. He set the lamp on a table and brushed off the faded sofa cushions before allowing Kyla to sit on them. Already perspiring, he sat beside her. The lamplight leached color from the worn upholstery, obscuring what had once been a dainty floral pattern. The lamp’s flame enclosed them in a cocoon of light around which pressed a darkness that seemed composed of particles of heat. The effect heightened Jerome’s sense of isolation, made him feel locked in with this alluring and enigmatic woman. 
 
    She leaned toward him and placed her fingers lightly on his wrist. The tingling he always felt in her presence increased. 
 
    “Why did you want to see me? And why did it have to be in such privacy?” 
 
    Keeping her hand on his wrist, she said, “Jerome, you know that Marta and I look for people with whom we may share power. Few are receptive, and when we arrive in a new area it often takes many days or weeks before we find someone, whom we then have to train. It’s a slow process.” 
 
    She paused and favored him with her dazzling smile. He was puzzled; he hadn’t expected a lecture. She must be leading up to something important. He waited breathlessly for her to continue. 
 
    “At one time there were many people with the power throughout Arucadi, but they were called together into one place, an isolated valley in North Woods Province, and many perished there.” Her voice droned. While the lecture continued, her fingers massaged the underside of his wrist, sending tremors up his arm. “Those who survived remained in the valley, which they cut off from the rest of the land by means of their magical arts. Most of Arucadi continued by developing mechanical marvels to replace the magic.” 
 
    He nodded to show that he understood, though he found it increasingly difficult to concentrate on her words while her fingers encircled his wrist and her face was so close to his. 
 
    “The need that brought all the mages and sorcerers together in that small, secluded valley no longer exists,” she went on. “Marta and I are heirs of the mages of old. We have made it our mission to restore magic to the land. It is a task to which we expect to devote the rest of our lives. Even so, we cannot do it alone, but each one with whom we share power must help.” 
 
    He nodded again, feeling stupid, unable to respond with intelligent questions. The heat made it hard to breathe, and his wrist burned where her fingers touched it. 
 
    The tone of her voice changed, became crisper. “We have rarely been so fortunate as we have been here in Carey,” she said. “On our first night in town we found someone not only able to receive power, but extraordinarily gifted in that respect.” 
 
    So he hadn’t imagined it—that tingle of power, that inexplicable sense of something he did not understand but knew he wanted. He was gifted. Of course he was. Extraordinarily so, she said. And she was going to teach him to use that power. His mind reeled, intoxicated by the prospects opening before him. 
 
    “What can I do?” He got the words out in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “You can protect us while we train him.” 
 
    “Him?” He stared at her in befuddlement. 
 
    “Ed Robbins,” she answered, her words splashing over him like icy water. “Ed has enormous talent but he doesn’t yet realize it. We’ll need to work with him for several weeks to—” 
 
    He jumped to his feet. “You’re telling me Simple Eddie has magic powers? You’re going to train him?” 
 
    A frown marred the smooth beauty of her face. “Yes, that’s what I said. I realize you have a low opinion of Ed, and that’s why I felt I must talk to you in this way—to revise your view of his worth.” 
 
    He yanked a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and mopped his sweaty face. “Eddie, gifted? Woman, the man’s a simpleton. He’s the town fool. Everyone knows it. If you think he’s gifted, you’re a bigger fool than he is.” He stuffed the handkerchief back into his pocket and picked up the lamp. “I was ready to believe in you. I thought you really had some sort of power. I should have listened to Councilor Hardwick when he said you were charlatans. He was right.” 
 
    He stormed from the room, not caring that his departure left her in darkness. She’d humiliated him. Eddie, gifted! Hah! She’d deliberately led him on, made him think she was speaking of him, that she was attracted to him, that she was about to confer on him the gift of power that she claimed to possess. She must be laughing at what a fool she’d made of him. 
 
    And after he’d risked his future to bring her here, her and her sharp-tongued friend. He’d show them he was not to be trifled with. He couldn’t put them out on the street for the peacekeepers to pick up. Not when they’d won over his mother. They could implicate him in their escape from the guardhouse, and his mother—damn her disloyal soul—would confirm their story. He’d made it too plain that he did not share her devotion to the gods. 
 
    She’d given far more time to the gods than to him from the time his father abandoned them both. To Jerome it was a double abandonment, his mother’s far more hurtful than his father’s. His father had simply departed one day, leaving behind a wound quick and clean as a knife thrust. His mother, by spending more and more time in the attic, constructing ever more elaborate shrines, had developed a pattern of neglect that burned into his soul like slow drops of acid. He’d learned to count on no one but himself, to rely on his own resources, his own wit to achieve what he wanted. He’d become very good at it. 
 
    As he ascended to the second floor, he thought how he could amend his plan for getting rid of Simple Eddie to get rid of Kyla and Marta as well. He’d have to carry out the crimes separately. He’d get rid of Eddie first. Before he could kill the women, he had to find a way to bend them to his will and force them to give him the gift of magic that they were in such a hurry to bestow on Eddie. 
 
    He entered his room and locked the door behind him. He’d not been able to decipher any part of the book he’d taken from the valise, but he had another use for it. He intended to plant it where it would involve Abigail Dormer in the crime he planned. The woman was no particular enemy of his, but her smugness annoyed him, and her links to Eddie made her a convenient scapegoat. He’d use the book to forge a link between Abigail and the wonder workers that would incriminate them and make them even more dependent on his protection. 
 
    He opened the drawer where he’d hidden the book and lifted out the collars and vests. The book was gone! 
 
    He tossed the contents of the drawer onto the floor. No, he had not merely overlooked it. Maybe his memory of where he had placed it was faulty. He checked the other drawers. The book was nowhere in his dresser. 
 
    He searched the rest of the room, though with no hope of finding it. Those snooping women had been in here and discovered it. They had it, he had no doubt. 
 
    The witches thought they were so clever, with their sneaking, conniving ways. Well, they weren’t as clever as he, not by half. He’d show them. They wouldn’t defeat him. He’d need a day or two to make his preparations, no more than that. By week’s end he’d be ready to strike. 
 
    He’d humble them, get what he wanted, and then destroy them, especially the Kyla witch. 
 
      
 
    Councilor Hardwick glared at his wife across their formal dining table. 
 
    “You’re devoting entirely too much time and energy to these supposed wonder workers,” said his wife, undaunted by his wrathful expression. “You cannot afford to neglect your other duties.” 
 
    “Nellie, I have no duty as important as recovering those prisoners.” He hoped his icy tone would discourage her from continuing the discussion. 
 
    “Nonsense.” Her chins jiggled with each word. “You are attaching far more importance to those women than they deserve. You would have done well to have heeded Abigail Dormer’s advice. If instead of letting them leave the train, you’d sent them on to another town as she suggested, none of this would have happened.” 
 
    Hardwick regretted telling his wife about Abigail’s note. His rash boast to Nellie about how clever he had been and how much better his plan was than Abigail’s had backfired when the women escaped. Nellie was not likely to allow him to forget. The argument was killing his appetite; he stirred gravy into his mashed turnips until they were soupy, then shoved the unappetizing mess to one side. “Abigail doesn’t run this town; I do,” he said petulantly. 
 
    “You do at present, but Lawrence Slamm would like your position.” She slathered apple butter onto a thick slice of bread. “You’re playing into his hands with all this nonsense. He’ll use it against you, mark my words.” 
 
    She was right, but he wished she’d stop drumming it in. “It’s not only the two women,” he said. “It’s Simple Eddie. Homer Farley’ll have my hide if we don’t recapture him. Farley can cause me more problems than Slamm.” 
 
    “He’s a hothead. Slamm is more dangerous over the long haul.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate Farley,” Hardwick snapped, annoyed at his wife’s insistence. “He told Abigail Dormer he’d close down her school because of what Eddie did to his girls, and by the gods, he’s carrying out the threat. From what I understand, he’s already persuaded quite a few parents to withdraw their girls, and the numbers are likely to grow. I’d say by week’s end Abigail won’t have enough students left to keep the school going. If Farley can do that to her, what do you think he can do to me if I don’t find Simple Eddie?” 
 
    “That boy should have been sent off long ago. As usual, it’s your own dilly-dallying that brought you to this pass.” She followed her apple-buttered bread with a second slice soaked in gravy, then picked up her napkin and swiped at her greasy chins. 
 
    “Abigail blocked my attempts to put Eddie into the workhouse, as you well know. She won’t be able to interfere this time. And he will be found. I have men combing the town for him. I even have Jerome leading a search party.” 
 
    “Jerome!” Nellie’s voice dripped scorn. “You trust that man entirely too much. Why, he might have hidden the women himself. He’s young and foolish, and you say they’re pretty.” 
 
    “Jerome’s too loyal to do such a thing,” he said heatedly. “He values his position with me.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She carved herself another generous slice of roast. “I hope you weren’t stupid enough to assign him his own house and neighborhood.” 
 
    He felt the heat rise in his face and busied himself buttering a piece of bread, which he laid aside uneaten. It was time to change the subject. “Have you talked to Genevieve today?” Mention of their daughter usually distracted her from other concerns. 
 
    “We had lunch together. She tells me again and again how good Matthew is, but she’ll never be happy without children.” Nellie put her napkin down beside her plate and frowned at Hardwick as though she held him responsible for Genevieve’s childlessness. 
 
    “She needs to learn patience,” he said. “She and Matthew have only been married four years. They’re young.” A sudden impulse led him to confess what he had meant never to tell her—it might appease her:  “When the wonder workers first came, I asked them if they could, ah, help her. They said they couldn’t and refused to try. That was why I put them under guard.” 
 
    “Oh, Orville! I suppose we should try every possibility, but the wonder workers—really! You couldn’t have thought they’d have that kind of power.” 
 
    “No, but the reports from North Woods suggested they could do some unexplainable tricks. I had to ask, for Genevieve’s sake.” 
 
    “Of course you did! Poor child!” Tears welled in her eyes and coursed down her puffy cheeks. “Whatever will she do if she remains childless?” 
 
    “She needs to find some hobby to take her mind off her troubles,” he said. “Is she still interested in learning one of those new typewriting machines?” 
 
    His wife wiped away her tears and sniffed loudly. “I see you haven’t talked with her in some time. She’s become adept at the machine. I told her you ought to get rid of that arrogant secretary of yours and hire her. She could write your reports and letters on that machine much faster, and you’d be amazed how neat they’d look.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want my daughter working as a common hireling,” Hardwick thundered. “Clerking’s no work for a decent girl.” 
 
    “Well, she needs something to keep her from moping around the house all day thinking of nothing but her empty arms.” She raised a forkful of turnips toward her mouth, stopped with the fork poised in midair. “You say Abigail’s losing her school? Where will those girls go to continue their studies?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Their mothers will teach them at home, I suppose. They don’t need all that education anyway.” 
 
    His wife’s fork bobbed, spilling its cargo of turnips back onto her plate. “Genevieve could teach them,” she said excitedly. “She went all through Abigail’s school. And she’s studied a lot on her own.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, woman. She doesn’t need the money. Matthew makes a good living.” 
 
    “That’s not the point.” Nellie’s large bosom jounced with enthusiasm. “She needs the challenge, and it’s respectable work. She could teach them in her home. The room they’d meant for a nursery would make a fine schoolroom.” She pushed her chair away from the table and heaved herself to her feet. “I’m going to go over and suggest it.” 
 
    “At this hour of the evening?” 
 
    But his wife’s wide back was already passing through the doorway. He wondered whether Genevieve and Matthew regretted buying a house so near that Nellie could inflict herself on them whenever she took the whim. Well, they could cope with her better than he could, and he’d have the house to himself for the rest of the evening. 
 
    He bellowed for the cook. When she appeared, looking fearful, he ordered her to clear and clean the table and prepare him something fresh and hot. Nellie’s departure had restored his appetite. 
 
      
 
    Kyla waited in the darkness until she was certain Jerome would not return. Then, quietly, she rose and made her way through dark halls to the stairs. Clinging to the banister, she climbed slowly to the second floor, wishing she had Marta’s gift of kindling the mage fire. No light came from the attic; Mother Esterville must have completed her devotions and gone to bed. 
 
    She groped along the wall, counting each door she passed until she reached her own room. Inside, she found and lit the oil lamp and sank down onto her bed. Expending power in that hot, stuffy room had given her a pounding headache. Pretending an attraction for Jerome that she was far from feeling had sickened her. She’d loathed having to touch the man. 
 
    She should go to Marta and tell her what she’d done, but she needed some time to think first. Marta would be angry and hurt that Kyla had acted without consulting her. But Marta would have opposed the plan, though it came from Alair. Her friend might have refused to believe that it did come from Alair. She’d been so moody lately, questioning Kyla, even questioning the Power-Giver, who only counseled patience. 
 
    I hope you really do know what you’re doing, Kyla thought to Alair. I followed your instructions and kept my fingers on his pulse until I knew the binding spell had taken. Jerome’s power is bound until I release it, but he’s dangerous enough without it. We may have forced him to act before he’s ready, but I’m not sure we’re ready, either. Especially not Ed. He’s terribly vulnerable. 
 
    I’m ready, came the Power-Giver’s answer. You must trust me to protect Ed. 
 
    She sighed and lay back on her pillow, pain thudding through her head. In life Alair had been far from all-knowing. Through his own miscalculation he’d lost his human body. How could she be sure he knew what he was doing now? True, he was no longer mortal, but neither had he become a god. He had considerable power, but he was not omnipotent. He depended on her and on Marta and the others with whom he shared power to carry out his plans. 
 
    Suppose they failed? Had he the right to gamble with mortal lives when his was no longer at stake? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    BOOKS 
 
      
 
    Marta wrapped the Breyadon in her shawl and slipped from her room. Jerome had long since left for work, but she didn’t know where Kyla was, and she hadn’t told her about recovering the spell book. Mother Esterville had gone outside to gather flowers for her shrines. She couldn’t count on “Harin” supplying them a second time, though Marta was sure she hoped for another miracle. 
 
    This was probably not the best time to show Ed the spell book and test his ability to read it, but she was bored. The enforced inactivity grated on her nerves. She couldn’t explore as she’d done the day before; Jerome had warned them to stay in the inner rooms, out of sight of the windows facing the street. Search parties would be in the vicinity, and he didn’t want so much as a shadow to pass in front of a curtained window and arouse the searchers’ suspicions. 
 
    Marta knocked softly on Ed’s door and waited anxiously, worried that he might have disappeared again. She was relieved when the door swung open and Ed greeted her with a shy smile. 
 
    “May I come in?” 
 
    He nodded and stepped aside to let her enter, casting a curious look at the shawl-wrapped bundle in her arms. 
 
    “Close the door,” she said. As he did so, she sat on the bed and unwrapped the Breyadon. “I want you to look at this. You can read, can’t you?” 
 
    He nodded and a look of pride lit his eyes, though he couldn’t seem to muster the courage to speak. 
 
    She opened the large, leather-bound book and turned it so that he could see the lines of bold writing that filled the pages. “Look at this,” she invited. “See if you can read it.” 
 
    He hunkered down in front of her and stared at the book in her lap. One finger, its nail bitten to the quick, touched the page and traced a line of writing. “This looks weird,” he said. “I never learned these words. I don’t even know all these letters.” 
 
    She tried not to let her disappointment show. “They’re magic words,” she said. “It takes magic to read them.” 
 
    “Then why can’t you read them?” he asked, his forehead puckered. “You know magic.” 
 
    “I don’t know the right kind. Anyway, I can’t read at all. So even if I could change these ‘weird words’ into regular ones, it wouldn’t do me any good.” 
 
    “You can’t read?” He looked amazed. “Then how did you learn magic?” 
 
    “The Power-Giver gave me my magic,” she said snappishly, not wanting to get into a discussion about Alair and Claid and how they’d passed the gift of power to her. 
 
    “Can’t Miss Kyla read either?” 
 
    “She can read.” 
 
    He straightened and backed away as though frightened by her peevishness. “Then she can read this book, can’t she? She’s got a lot of magic.” 
 
    “We both have a lot of magic, but we can’t do the same things,” Marta explained, remembering the need for patience and gentleness. “Yes, she can read this book. But I—we—wanted to see if you could. We know you have unusual gifts.” 
 
    Ed looked back at the Breyadon. His eyes moved, following the lines of writing. Alair’s writing, Marta mused. You’re the Power-Giver. Why can’t you tell him what the writing says? Of course, her thought received no answer. 
 
    She studied Ed’s face for some sign of understanding. He turned a page, puzzled over the writing on the new page, and after a time shook his head. “It’s just a bunch of strange words with some funny-looking loops and squiggles mixed in,” he said. 
 
    Marta sighed and closed the book. “Well, that’s one gift we know you don’t have. Though,” she said, reconsidering, “Kyla couldn’t read it at first, either. Not until she needed a spell from it real bad. She sang to it then, and it came clear to her. Maybe it’ll happen that way to you.” 
 
    “I can’t sing,” he said, shuffling his feet. 
 
    “I didn’t mean you’d have to sing to it. I only meant maybe someday when you need to read it, you’ll be able to.” 
 
    “How do you know that won’t happen to you?” 
 
    Marta laughed. “Because I can’t read at all, remember?” 
 
    He hung his head, but then raised it, excitement lighting his face. “I could teach you,” he said. 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Sure. I listened to the teachers in Miss Abigail’s school. That’s how I learned to read. I know how they give lessons. And, look, here are books.” He bounded over to a bookshelf on the sidewall and picked out two slim volumes. He selected one and brought it to Marta. 
 
    She opened it and looked at the pages. The letters were large; each page held only a few lines of print, and black and white drawings illustrated those lines. 
 
    Ed pointed to the first word on the page. “Kitten,” he said. “See, the first letter makes the ‘k’ sound. And i-t spells ‘it.’ ‘K’-’it.’ ‘Kit.’ And the next part is ‘t’-’en.’  ‘Ten.’ ‘Kit-ten.’ See, it’s easy.” His fingers pointed out the next words. “Kitten plays with her ball. The ball is red. The ball is round. The ball rolls across the floor.” 
 
    It did sound easy. She set the Breyadon on the floor and made Ed sit beside her on the bed with the reading book open across their laps. He sounded out each letter, each word, and she repeated it after him. Time sped by as, heads together, they pored over the book. 
 
    Marta was amazed. Ed was a good teacher. His explanations were clear and simple, and he never grew angry or impatient when she failed to understand. He praised her every success, no matter how small. Before long she surprised herself by reading, word by word, the first four pages of the little book. 
 
    A sharp knock on the door interrupted the lesson. Marta barely had time to kick the Breyadon under the bed before the door opened and Kyla burst into the room. 
 
    “Searchers,” she said breathlessly. “Here. Jerome’s not with them. Mother Esterville’s stalling them. She says we’re to hide in the shrine. Hurry.” 
 
    She wheeled around and sped from the room. Marta grabbed Ed’s arm and raced after her. Kyla halted them at the attic stairs and cautioned silence. They tiptoed up the steps, trying to avoid creaking boards. The sound of male voices rose from the first floor, interspersed with angry protests from Mother Esterville. As Kyla led them into the attic, footsteps pounded up the stairs to the second floor. 
 
    Marta hoped she’d kicked the Breyadon far enough back out of sight. What other signs of their presence would the searchers find? They'd been careless, trusting Jerome’s assurance that his mother’s house would not be searched. He might well have deliberately betrayed them. 
 
    Marta could distinguish the voices now; they were loud and angry. Huddled with Kyla and Ed just inside the attic door, she heard a man say, “Mighty odd, Miz Esterville, that with only two o’ you livin’ here, so many bedrooms seem to be in use.” 
 
    “Not odd at all,” Mother Esterville responded in a tone of injured dignity. “I’m a restless sleeper and often change rooms during the night. If I can’t sleep in one room, I move to another. I find it very helpful.” 
 
    “Peculiar habit,” a deep voice commented. “Your son do the same? Seems to be more than one room with men’s clothes in it.” 
 
    “My, you gentlemen are thorough, aren’t you? It’s comforting to know that you miss so little. I always keep a room ready for Jerome’s cousin Shavely. He’s about Jerome’s age and size, and he leaves a few things here for when he comes by.” 
 
    “Don’t remember ever hearing that Jerome had a cousin,” rumbled the deep voice. “He visit often?” 
 
    “Fairly often, but he doesn’t stay long. He’s a traveling salesman, and drops in for an overnight stay when his route brings him through Carey. He generally comes in on the evening train and leaves the next morning.” 
 
    “He don’t peddle his wares here in Carey, then?” came a new voice. “Seems a bit peculiar. What's he sell?” 
 
    “Patent medicines.” Marta admired Mother Esterville’s ability to supply responses with no hesitation. Fanatic the woman might be, but she wasn’t stupid. “He can’t sell here in Carey. Other salesmen have the license for this route. Shavely’s tried to buy the right to sell here, but the older salesmen won’t allow it.” 
 
    “Hmm. Didn’t know peddlers had to have licenses.” The voice sounded very near the attic stairs. Marta drew back into the darkness. 
 
    “He isn’t a peddler. He’s a salesman. Legitimate salesmen are always licensed, as you should know,” Mother Esterville declared with haughty indignation. “Here, you can’t go up there.” 
 
    Heavy boots thudded on the stairs, stopped about halfway. “Why not? What’s up here?” 
 
    “My shrines to Harin and the other gods,” Mother Esterville said. “It’s a holy place. I won’t let you profane it.” 
 
    “We mean no disrespect, ma’am, but we got to look everywhere. If we don’t find nothin’, we’ll go right out.” 
 
    “Bring the light, Jonathon,” the deep voice called, ignoring Mother Esterville’s protests. 
 
    “What’ll we do?” Marta whispered in Kyla’s ear. 
 
    Ed clasped Marta’s arm. “Maybe I can take us all to my secret place,” he said. 
 
    “No,” Kyla said, as the booted steps resumed their climb. “Stay back in the shadows. I can handle this.” 
 
    Ed didn’t move. Marta had to yank him back against the wall and out of sight of the door. His arm struck something: a part of a shrine. The clatter wasn’t loud, but the man on the stairs heard it. “Somebody’s up here, all right.” 
 
    He burst into the attic, Mother Esterville hanging onto his coattails, trying to hold him back. Kyla stepped in front of him. She sang a single loud, high note. The man stood still, his eyes glazed, his breathing shallow. 
 
    “You see no one,” Kyla said softly. “The attic is empty. The noise you heard must have been a rat.” 
 
    “No one here,” the man mumbled. “Musta heard a rat.” 
 
    Mother Esterville’s jaw hung open. She stepped out of the way and allowed the man behind her to enter the attic. 
 
    Kyla repeated the high, piercing note. The man stopped, as had his companion. 
 
    “There is no one here,” Kyla repeated. “You see only the shrines. Mother Esterville told you the truth.” 
 
    A third set of footsteps ascended the stairs. “Tell your friend to go back,” Kyla said. “The attic is empty.” 
 
    “Nobody here,” the man called over his shoulder. “The attic’s empty. Miz Esterville told the truth.” 
 
    “Thought I heard a woman’s voice,” called the man on the stair. 
 
    “That was Mistress Esterville,” Kyla prompted. 
 
    “Just Miz Esterville,” the man said. “Nobody else here. Go on back down.” 
 
    The steps retreated. “You go downstairs also,” Kyla told the two men planted in front of her. “Report that you found nothing in this house.” 
 
    Obediently the men turned and shuffled from the attic. Marta exhaled sharply at the sound of the retreating steps. “I wasn’t sure you could bring that off,” she said. 
 
    “Harin be praised!” Mother Esterville said. “Another miracle. I must make a special offering to Harin, and I won’t forget the other gods.” 
 
    “Harin had nothing to do with it, nor did they,” Kyla said—rashly, Marta thought. “What you witnessed was the Power-Giver, channeling his force through me.” 
 
    “Power-Giver?” Light shining through the open attic door showed a puzzled frown on Mother Esterville’s face. “Not one of these gods?” Her hand inscribed a circle that took in all the flower-decked shrines. 
 
    “No,” Kyla said firmly. “We—Marta and I—are emissaries of the Power-Giver, an immortal being who desires to share his power with those worthy to receive it.” 
 
    “Power-Giver,” Mother Esterville murmured, trying to comprehend. She gazed around the dimly lit attic. “I’ll have to add another shrine,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Jerome slipped quietly through the front door, paused, and listened. The house was ominously silent. He’d sneaked away from his own search to warn his mother and get their guests to safety. The imprint of muddy boots on the floor of the foyer told him he was too late. Unless the objects of the search had found a safe hiding place, they and his mother had probably all been hauled off to the guardhouse. 
 
    Quietly he climbed the stairs to the second floor. Again he stopped and listened in vain for voices, movement. The searchers must have gone, but he needed to know whether they had found their prey. Hurrying now, no longer concerned with stealth, he entered the rooms assigned to Kyla and Marta and checked the few hiding places large enough to conceal a person: the space under the beds, the wardrobes, a large trunk in one room. His mother’s bedroom was empty; he moved on to Eddie’s room, no longer expecting to find anyone but driven by habit to be thorough. 
 
    His cursory check beneath the bed revealed something of interest. He got down on the floor and stretched to reach the leather-bound book hidden in the shadows near the wall. When he grasped it and dragged it out his suspicion was confirmed: it was the missing spell book. 
 
    He would not have expected to find it in Eddie’s room; he'd been sure one of the women had taken it. So Simple Eddie was a thief! It was probably too late to use that knowledge, but it was worth having. 
 
    He opened the book and glanced again at the mysterious writing. It didn’t give him that peculiar sensation he’d gotten when he’d handled it before. Probably that feeling of standing before a mysterious door had been only his imagination. Still, he wished that he could decipher its secrets. 
 
    Surely Eddie could not read this incomprehensible script. The simpleton had probably purloined the book thinking it looked valuable. Maybe he'd meant it as a gift for Abigail, to get back into her good graces. That thought reminded him that with the spell book he could revert to his original plan of linking Abigail Dormer to his intended crimes. 
 
    Jerome took it to his room and hid it under his pillow. A hasty inspection of his own room completed his search. 
 
    A board creaked in the hall. He eased toward the door and flung it open. His mother shrieked and clasped her arms over her bosom. 
 
    “Jerome, you gave me such a fright!” She leaned against the wall, gasping for breath. “I thought the search party was back. Why are you sneaking around down here?” 
 
    “I was afraid the searchers might still be here,” he said. “Or that they’d taken you prisoner along with the women and Eddie. I’ve been looking to see if you’d hidden somewhere.” 
 
    “We’ve been in the shrine,” she said, as though that should have been obvious. “The searchers have come and gone.” 
 
    “Didn’t they find the women?” 
 
    To his surprise, his mother burst into laughter. “They did—and they didn’t,” she said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” He was in no mood for games. 
 
    “They were protected by a wonderful new god. They call him the Power-Giver. Kyla says he isn’t a god, but that can’t be right. Only a god could do what he did.” 
 
    “What did he do?” Jerome carefully hid the rage that boiled up inside him. 
 
    “Two of the three men came into the attic where I’d sent our friends to hide. They looked right at Kyla. She said to them, ‘No one is here. The attic is empty.’ And they turned around and called out to Morgan Case, waiting downstairs, that no one was there, the attic was empty. Yet Kyla was standing right in front of them, and Marta and Ed were in plain sight. It was marvelous!” 
 
    “So where are Kyla and Marta now?” 
 
    “Still in the attic. We heard someone moving around down here and thought maybe Morgan wasn’t convinced and had come back. It didn’t sound like you.” 
 
    “I was trying to be quiet, just as I said.” He reached behind him and pulled shut the door of his room. “I’ve got to get back to my own group. Don’t wait supper for me.” 
 
    “I’ll tell our friends it’s safe to come down.” 
 
    As his mother hurried to the attic steps and called out the news, he rushed downstairs. He didn’t want to see the women until he had a chance to think things through. And he did have to get back to the search before his companions became suspicious. 
 
    His mother’s account was distorted by her fanaticism, he felt sure. But something had happened to deflect the search party. 
 
    The women’s magic had to be real. He recalled the peculiar tête-à-tête with Kyla, the odd prickling when she touched his wrist. 
 
    Suddenly he was certain she had bespelled him. He had to discover what she had done and why. They’d have to teach him to use the power he was sure he had. 
 
    He would carry out his plan to kill Simple Eddie. The women had made such a pet out of the fool. With Eddie out of the way, they’d turn their attentions to him. 
 
      
 
    Exhausted from her expenditure of power, Kyla went to her room and lay down, relieved that Jerome had left without trying to talk with her or Marta. His mother’s version of the confrontation in the attic would increase his appetite for power. She couldn’t cope with him now. 
 
    Eyes closed, she tried to relax, to rest, but her sense of unease persisted. She recognized its cause: the growing rift between her and Marta. Their methods as well as their talents had always been different, yet they complemented each other. Marta had no reason to envy Kyla’s gifts. Alair had shared his power with Marta; Kyla had power of her own, manifested originally as the gift of windspeaking. She had considered her ability to ride the wind the major manifestation of her power until Marta prodded her into testing her wind singing on other problems. On her own she might never have discovered that wind singing was a magical gift and that, in addition to the wind, many other things responded to it. 
 
    She owed Marta much. She felt in no way superior to her friend. Marta had no need to feel inferior to her. She understood, though, that Marta’s harsh upbringing made her slow to trust and quick to misjudge motives and intentions. These days of forced inactivity left Marta with too much time to dwell on imagined slights and inequities. If Marta could devote that time to training Ed, she’d be content. But Ed’s inadvertent displays of power had shown the need to go slow. They dare not teach Ed how to unleash the tremendous power at his command until they knew he could control it. 
 
    “We’re making precious little progress that I can see,” she said aloud to Alair. “Ed’s afraid of his power, and that’s probably a good thing right now. What I don’t understand is why we’ve stirred Jerome up to a point where he’s likely to act against Ed before Ed knows how to defend himself. Here we have two talented people, and we’re using none of the techniques for training them we developed in North Woods.” 
 
    Patience, love, the remembered deep voice spoke in her mind. These two young men are not like any of those you trained in North Woods. They have unique needs. 
 
    “How can you be sure you know how to meet those needs, when you haven’t encountered them before? You aren’t omniscient, even if you have convinced Mother Esterville that you’re a god.” 
 
    Of course I’m not omniscient, but being shut up inside a living crystal and deprived of sensory input marvelously concentrates the mind. I experience wonderful leaps of intuition, comprehend relationships I never would have seen in my mortal body. 
 
    Kyla had heard this before and was feeling stubborn. “You have no way of testing these hypotheses,” she said. 
 
    No way except by channeling power through those selected to receive it, he admitted. 
 
    It was difficult holding these conversations of the mind. She missed seeing Alair, talking to him face to face. All the nuances revealed through facial expressions were missing. Although Alair had never been easy to talk to. “So you're experimenting with Ed and Jerome,” she said. “If the experiment fails it will do more than disprove your hypothesis; it will destroy one or two lives.” 
 
    Alair didn’t answer immediately. The long silence told her she’d hit a sore spot. When his words came again to her mind, they did not address her objection. Jerome, you know, is a rogue talent. Whatever gifts he has do not come from me. His power derives from another source. 
 
    “How can that be?” 
 
    Before they gathered in Noster Valley, sorcerers and mages were spread throughout Arucadi. Afterward none were left that I was told of, but it’s possible that someone was missed or that the talent could crop up again as a sport. 
 
    “So what does that mean?” 
 
    It means I have no control over Jerome’s power. He could become extremely dangerous if he learns to use it. 
 
    “Wonderful! And you’ve stirred him up against Ed.” 
 
    Not before first having you bind his power. I deemed it better to bring matters to a head before Jerome discovers how to use his gift. He’s far less dangerous now than he will be then. If Ed is jolted into using the gift he’s so afraid of, that’s not a bad thing. He has amazing capacity for receiving power, as you’ve witnessed. 
 
    “But no idea how to control it. He might kill Jerome. He might blast out at anyone in range.” 
 
    I believe I can prevent that, since unlike Jerome, Ed does derive his power from me. 
 
    “You think you can prevent it. Suppose you’re wrong?” 
 
    I’m rarely wrong, Alair began indignantly. He might have said more, but at that point Marta burst into Kyla’s room, and Kyla lost the concentration needed to communicate with Alair. 
 
    “The Breyadon’s gone,” Marta proclaimed with an air of panic. “Jerome has it again.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘again’? He’s had it ever since he took our valises.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t tell you, but I found it in his room and took it.” Marta paused for breath, then continued. “It was under the bed in Ed’s room. He must have found it when he was looking for us a little while ago. It’s probably back in his room. Shall I try to find it?” 
 
    Kyla tried to comprehend the significance of this news. “When did you find it? And why was it in Ed’s room?” 
 
    “I found it yesterday. I was looking around, learning the layout of this place and I—uh—came across it in Jerome’s dresser. I took it to Ed to see if he could read it. He has so much talent, I thought he might be able to. But he couldn’t, and I hid it under the bed when the searchers came.” 
 
    “How do you know they didn’t find it?” 
 
    “I don’t see any reason why it would have attracted their attention. If they saw it, they wouldn’t have known what it was. They were looking for us, not for a book. I’m certain Jerome has it.” 
 
    Kyla pressed her fingers to her temples, trying to clear her mind. “Why would Jerome be interested in the Breyadon? He can’t read it,” she said slowly, more to herself than to Marta. 
 
    “How do you know he can’t?” Marta’s verbal pounce startled Kyla into remembrance. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I never told you. Alair gave me a binding spell to use on Jerome. He isn’t the source of Jerome’s power, and he wants us to concentrate on training Ed.” 
 
    “And you’ve worked the spell? So even if Jerome could read the spell book, he can’t?” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “I did it last night.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me? It’s one less thing to worry about.” 
 
    “Not really.” Kyla took a deep breath and told Marta exactly what she’d done and what Jerome’s reaction had been. “Alair thinks Jerome will provoke Ed into using his power, but why he believes that’s a good thing I don’t understand. It’s not the sort of training I had in mind for Ed.” 
 
    “But you did it anyway,” Marta said, hands on hips, eyes stormy. “You put Ed in peril because with no explanation Alair ordered it.” 
 
    “He’s the Power-Giver. He knows what he’s doing,” Kyla said stiffly. “He doesn’t have to explain.” 
 
    “You sound like Mother Esterville.” Marta turned on her heel and slammed out of the room. 
 
    Kyla sighed and lay back on the bed, massaging her temples. Her defense of Alair masked her own grave doubts. She’d solved nothing, only widened the rift between her and Marta. 
 
    What did Jerome want with the Breyadon? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    VOICES 
 
      
 
    Fuming, Marta marched to Ed’s room. At her abrupt entry he jumped and took on the startled rabbit look she saw too often on his face. Hurriedly she crossed the room and sat beside him on the bed. 
 
    “Miss Kyla doesn’t know where the book is?” he asked timidly. 
 
    “Jerome has the book,” she said. “I knew that as soon as I saw that it was missing.” 
 
    “Why would he want it?” Ed repeated the question they had all asked. “Can he read it?” 
 
    “No. Look, Ed, whatever you do, don’t trust Jerome. Keep your guard up when you’re around him.” 
 
    Ed ran his fingers through his unruly hair. “I know Jerome doesn’t like me,” he said. “He’s a lot smarter than I am. I’m scared of him.” 
 
    “You don’t need to be. He doesn’t like you because he’s jealous of your power. He wants to do the things you can do.” 
 
    “You mean, like hear the Power-Giver?” 
 
    Marta nodded, feeling a twinge of guilt for her own envy of that gift. “And like picking spring flowers in a place only you can go to.” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was a real place,” he said as if apologizing. “I thought it was just a made-up place in my head.” 
 
    “You don’t bring flowers back from a made-up place,” she said, remembering to speak gently. “I don’t know where you went or how you got there, but the place was real. And you couldn’t have got to it without power—a lot of it. Jerome wants that kind of power. He may try to hurt you to get it.” 
 
    His fingers twisted agonizingly in his hair. “I don’t know what I did. If I knew, I’d tell him, but I can’t.” 
 
    “Even if you could, Ed, it wouldn’t help him. He couldn’t do what you do. That makes him angry. It isn’t your fault. You’ve done nothing wrong. It’s good to have the kind of power you have, but it isn’t something you can give away. You don’t have to tell Jerome anything. Just stay out of his way.” 
 
    “I do that when I can, but here in his house …” He shrugged. 
 
    “I know,” Marta said. “Avoid him as much as you can. And be careful. Don’t be alone with him. Stay close to me or Kyla whenever he’s around.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” he promised, white-faced and solemn. 
 
    She patted his knee. “Don’t be afraid. You’re stronger than he is.” 
 
    A deep blush swept across his face. Quickly she removed her hand from his knee. His gaze fixed on the wall opposite them, he said slowly, “That’s what the voice said.” 
 
    “The Power-Giver? He’s spoken to you again?” 
 
    He nodded, then turned to meet her gaze. “And somebody else. A different voice.” 
 
    Marta stared at him. “Are you saying you heard two voices?” 
 
    He dropped his gaze and again his fingers attacked his hair. “Three, I think.” 
 
    In a strange way Marta was relieved. She had been envious at the thought that Ed had heard Alair’s voice while she could not. The possibility that he had heard a second voice had distressed her even more. Whose could that second voice be but Claid’s? But that he heard three voices was simply impossible. He had to be imagining it, and maybe he had imagined hearing a voice, that first time, too, in the shrine. As emotionally fragile as he was, he could have been pushed over the edge of madness by his experience with the mage light. 
 
    Keeping her voice carefully level, she asked, “What did these voices say?” 
 
    “A voice that sounded mean and raspy-like said—I-I’d rather not say, Miss Marta. It was warning me …” His voice trailed off. 
 
    “Warning you about what, Ed? You can tell me.” The thought flitted through Marta’s mind that she should get Kyla and let her hear what he was saying. But, no, better let Ed tell her the whole story so she could first decide whether they were dealing with a minor delusion or total madness. 
 
    His face was flushed again, and he stared fixedly at the floor. “Things about me. Things like my pa used to say to me, only worse. I can’t say them.” 
 
    “All right,” Marta yielded, fearing to push him further. “Then what happened?” 
 
    “Then another voice, still not the one I heard before, told the first one to be quiet. ‘He’s under my protection,’ it said. And then the voice I heard before, when I thought Harin spoke to me, said, “Don’t be afraid, Ed. You have a powerful protector.’ And then I didn’t hear anything more. But I am scared, Miss Marta. I don’t like hearing those voices.” 
 
    Marta was scared, too. The account sounded too rational; it made her question her theory. She couldn’t let him see how much his story puzzled and upset her. 
 
    “Trust the last voice that spoke,” she said, feeling that advice was safe in any event. “I’m sure that was the voice of the Power-Giver. He won’t let anything bad happen to you. Remember that.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” he said, his words filled with doubt. 
 
    Marta’s doubts were as great as his. She had to tell Kyla about this latest development so that Kyla could consult with Alair and find out what was going on. 
 
    She stayed with Ed a little longer, reassuring him, before she taking her leave and going to find Kyla. 
 
      
 
    When Abigail opened her office door to usher out the two sets of parents who had just withdrawn their daughters, a third set was waiting in the hall. With a feeling of hopelessness she allowed them to enter and offered chairs. 
 
    Master Crowell was a portly gentleman with a florid face and a brusque manner. Mistress Crowell was a small, dark-haired woman with a fondness for rings. Every finger bore at least one gemmed band and some bore two or three; only her thumbs were unadorned. While Master Crowell announced their intention of removing their daughter Veronica, Mistress Crowell spread her hands out on her knees, so that the many gems caught the light and sparkled like winking eyes. 
 
    “Your Veronica is an exceptionally fine student,” Abigail said, not needing to exaggerate in this case. Veronica Crowell was a brilliant child, and Abigail could not bear the thought of losing her. “You will be doing her a grave disservice if you discontinue her education.” 
 
    “We don’t intend to neglect Veronica’s education, Miss Dormer. She will not abandon the books.” 
 
    Mistress Crowell moved her hands this way and that, sending varicolored reflections dancing across her fingers. “There will be no break whatever in her studies,” she said. “Genevieve Wirth, Councilor Hardwick’s daughter, is opening a school in her home. Veronica will enroll tomorrow.” 
 
    Abigail recoiled as though struck. Hardwick’s daughter opening a school! Genevieve Hardwick had been a student here. How could she conspire with her father to destroy the school that had given her a fine education? Abigail considered objecting to the Crowells, telling them, truthfully, that Genevieve Hardwick Wirth was an intelligent young lady but nowhere near as qualified as Leah, who was Veronica’s teacher. But why bother? Clearly the Crowells were in no mood to listen. 
 
    With shaking hands she affixed her signature to the withdrawal papers already signed by the Crowells. “I’ll get Veronica,” she said, fighting to keep her voice level and hold back tears. 
 
    Veronica’s departure left only three students in Leah’s class. They’ll be back, Abigail told herself without conviction. They have to come back. 
 
    By the conclusion of the school day two more students had been withdrawn. Abigail’s protests and pleas availed nothing. The rumors about Edwin grew more vicious with every passing hour. He had cursed the Farley sisters. He spied on all the girls in the school and followed some to their homes to peek in their windows at night. He stole their books and robbed coins from their purses. Abigail refused to discipline him; she allowed him to commit these offenses without fear of punishment. The whole town seemed to have lost its collective mind and could no longer distinguish truth from falsehood. Reason had fled. 
 
    When she unburdened herself to Leah, her friend said, “This isn’t the end, Abbie, even if you have to close the school. We can go somewhere else and start over, build a better school. So long as we stick together, they can’t defeat us.” 
 
      
 
    Marta went directly from Ed’s room to Kyla’s and found her friend standing near the curtained window as if struggling with the temptation to sweep the curtains aside and gaze out. Kyla turned toward her with a rueful smile. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I know better than to show myself at a window. I keep trying, though, to catch the scent of a breeze and maybe get a glimpse of its color.” 
 
    Despite her anxiety, Marta grinned. She knew how Kyla loved the wind, and while she’d never believed Kyla’s claim of talking to the wind and seeing colors in it, she’d been forced to accept as truth Kyla’s ability to call the wind and to ride it, having been taken on white-knuckle rides on several harrowing occasions. 
 
    Possibly she shouldn’t be so quick to doubt the gifts of others, Ed included. 
 
    She plopped down on Kyla’s bed and told her of Ed’s claim to have heard three voices. Kyla listened with a frown that deepened as Marta recounted what each voice had said. 
 
    “You think he imagined it all?” Marta asked at the end of her recitation. 
 
    “He didn’t imagine the voice he heard in the shrine,” Kyla said. “Alair confirmed that he’d spoken to Ed. I wonder … Let me see what Alair says about the other voices.” 
 
    Her eyes took on the distant look that they got when she conversed with the Power-Giver. As always, Marta wished she could hear the conversation and tried to restrain her anger that she could not. Of all Kyla’s gifts and those of others to whom they had channeled power, the ability to hear the Power-Giver was the only one Marta envied. The bed creaked its protests as she fidgeted through a wait that seemed interminable. 
 
    It did end, finally, when Kyla said abruptly, “Ed’s telling the truth.” 
 
    Marta waited for more and when Kyla remained silent blurted, “Well? Whose voices did he hear? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Well, the first voice was Alair’s. As for the second, it seems Ed’s attracted the attention of the Dire Lords. I’m not sure how or why, but it has to do with the place he went when he vanished yesterday and came back with the flowers.” 
 
    “He couldn’t have gotten those flowers from the Dire Realms.” 
 
    “No, but … I don’t know. Alair wasn’t clear about it … only that by going to what he calls his ‘special place’ Ed attracted the attention of an evil Dire Lord.” 
 
    “So Ed mustn’t go back there again. And how do we stop him, I wonder.” 
 
    “It may be safe for him to go back,” Kyla said slowly. 
 
    “May be. And we’re supposed to trust Alair.” Furious, Marta jumped to her feet. They’d put Ed in grave danger, and now it seemed they couldn’t protect him. This whole visit to Carey had become a disaster. 
 
    “It’s not just Alair,” Kyla said. “Remember the third voice. Claid is protecting Ed.” 
 
    Marta stared at Kyla for a moment and sank back onto the bed. “So the third voice was Claid’s,” she said. “I wondered about that.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “No, why should it?” Marta snapped, unwilling to discuss her personal feelings. “I’m just sick of this whole mess! I wish I could talk to Claid.” 
 
    “I wish you could, too,” Kyla said quietly. “And maybe you will—through Ed. But Ed will have to get comfortable with the idea first.” 
 
    “I don’t think he will. The voices frighten him.” 
 
    “Alair says he can keep Ed from hearing any voices until he’s more ready. To do that, though, he’ll have to cease his own communication. If Ed doesn’t hear those voices, I won’t hear Alair’s.” 
 
    “Are you willing to allow that? And is Alair?” 
 
    “Alair is. He didn’t give me much to say about it.” 
 
    The mage hadn’t changed much, Marta reflected. “So we’re on our own from here on?” 
 
    “We have our power. That won’t be blocked.” 
 
    “Maybe it would be better if it were.” She headed for the door. “I’m going to get Ed to give me another reading lesson. One of us might as well do something useful.” 
 
      
 
    With the spell book concealed in a gunnysack, Jerome groped his way downstairs. He would not risk a light, though the others had retired more than two hours ago and should be asleep. He carried a lantern, but even when he was outside and away from the house he did not light it. The half-moon was high and bright; he could find his way through the darkened streets by its light. Better not to risk anyone’s seeing him. 
 
    Everything was playing into his hands. He had the spell book back and would hide it where it would be found in Abigail Dormer’s possession. Earlier, Hardwick had told him of his daughter’s plans to open a school in her home so that the girls being taken out of Abigail Dormer’s school could continue their education. He hadn’t needed Hardwick to tell him what that would mean for Abigail. It would destroy her. All because of Simple Eddie. It would seem natural for her former support of the fool to change to hatred and murderous rage, providing a motive for killing Eddie. 
 
    He fingered the keys in his pocket as he walked and thought. He’d stolen those keys from Ed, and tonight he’d use them to get into Abigail’s school and plant the spell book where she'd find it. Then he’d put the keys back with Ed’s things. When the book turned up in Abigail’s possession, he could easily link it to the wonder workers, and link them in turn to Simple Eddie. Jerome would plant the suggestion that Eddie had stolen it from the women and taken it as a gift to Abigail in an attempt to win his way back into her good graces and persuade her to protect him. Instead, the theory would go, she had killed him. 
 
    Given the current state of hysteria throughout town regarding Simple Eddie, that theory might make Abigail a heroine. More likely, the town would seize on her as a release for their rage and she would be punished, perhaps put to death. Jerome did not particularly care which way events went, so long as he was not implicated, and he did not intend to be. On the contrary, he could foresee several ways of advancing himself as the matter unfolded. 
 
    When Eddie turned up missing, he would tell Kyla and Marta that he saw their protégé sneak out at night with a large, leather-bound book. He would describe how, concerned and curious, he followed Eddie to Abigail Dormer’s home, saw him knock on her door, saw her answer the knock. Not close enough to hear the conversation, he observed them apparently arguing until she accepted the book from Eddie and drew him inside. After waiting awhile and not seeing Eddie leave, Jerome returned home anxious and puzzled. 
 
    Yes, it made a good story, he decided as he neared Abigail’s school. The fact that, for whatever reason, he had found the book in Eddie’s room proved that Eddie had access to the book, and that would make Jerome’s story more plausible. No doubt he'd have to provide other details as events unfolded, but he was satisfied that he could fit them all into the framework he’d devised. 
 
    The house converted into school building would be easier to break into than Abigail’s home, so it was there Jerome decided to hide the spell book. As he’d hoped, he had no problem finding a key to fit the front door. He slipped into the corridor, where he dared at last to light his lantern. 
 
    By its orange flame he found his way to Abigail’s office, easily identified because it was the only locked door along the hall and he found no other office. He tried each key on Ed’s ring until one opened the lock. Inside, he slipped behind the desk and looked into the drawers. The bottom drawer was large and had ample room for the spell book. He put it inside and closed the drawer. The deed was done. 
 
    He relocked the office door, exited the way he had entered, and locked the door behind him, leaving no traces of his visit. Pleased with himself, he returned home, hurried quietly to his room, and prepared for bed, ready to dream of his coming successes. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    PUZZLES AND PREMONITIONS 
 
      
 
    After a restless night Kyla lay in bed watching the morning sunlight sneak in around the curtains. Even before Marta’s revelation yesterday, the enforced inactivity had been fraying her nerves. To be cooped up like this, unable to step outside long enough to exchange a caress with the wind and glean a bit of gossip from it was becoming unendurable. She was not even permitted to stand near enough to a window to allow a timid breeze to waft inside and lave her face. 
 
    She’d offered to do chores, help with the housework, cook, anything to relieve the boredom. Mother Esterville refused to allow it. Guests did no work in her house. Kyla couldn’t make her understand her need to work off pent-up energy. The woman was adamant, and Kyla, like Marta, was forced to spend the hours between meals either cooped up in her room or in the attic shrine listening to Mother Esterville’s endless devotions. 
 
    Marta, at least, had found a way to occupy her time. Letting Ed teach her to read was a stroke of brilliance. It afforded both Marta and Ed a needed distraction. Kyla had been a bit hurt that her own offers to teach Marta to read had never drawn any interest, but Marta’s new enthusiasm delighted Kyla. 
 
    With Marta spending so much time with Ed, the tension between her and Kyla might have eased if Ed hadn’t heard those voices. Now she and Marta were both under an added strain, making them snappish and quick to find fault. Already she missed her conversations with Alair. 
 
    She couldn’t blame Marta, really, for her doubts about the mission. As for herself, she believed in it as strongly as ever, but with no word from Alair, she had no means of reassuring Marta. 
 
    She consulted the clock on the wall shelf. An hour until breakfast. She closed her eyes, willing herself to fall asleep, or at least get a little rest before having to face another difficult day. 
 
    She did slip into a dream, filled at first with confused images: a sobbing woman clutched on either side by giant hands that were tearing her in half; Ed beset by snarling beasts with human faces; Marta ripping open her own breast, wrenching out her heart, and casting it from her with bloody hands. Kyla tried to wake, to escape the horrid images. She felt herself moan and toss, but the images persisted. Alair’s face loomed in front of her, but as she glided toward it, it split into two faces, then four, then eight, then hundreds, thousands of identical faces. Bodies formed behind each face, and though the faces all remained Alair’s, the bodies were those of men, women, and children. They screamed at each other, and when they acquired hands they struck at each other and hurled bolts of magic back and forth until the air sizzled. Kyla stepped back, gasping for breath—and stepped into a bright and airy classroom where a young woman stood before a group of seven schoolgirls ranging in age from six to nine. 
 
    The thousands of battling Alairs   disappeared. The classroom scene was peaceful, a welcome refuge. An older girl was helping the two youngest practice their letters. Two others did sums on a slate, while the teacher listened to a recitation by a sixth. The seventh, a red-haired girl of about nine, was reading a book. 
 
    Just as Kyla was enjoying the peaceful scene, the red-haired girl slammed her book shut and jumped to her feet with an angry cry, shattering the peace. “I don’t like this school,” she shouted at the startled teacher. “I want to go back to Miss Abigail’s school. I can’t learn here. You don’t teach the way Miss Leah does.” 
 
    The young woman paled. “Veronica, I won’t tolerate that sort of behavior. I realize this is a change for you, but your parents want you here. They have only your best interests at heart.” 
 
    “My parents don’t know anything,” the girl said, stamping her foot. “How can I learn with these little ones? This book is too easy, and you’re not as smart as Miss Leah.” 
 
    “That’s quite enough, Veronica,” the teacher said. “You will sit and resume your reading, or your parents will be informed of your behavior.” 
 
    “I won’t sit down.” The girl stuck out her tongue. “Tell my parents, I don’t care. This isn’t a real school, and I won’t stay here.” 
 
    “You’ll do as you’re told, young lady.” The teacher advanced on the young rebel. 
 
    The girl stretched her hands in front of her as if to protect herself. But it was the teacher who needed protection. Flames shot from the girl’s fingertips, seared the woman’s face, ignited her hair and clothing. She had time only for a single scream before the fire blackened her skin, melted her flesh, charred her bones, and reduced her to a pile of ash before the horrified gazes of her students. 
 
    Kyla awoke screaming. She sat up and rubbed her eyes. With a sickening jolt she knew that the nightmare had been too clear, too vivid to be anything but a glimpse of a possible future. One that could become reality if she did not prevent it. 
 
    She had to find that school, warn that young teacher, and take in hand the talented and untrained girl before her childish temper made her guilty of murder. 
 
    Kyla knew only the girl’s given name—Veronica—and the name of her former teacher, Miss Leah. And that the girl had gone before to Miss Abigail’s school, where Ed had served as janitor. Where her present school was and who the endangered teacher might be, Kyla had no idea. She would have to learn, and quickly. She had no way of knowing how far in the future the dream-scene might be, but she strongly suspected the danger was imminent. 
 
    Alair, she sent, I need your help. You’ve got to lead me to that woman and that young girl. You’ve got to protect me when I leave this house. 
 
    The Power-Giver gave no answer. Only silence greeted her pleas for his advice and help. 
 
      
 
    After breakfast Marta went with Ed to his room, eager for the chance to ask him privately whether he’d heard any more voices. After her talk with Kyla she’d gone back to him and told him of the Power-Giver’s promise to silence the voices, though she had kept the rest of her conversation with Kyla to herself. 
 
    She did say, “Maybe you shouldn’t go back to what you call your ‘special place.’ It might be dangerous for you.” 
 
    “No, that can’t be.” He became agitated. “That’s my safe place. I made it up. There’s no danger there.” 
 
    “There probably isn’t, but … well … I just think it might be better if you didn’t go there again, at least for a while.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty, peaceful place, Miss Marta. I’m sure it’s safe.” His hand twisted his hair as it always did when he was agitated. She had to calm him. 
 
    “Look, Ed, drop the ‘Miss.’ I’m just Marta. And, all right, go to that place if you have to. You do have protection. I don’t think you need to worry. Now, how about giving me another reading lesson?” 
 
    As she hoped, that suggestion comforted him. He jumped up, got the primer from the shelf, and brought it to her. She felt the tension drain from him as he pointed to the words and made her repeat them after him: 
 
    “Come let us go forth into the fields. Let us see how the flowers spring. Let us listen to the sweet birds; let us walk through new grass.” As she read the words, she thought how like Ed's description of his "special place" that paragraph was. Almost she wished she could go there with him. But she said nothing, just continued reading until the lesson ended and it was time to go. 
 
      
 
    After Marta left, Ed put the primer back on the shelf. A confusion of feelings haunted him. He sat down on his bed, ran his hands through his hair, twisted his hair around his fingers, pulled it until his scalp ached. Nothing seemed to help. 
 
    He enjoyed teaching Miss Marta to read. It made him feel important and useful, gave him a sense of pride. She learned fast; already they had gone through half the little book. She’d mastered the sounds of the letters and was beginning to pick out whole words herself without hearing him say them first. 
 
    The pleasure of helping her wasn’t just because of her success. He enjoyed sitting close beside her. Many times, as they bent together over the book, his arm would rub against hers and sometimes his hand closed over hers to guide it to a word or phrase. At such times peculiar sensations flooded through him, he became flustered, his face burned with a rush of heat, and he slid away from her. She was so pretty, with her wide-set dark eyes that sparkled when she read a sentence right and that turned stormy and shadowed when she got mad like she had when she couldn’t find the spell book. He longed to stroke the smooth velvet of her cheeks. 
 
    He yanked his hair until he cried out with pain. He shouldn’t be thinking such things. This was wrong, and he was evil, just as they said. To want to press his lips against the dimple in her chin— 
 
    No! He jumped up and paced the room, his heart beating wildly. He’d never had feelings like these. 
 
    He wanted to go on with the reading lessons, could scarcely wait for the next one. Yet he didn’t dare let Miss Marta see how she affected him. The last thing he wanted to do was scare her or make her mad. 
 
    He could go to his special place and stay where no one could ever find him. But Marta told him he shouldn’t go there. He didn’t really believe that his beautiful world could hold any danger for him, but he couldn’t ignore Marta’s advice. 
 
    He’d run away, except he didn’t want to be found by the search parties that patrolled the area. Perhaps, though, if he sneaked out late at night, he could avoid being seen. He’d head out of town, maybe follow the railroad tracks to the next town. He could even jump on a freight car and hide until the train had taken him far from Carey. He’d never done such a thing, but his pa had often spoken of men who “rode the rails” and implied that he’d done it himself once or twice. 
 
    Maybe he could see Miss Abigail first and tell her he was sorry for making so much trouble for her. If he went to her house on his way out of town, though, she might try to hold him and turn him over to the police. It was hard to imagine Miss Abigail doing such a thing, yet he couldn’t blame her if she did. 
 
    He made up his mind. He’d sneak from the house tonight after everyone was asleep, make his way to Miss Abigail’s, tell her how sorry he was, and bid her goodbye. He owed her that. Then he’d head for someplace where he could start a new life. Miss Kyla and Miss Marta had taught him that he wasn’t as stupid as everyone thought; he could do lots of things. Not magic things. He didn’t want to do magic. But he’d been a good janitor. Where nobody knew him he could find a job and maybe live like a normal person, and no one would call him Simple Eddie anymore. 
 
    It would be hard to leave Miss Marta, but better for her if he did. She was so beautiful. With a sigh, he closed his eyes to better picture her lovely face. He studied that fascinating vision until Mother Esterville rang the supper bell. 
 
      
 
    Abigail reviewed the figures in the ledger, her finger tracing the neat columns. Thanks to her policy of refusing refunds, she’d have enough money to pay the teachers this month. She couldn’t leave them penniless. After that, unless something happened, she’d have to dismiss them and close the school. At Dorey’s age she wouldn’t find it easy to get another job, and what the woman would do after using up her savings Abigail didn’t want to think about. 
 
    Today’s withdrawal of three more girls brought home how little choice she had. The few remaining students were frightened and discouraged and had little enthusiasm for lessons. The teachers, except Leah, were dispirited. Leah retained her sunny outlook, but how much of that was feigned to help Abigail keep her spirits up, only the gods knew. 
 
    Abigail totted up the figures again. After she paid the monthly salaries she’d have little left. Enough, she judged, to buy two train tickets to an east-coast city and pay living expenses for three or four weeks, if they lived frugally. That would give them time to advertise for students and set up classes in a rented room. She wished she could share Leah’s optimism with regard to opening a school in another town. Leah was probably right: they could succeed. But Abigail’s roots were here in Carey. This school building and her home had been family property for many decades. It hurt to think of leaving. 
 
    She took only vague notice of the sounds of remaining students moving through the hall, going home for the day. She’d forgotten to ring the dismissal bell; Leah must have given approval to the others to dismiss, understanding Abigail’s preoccupation. She began gathering the ledgers to put them away when a knock on the door interrupted her. She left the stack of ledgers and opened the door. Urcelle Brexner, who taught the ten- and eleven-year-olds, stood outside, twisting her hands. Abigail invited her into the office and pointed her to a chair. 
 
    Urcelle perched on the edge of the wooden chair as if she expected to be forced into sudden flight. “Miss Abigail, I’m sorry to tell you this, but it’s plain how things are here.” She spilled the words out in a nervous rush. “The school can’t go on with the loss of so many students. So I—I’ve accepted a position in the school Genevieve Wirth has started. Many of my students are already enrolled there, so I can carry on right where I left off with them.” 
 
    Abigail felt both sorrow and relief. “It’s all right, Urcelle,” she assured the unhappy woman. “It’s the wisest course for you to take. You are correct in saying the school cannot continue. I’ve been deeply concerned about you and Corinne and Dorey. I know how dependent you are on your teaching income. I wonder whether the others might also find employment with Mistress Wirth.” 
 
    Urcelle relaxed a bit and let her spine rest against the back of the chair. “I don’t think she has the room for the others.” 
 
    “Well, it looks as though I’ll have to sell this place.” Abigail found it hard to speak the words. She forced them past the lump in her throat. “Maybe she’d want to buy it.” 
 
    “It just isn’t right, Miss Abigail,” Urcelle said indignantly. “You don’t deserve this treatment. I wish there were a way to put a stop to it. We all know Edwin never did the things they’re saying he did.” 
 
    “You can tell people that.” 
 
    “I have, and they don’t want to listen. It makes them angry. I tried to tell Genevieve Wirth, but she said she didn’t want to hear it, and if I kept talking like that she wouldn’t hire me after all. So I daren’t say anything more.” Her gaze fell to her lap, where she twisted her hands together in distress. 
 
    Abigail sighed. She wanted to scold Urcelle, to shake sense into her. But Urcelle was a widow with two children to support. She had to have an income. If silence was the price of putting food on her children’s plates, Abigail could hardly ask her to speak out. 
 
    Urcelle cleared her throat. Keeping her eyes averted, she said, “Please, Miss Abigail, may I have my month’s salary today?” 
 
    “The month isn’t over for another week,” Abigail pointed out. 
 
    “I know. But I told Genevieve I’d start tomorrow. I’m not really needed here anymore.” 
 
    Abigail couldn’t deny that. Nevertheless, it angered her that Urcelle hadn’t at least finished this week. It seemed odd that she would want to start her new post with only one day remaining before Freeday. But she was too depressed to argue about it. 
 
    She opened her bottom desk drawer and reached for her cash box. A large, leather-bound book lay on top of the drawer’s other contents. Puzzled, she drew it out, wrinkling her nose at its old, musty odor. It wasn’t a ledger; she didn’t keep those in that drawer. She glanced at the title, stamped into the leather and embossed in tarnished gold. For a second she read it as an odd word—Breyadon, but then she saw that it clearly read Doors. Where had the book come from? 
 
    A soft cough reminded her of Urcelle’s presence. She put the book aside to examine later, lifted out some papers, and withdrew the cash box. Opening it, she removed two silver triums. Slowly she dropped one trium back into the box and counted out ten copper midis instead. “I’ll have to deduct for the week you won’t be working.” She pushed the coins across the desk toward Urcelle. 
 
    “I understand.” Urcelle gathered the coins, glanced at them, thrust them into the pocket of her skirt, and stood. “I guess it’s goodbye. I’ve enjoyed working for you. I’m sorry it’s turned out so badly.” 
 
    Abigail only nodded, and the woman fled the office. 
 
    After locking and replacing the cash box, Abigail turned her attention to the mysterious book. How could it have gotten into her desk? She’d never seen it before. 
 
    She read again the single word title: Doors. It was a strange title, but sorrow weighed too heavily on her to allow room for curiosity. Only to distract her mind she opened the book and glanced at the pages. 
 
    Spells! Magical spells! What kind of weird joke was this? Here was a spell to bring back an estranged lover. And one to cure homesickness. She might need that one soon, she thought bitterly. Another spell purported to show how to visit another dimension. 
 
    What nonsense! She slammed the book shut and shoved it away from her. With all she had to do, it was folly to waste time on silly superstitions. 
 
    Leah must have hidden the book here as a mischievous prank. But Abigail didn’t find it funny. She’d confront Leah with the book when she got home. Now she had to face the task of speaking to Corinne and Dorey, telling them she’d be closing the school. 
 
    They’d already have guessed, no doubt. They must know of Urcelle’s decision. Abigail would give them the full month’s pay, though she’d denied it to Urcelle. They didn’t have other jobs to go to, and being dismissed would come as a severe blow. They’d understand she had no choice, but that wouldn’t make their lot any easier. Perhaps she could spare them an extra week’s wages. She’d have to talk that over with Leah. 
 
    She recognized the light tap on the door as Leah’s and called to her to come in. 
 
    “I thought you might need cheering up,” Leah said as she closed the door behind her and came around the desk to stand beside Abigail. “Urcelle told me what she’d done. I said she should have waited, seen what changes one more week might bring.” 
 
    “No, it’s all right. She probably took the wisest course. She has to provide for her children, after all. The way things look, any change next week will be for the worse, not the better.” 
 
    “You can’t know that.” Leah bent and kissed Abigail’s cheek. “Don’t lose hope.” 
 
    Abigail smiled. Leah seemed always able to maintain a positive attitude. Abigail envied her that quality. 
 
    “What’s this?” Leah asked, pointing to the spell book. 
 
    “Mischief of yours, no doubt,” Abigail said with a chuckle. It was impossible to be angry with Leah. She’d meant the prank to raise Abigail’s spirits. 
 
    “Of mine! Why do you say that? I never saw that book before.” 
 
    “You’re the one so fascinated by magic. It must be your doing. Come on, confess. I don’t feel like being teased.” 
 
    But Leah only looked bewildered. “Magic?” She picked up the book and opened it. “Why do you say that? What language is this?” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘what language?’” Abigail grew cross. Leah should see she had carried the joke far enough. 
 
    “Didn’t you look at it? It’s written in some foreign language—it even has strange symbols along with the regular letters. And the title, Breyadon—what does that mean? Where did you get this book?” 
 
    “Someone put it in my bottom desk drawer, where I was bound to find it. Who would have done that but you? What strange symbols are you talking about? I didn’t see any.” 
 
    “Why, these.” Leah placed the open book on the desk and pointed to a word. 
 
    “I’m in no mood for this. The word is ‘potion,’ as you can surely see. The page tells how to make a potion to cure barrenness.” 
 
    Leah stared at her. “You can really read that weird writing? What language is it?” 
 
    “Leah, dear, please don’t do this to me. What should it be but Arucadian?” 
 
    “Abbie, I swear to you that book is no joke of mine. I never saw it before, and I cannot read it, and whatever that writing is, it is not Arucadian.” 
 
    Abigail could scarcely believe that Leah insisted on continuing this charade. “This is outrageous. The book’s title is Doors, and its writing is plain.” 
 
    “Look, Abbie, Dorey and Corinne have left, but I think Urcelle may still be here. She was cleaning out her desk and gathering her things together. Show her the book and see what she says about it. She’d have no reason to lie to you, and no reason to play a joke on you either.” 
 
    Nodding her consent, Abigail picked up the book and followed Leah to Urcelle’s classroom. She’d have to postpone until tomorrow the talk she’d planned to have with Corinne and Dorey. It was just as well; she might be able to think more clearly then. 
 
    Urcelle was packing books and papers into string bags. Her startled look when they walked in told Abigail she thought they’d come to bring more bad news. 
 
    “We need you to settle something for us, Urcelle,” Leah said briskly. She took the book from Abigail’s hands and held it out, opened, for Urcelle to see. “Tell us what you read on this page.” 
 
    Looking puzzled and still frightened, Urcelle turned her gaze to the page. “I can’t read it,” she said. “It’s in a strange language. I don’t recognize any of the words.” 
 
    Abigail stepped closer and peered at the page. It was perfectly clear—another ridiculous spell, this one for giving life to figures of stone or wood. “Are you telling me you can’t read these words?” She ran her index finger beneath the phrase “bring to life.” 
 
    “No. How could I?” Urcelle asked as though dazed. “I don’t know any foreign language.” 
 
    Abigail withdrew her hand and stepped back. “I don’t know why you two are doing this. It can’t be a joke. Are you trying to drive me mad? Haven’t I suffered enough?” She turned and rushed from the room. She would not let them see her cry. 
 
    Leah called after her, “Abbie, wait, please.” 
 
    She didn’t stop. Leah had conspired with Urcelle. She’d devised this trick to hurt her, to push her into madness. 
 
    Leah’s footsteps pounded behind her. Abigail broke into a run, but she was no match for the younger woman. Leah pulled up beside her, grabbed her arm. She yanked it free, but Leah grasped a fold of her skirt and hung on. 
 
    “Abbie, please believe me, I don’t understand this any more than you do.” Leah was crying. She clutched the spell book beneath her arm. “This book is none of my doing, Abbie. I swear it.” 
 
    Abigail kept walking, and Leah trotted beside her, holding on to her skirt and speaking through her tears. “If you say you can read it and it looks like normal words to you, I believe you. I know you don’t lie. I don’t lie either, Abbie. Why can’t you believe me when I say I can’t read it?” 
 
    The words twisted Abigail’s heart. How could Leah act like this and be playing her false? But if Leah and Urcelle had told the truth, and the book was not written in Arucadian, how could she read it? 
 
    She couldn’t. She must be hallucinating. What other explanation could there be? 
 
    “Maybe the book is magic, and somehow you have the power to read it,” Leah persisted. “Maybe it’s a gift sent to help you.” 
 
    “No! I want no part of the accursed thing. There is no magic. Those silly tales of yours are nothing but delusions.” 
 
    “I value your friendship too much to argue with you, Abbie. I swear I don’t know where the book came from. I’ve never seen it before, and I don’t understand its mystery. Please say you believe me.” 
 
    Abigail stopped walking and turned to her. “I want to believe you. All right, come home. But get rid of that book first. I won’t have it in my house.” 
 
    Leah released her grip on Abigail’s skirt, and didn’t walk on with her. Abigail marched on toward her home, too confused and hurt to look back. She didn’t want to know what Leah did with the book. It symbolized all the evil turns her life had taken in the past few days. She reached the house and went straight upstairs to her room. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    NIGHT SEARCH 
 
      
 
    Dressed entirely in black, carrying an unlit lantern, Jerome slipped from his room and headed toward Eddie’s room, rehearsing the story he’d tell to persuade the fool to go out with him, to accompany him willingly to Abigail Dormer’s property. He intended to drown Eddie in the creek that ran along the back of that property. He’d try to make the drowning look accidental, but if suspicions arose and an investigation was launched, he’d put into effect his plan to frame Abigail. 
 
    Thinking of the pleasure he was going to take in this night’s activities, he almost laughed aloud. While making the rounds with the searchers all afternoon, he’d had to listen to Leo Crowell whine about how he’d had to take his daughter Veronica out of the Dormer School and how angry she was about it. Crowell had enrolled the girl in Genevieve Wirth’s new school over the girl’s furious objections, and her father hoped the child wouldn’t make trouble for “poor Genevieve.” Jerome hoped that she would, and plenty of it. “Poor Genevieve” had dumped him. She deserved more grief than one nine-year-old could give her. 
 
    The sound of a door slowly opening drove him back into the shadowy doorway of his room. He strained to see in the darkness. Someone walked softly down the hall, turned, descended the stairs. With a muttered oath Jerome followed. Before he could carry out his own plan he had to learn who was prowling around and why. 
 
    He dared not venture onto the stairs until he heard his quarry clear them, and then he had to stay so far behind that he could not recognize the person he pursued. Not until that person left the house and reached the street where the darkness was less intense than in the house, did Jerome see that it was Simple Eddie he followed. His anger changed to delight—the simpleton was heading in the very direction Jerome wanted. The fool was cooperating in his own destruction. How good of him to make the job so easy! 
 
    Jerome kept well back of Eddie and refrained from lighting his lantern, although it was shielded. Only as Eddie approached Abigail’s place did Jerome pause to put match to the wick. He could not hide from Eddie’s view much longer anyway; he'd have to prevent him from actually going to Abigail, if that was what he intended. 
 
    He drew nearer as Eddie approached the house, but before he revealed his presence, Eddie paused, turned away, and headed across the field between house and school. Jerome remembered that Eddie had lived in a shack behind the school building, down by the creek. He guessed that was where the simpleton was going, perhaps to wait until morning before visiting Abigail. Better and better. Eddie was playing into Jerome’s hands as perfectly as if he were following a prepared script. Jerome dared to wonder whether his mother’s gods were blessing him. Maybe her endless devotions had at last borne fruit. 
 
    He followed an erratic path to avoid Eddie’s notice, though the fool hadn’t looked around, hadn’t seemed to suspect that anyone might be following. When he neared the barn, he decided on a brief detour. Eddie was most likely returning to his shack; no need to keep him in sight. In the barn Jerome could find a weapon with which to dispatch him—a tool that would be traced to Abigail. 
 
    The building wasn’t locked. He pushed the door open and went in. Directly in front of him was the carriage, with the horse stalls to his left. He walked around the right side of the carriage and spotted an array of tools hung neatly on the wall. His attention. fixed on an iron shoeing hammer, the type with the hammer at one end and a hooked hoof pick at the other. He lifted it from its rack, held it by the hook end, and tapped the hammer against his palm. Perfect! 
 
    The noise and light disturbed the horses; they stamped and snorted, a clamor that might draw Eddie or even Abigail. He made a hasty exit, extinguishing the lantern as he left. In the dark he made his way around the side of the barn and struck out for Eddie’s shack. As he walked, he swung the hammer back and forth in front of him to be sure the path was clear. He liked its heft, its weight. It would feel good to bring it smashing down onto Simple Eddie’s skull. 
 
      
 
    Someone was following him; Ed sensed the presence behind him. He was afraid to look to see who it might be. Whoever it was, he didn’t want to lead the person to Miss Abigail and create more problems for her. Instead of continuing straight to her house as he'd intended, he turned toward his own shack. 
 
    As he neared it, the sense of being followed eased. The person had turned off somewhere. Maybe he was safe. He hurried inside and barred the door, then found and lit a lamp. His cot was made up with sheets and blanket the way he’d left it. He could sleep until morning, rise early, and see Miss Abigail before she went to the school. 
 
    Oh, but he’d forgotten—tomorrow was Freeday, and school would be closed. It would be a shame to wake Miss Abigail on the one morning when she could sleep late. Maybe he should give up the idea of seeing her and leave town right now. By daylight there would be searchers about. 
 
    Suppose the person who’d followed him was a searcher: It wouldn’t be safe to venture outside right away. He walked around the small room gathering together a few things to take with him—a change of underwear, another shirt. He had few belongings, not much to pack. He made a knapsack from his pillowcase and stuffed into it all he wanted to take, retrieved the few coppers he’d hidden under his mattress and stuffed those into his pocket. 
 
    Too restless to wait longer, he extinguished his lamp, eased the door open, and peered into the night. The sense of presence he’d felt earlier rushed over him. Before he could jump back inside, someone hurtled toward him. He swung his knapsack at his attacker. The bag deflected a blow. Ed dodged and ran. Footsteps pounded behind him. 
 
    In the darkness, he reached the creek before he realized how near it was. He skidded in the mud. His attacker grabbed his arm. Dropping the knapsack, he swung around and saw the hammer descending. “No!” he shouted. “Stop!” 
 
    The hammer struck the side of his head. With a burst of pain he lost his balance and fell backward into the creek. The icy water closed over him. 
 
    The cold dulled the pain of the blow. He struggled up, out of the water, drew in deep breaths. Disoriented he tried to find the bank. 
 
    “Die, damn you,” said a familiar voice. Jerome! 
 
    Water splashed over him. Jerome had jumped into the creek beside him. In panic Ed flailed his arms, trying to get away. Hands clasped his shoulders, and legs wrapped around his waist. Jerome had hopped onto his back. The weight toppled him head first into the water. 
 
      
 
    Abigail tossed and turned, unable to sleep. Over and over she asked herself, How could what I read have made perfect sense to me and yet been unintelligible to Leah and Urcelle? She could find no answer. If Leah and Urcelle had told the truth, either their minds or hers must have suffered some disorder. They both seemed normal. It was sensible to conclude that she had experienced a weird mental fugue that had caused her to superimpose familiar words on a cryptic code. The strain she was under could have caused such a fugue. But what would explain the vision of magic spells when not only did she not believe in magic, but she had absolutely no use for such nonsense? 
 
    The title and opening words of one spell she had read leaped to her mind. A Spell for the Reversal of Fortunes. For changing good fortune to bad or ill fortune to good. Using charcoal on a white cloth, inscribe a circle within a pentagram and stand therein … 
 
    That spell provided a possible explanation. Her errant mind, desperately seeking a reprieve from the disaster so rapidly overtaking her, could have invented a solution, albeit a ludicrous one. 
 
    But the theory failed to explain the other spells, entirely unrelated to her problem, and how and why the book had been placed in her desk drawer. Haunted by those questions and not wishing to dwell on them further, she rose from her bed, went to her window, and looked out into the night. How long she stood there fighting to keep the lunatic thoughts at bay she didn’t know; time became a meaningless blur. 
 
    She was pulled from her musing by a wandering light. In will-o-the-wisp fashion it drifted through her yard, zigzagged, took a more rapid but erratic course through the fields between her house and the school, veered again and disappeared into the barn. The phenomenon required investigation. It had been no disembodied foxfire but a lantern carried by someone dressed so that he or she was nearly invisible, a shadow figure bent on some nefarious deed. 
 
    She found her way downstairs in the dark and fumbled around for a lantern and matches, knowing she was losing precious time. It might be Edwin out there, hiding, trying to gather the nerve to come to her. She couldn’t let him get away again before she could reach him. 
 
    At last she got the lantern lit and, in nightgown and slippers, launched herself from the house and ran through the damp grass toward the barn. 
 
    Disturbed by the light, the horses stamped restlessly in their stalls and one let out a loud snort of protest. “Shh, shh, it’s all right. It’s only me,” she soothed, looking around. 
 
    She spotted nothing amiss, no footprints in the hard dirt floor, nothing out of place—or was there? She saw an empty hook on the wall that held the grooming and garden tools. She couldn’t remember what had hung in that space, but something had been taken from it, she was certain. 
 
    And the stack of baled hay was leaning suspiciously. Was someone hiding behind it? She walked warily toward it. “Edwin,” she called softly. “Edwin, it’s Miss Abigail. If you’re here, please answer. You’ve nothing to fear from me.” 
 
    No one answered, and she heard nothing except the nervous whickers of the horses. The stack of hay bales hadn’t been shoved forward as she had first suspected. A closer examination showed only the top bale off balance. She lifted it off the stack. Beneath it lay a leather-bound book. 
 
    The spell book! So this was where Leah had hidden it! She didn’t want to see the accursed thing. She hoisted the bale back in place, concealing the book again. 
 
    Satisfied that no one was using the hay as a hiding place, she made a careful search of the rest of the barn. She checked the horses’ stalls, looked inside and all around the carriage. Whoever had come in here must have left while she was still in the house. If it had been Edwin, he would have gone to his bungalow. She’d have to look there. 
 
    She had almost reached it when sounds of a struggle—grunts, smothered cries, snapping branches—came to her from out toward the creek. She turned and headed toward the noise. 
 
    Her nightgown caught and tangled in brambles and she had to stop to work it loose. A cry of “No! Stop!” rang out, followed by loud splashes. She recognized Edwin’s voice. 
 
    “Edwin, I’m coming,” she yelled, tearing her gown free. Yanking it up around her thighs, she raced to the creek bank, shouting Edwin’s name. A mud-spattered pack of some kind lay at the water's edge. She bent, picked it up, and saw that it was a pillowcase stuffed with clothes—underwear and a shirt she recognized as Ed's. She clasped the wet, muddy bundle to her breast. The bundle must mark the place where he'd been attacked. 
 
    Reluctantly she dropped it to free her hands. Lifting her lantern high, she held it over the water. Ripples pushed against the current. Nothing else. She broke a branch from a willow. Kicking off her slippers and setting her lantern down on the bank beside the discarded bundle of clothes, she stepped into the icy water and waded waist deep. Her probes with the branch yielded nothing. She dropped it and plunged beneath the water and felt about with her hands, came up with only handfuls of weeds and mud. After several minutes the cold forced her to abandon her fruitless search. As she headed for the bank, she stepped on something hard, ducked under the water, and retrieved the object. 
 
    It was a shoeing pick and hammer. That was what had been missing from the barn wall! 
 
    With some difficulty she climbed onto the bank clutching the hammer. She reclaimed her lantern and examined the tool. If it had been used, as she feared, to batter poor Edwin, its sojourn in the creek had removed any trace of blood or gore. Soaked, teeth chattering, she explored the area, found crushed reeds and gouges in the muddy bank that could have been made by boot heels. Sunk into the mud at water’s edge, half submerged, lay a lantern, its chimney cracked and its oil spilled into the creek. The mud did not entirely conceal the coating of bootblack that had been applied to the glass to dim the light. Seeing nothing that could identify its owner, she set it higher on the bank, out of reach of the water, and resumed her search. 
 
    All the signs indicated that two people had been here, had fought, and at least one had slipped or been drawn into the creek. Edwin had certainly been one of the two. If he had drowned, he might be entangled in weeds on the creek bottom or carried downstream by the current. Or with a bit of luck, he could have crossed the creek and escaped into the fields beyond. 
 
    She strained to see a sign of movement in the distance, but the darkness defeated her. She listened, but heard only the usual night sounds of insects and the mournful hoot of an owl. 
 
    The sound seemed an omen. With a shudder she turned away from the creek and headed back to the house, carrying the hammer with her. Her lantern shook in her trembling hand, and its flame flickered, sending shadows tumbling about with eerie effect. She jumped at every sound, started at each shift from light to gloom. 
 
    Cold and wet and fearful though she was, an impulse made her detour to the barn. She hung the shoeing hammer back in its rack and, without knowing why, went and got the spell book from under the bale of hay. Carrying it with her, she hurried back to the house. 
 
    “Is that you, Abbie? Is something wrong?” Leah’s worried voice called down as she headed for the stairs. 
 
    Thankful as she was that Leah was awake, she didn’t want to be seen with the spell book. She dashed into the sitting room and jammed the book behind the sofa. Then she ran to the foot of the stairs and called up, “Yes, come down. I’m afraid something terrible has happened to Edwin.” 
 
      
 
    The house seemed to stir, to breathe, to groan. It was filled with small noises: a creaking board, a chirping cricket, a branch scraping against window glass, a loose shutter flapping in the wind, the scurry of a mouse in search of food, the loud tick of the clock on her shelf. Nothing alarming taken separately, but in combination the sounds produced a weird disharmony, a protest. Unable to sleep, Kyla rose, lit her kerosene lamp, and carried it out into the hall. She had no idea what she was looking for, but something was not right. She paused at Marta’s door, eased it open, and heard the reassuring sound of deep breathing. Softly she closed the door and went on to Ed’s room. 
 
    She hoped to hear something merely by listening through the door, a snore perhaps. Hearing nothing, she considered whether she should look inside. She did not want to wake Ed and alarm him, but her sense of wrongness prevailed. She opened the door and let her lamp shine into the room. 
 
    The room was empty, the bed mussed but not unmade, as if someone had lain on it without throwing back the spread. She stepped into the room and looked around. The clothes of Jerome’s that Ed had been wearing were folded and stacked neatly on a chair. His own clothes, washed and mended by Mother Esterville, were gone. 
 
    Kyla detected no evidence of foul play. All signs suggested that Ed had waited until everyone was asleep and then sneaked from the house for reasons of his own. Still, she felt driven to check on Jerome. She hurried to his room and knocked on his door, no longer trying to be quiet. When he didn’t answer, she tried the door and found it locked. Pitching her voice low, she sang to the lock until it clicked open. 
 
    Like Ed’s room, Jerome’s was unoccupied and the bed covers undisturbed. Deeply alarmed, Kyla rushed to wake Marta. She shook her friend and, when she got a groggy response, explained what she’d found. 
 
    Marta jumped from the bed. “We’ve got to find them before Jerome hurts Ed.” 
 
    Kyla nodded. “Get dressed. I’ll join you in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    When she emerged from Marta’s room, Mother Esterville hurried toward her in nightgown and brocade robe, hair put up in rags, face smeared with a white cream that reeked of mutton and almonds. “What’s happening? Is something wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “Ed’s gone,” Kyla said. 
 
    “Gone? Where?” The woman looked confused. 
 
    “I don’t know. Outside somewhere. Marta and I are going after him.” 
 
    “You mustn’t go out. I’ll fetch Jerome.” She spun around and headed toward Jerome’s room.  
 
    Kyla stopped her. “He’s gone too,” she said. 
 
    “Well, it’s all right, then. He must have heard Ed leave. He’ll find him and bring him home.” 
 
    “Maybe he will, but we can’t rely on it.” Kyla didn’t share her suspicions of Jerome with his mother. “Marta and I can find him more easily.” 
 
    “Perhaps you can, but it’s not safe for you to be out alone. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Only if you’re ready when we are,” Kyla said, brushing past Mother Esterville. She refused to argue with the woman; she’d already wasted precious time. 
 
    Mother Esterville didn’t protest. She clattered down the hall to her room. Kyla ran to her own room, yanked off her nightgown, and pulled on a shirt and trousers she’d borrowed earlier from Jerome’s things, wanting an outfit she could move quickly in if the need arose. She picked up her lamp, and hurried to meet Marta. 
 
    She had no intention of waiting for Mother Esterville. The woman would need longer to dress. By the time she pulled the rags from her hair and wiped the grease from her face, they’d be well away from the house. 
 
    Marta was already in the hall, carrying a lantern and wearing the blouse and skirt she’d worn on their arrival. They started down the stairs. 
 
    “Wait, girls, I’m coming.” Mother Esterville’s call halted them. 
 
    Kyla looked around and saw their hostess run to the stairs and hurry to join them. She’d wiped the grease from her face, though its odor lingered, stuck a bonnet over the rags in her hair, and exchanged her robe for a light coat worn over her nightgown. She made a ludicrous figure with her rag-bound curls poking from beneath the bonnet and her pink flannel nightgown visible through the gap in the front of the coat, but Kyla didn’t feel like laughing. They’d already lost too much time. Protesting Mother Esterville’s presence would only lose more. 
 
    Kyla paused to leave her lamp on a table by the front door in favor of Marta’s more practical lantern. They exited the house and went to the street. 
 
    “See if you can sense his presence anywhere,” Kyla said to Marta. 
 
    Marta closed her eyes; her brow furrowed in concentration. 
 
    “We must ask the protection of the gods,” Mother Esterville said. “I’ve already said a prayer to Harin and made a special plea to Liadra. You must ask your Power-Giver for help.” 
 
    With a start Kyla realized she hadn’t consulted Alair. She sent a quick mental appeal: Alair, guide us. Lead us to Ed before it’s too late. 
 
    She heard no answering voice in her mind, but Marta’s eyes popped open and she pointed east. “That way,” she said. “It’s not close. We’ve got a considerable distance to cover in a short time.” 
 
    She set off at a trot. Kyla easily kept pace, but Mother Esterville lagged behind. Hearing her huffing and puffing in the background, Kyla felt sorry for her, but refused to slow. They’d covered several blocks and entered a less populous area when Marta suddenly halted. 
 
    She turned to Kyla with a look of alarm. “It’s gone!” 
 
    “What’s gone?” She turned around to verify that Mother Esterville still puffed along behind. 
 
    “The sense of Ed’s presence. That’s what I’ve been following. His soul-trace. It’s gone. It cut off all of a sudden, as if … as if …” 
 
    “As if he died?” Kyla finished grimly. 
 
    Marta nodded and choked back a sob. 
 
    Chest heaving, Mother Esterville reached them and leaned heavily on Kyla’s shoulder. “What’s wrong? Why did you stop?” she managed between pants. 
 
    “Marta lost the trail,” Kyla said. 
 
    Mother Esterville looked around. “Well, it’s not hard to figure where he’d go. We’re not far from Abigail Dormer’s school. Ed worked there and lived in a shack behind the school building. That’s likely where he’s gone. I’ll show you the way.” 
 
    She took the lead, and Kyla and Marta fell into place behind her. Their progress was much slower, but that couldn’t be helped. Probably, Kyla reflected, there’s no more need for haste. 
 
    Abigail Dormer’s school. Mother Esterville’s words impacted on Kyla’s anxious mind. Miss Abigail’s school was the one the girl in her dream had wanted so badly to return to. 
 
    If it was too late to save Ed, it might not yet be too late for the young teacher and the gifted but untrained pupil who threatened her life. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    DAY AND NIGHT 
 
      
 
    The insistent voice refused to go away. “Orville, wake up,” it shouted into his ear. “Someone’s downstairs pounding on the door.” 
 
    He groaned, tried to turn over and put a pillow over his head. Nellie yanked the pillow from his hands, grabbed his shoulders, and shook him awake. “Orville, go see who it is,” she shrilled. 
 
    He sat up and rubbed his eyes. The hammering from below registered now. He staggered to his feet and headed for the door. 
 
    “Put on your robe,” his wife ordered, thrusting his dressing gown into his hands. 
 
    He put it on over his nightshirt as he descended the stairs, tied it closed as he reached the door. “Who’s there?” he bellowed. 
 
    “Roddy Sampson, Master Hardwick. Think I seen the folks you’re hunting.” 
 
    Hardwick opened the door and let the man step inside. Sampson was a rangy, gray-haired man who was missing most of his teeth. Hardwick remembered that he worked as a gardener for the Brynnes. “You saw the wonder workers? Or Simple Eddie?” he asked, wondering if the man were drunk. He smelled of ale and sweat. 
 
    “All of ’em—and more besides.” 
 
    “Explain.” Hardwick had no patience for fools. He suspected Sampson had seen nothing more than the bottom of a bottle. 
 
    “Well, sir, I woke up needin’ to pee, havin’ tossed back a few before turnin’ in. I was waterin’ a tree outside my shack when I seen a fellow kinda skulkin’ along the side of the road carryin’ a lantern fixed up so its light was partway covered and just shone right where the fellow was. He’s up to no good, thinks I, and when he’s gone by I step out into the street and watch him for a bit. That’s when I seen the other guy up ahead of the one with the lantern. Just seen him as a shadow, couldn’t recognize ’im, he was movin’ along at a pert good clip even in the dark. The lantern-carrier was followin’ him, that was clear. Well, I thought about trailin’ after ’em to see what they’s up to, but I didn’t want to get m’self killed if they was armed and up to no good, as I figgered. So I just watched till they were outta sight. I was all wide awake now and curious, so I stayed there a bit thinkin’ maybe they’d come back by. It occurred to me it might be one of the posse fellers followin’ Simple Eddie. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if t’was or not, but by and by here come two women, one o’ them with a lantern, only at first I thought they was a man and a woman ’cause one had on a shirt and trousers. Only when they got closer I saw she had long hair, down near to her waist. And I says to m’self, 'Roddy, them’s the two women everybody’s been chasin’. You want to follow ’em, see where they go, and collect the reward.' So I snuck along after ’em, keepin’ behind bushes where they wouldn’t see me. 
 
    “Then, lo and behold, did I get a fright! What comes chasin’ ’em but a sure enough witch! Old hag, she was, with a purple face and snakes peekin’ out from under her bonnet, and she was huffin’ and mutterin’ to herself as she trotted along, settin’ spells and curses, I’ve no doubt. I wasn’t gonna mess with her, no sir. I lit out for here to tell you what I seen and let you and the peacekeepers take over.” 
 
    Until the part about the witch, Sampson’s story had nearly convinced Hardwick that the man had seen the wonder workers and maybe Simple Eddie as well. The tale of the witch dashed his hopes. Old Roddy had had nothing more than an ale-dream. 
 
    Sampson must have read Hardwick’s expression and understood that his story was not believed. “Look, Councilor, I saw what I saw, I swear it. They was all headin’ toward Miss Abigail’s place, I’d guess. Leastways, that’s what’s just down the road a bit from where I seen ’em. Do I get my reward?” 
 
    Hardwick’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Abigail Dormer’s place, eh? Might be so, at that. You’ll get a reward if we find them. I’ll give you a few coppers now to run to Homer Farley’s house and tell him what you told me. You know Master Farley, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. But I was expectin’ more’n a few coppers.” 
 
    “If we recapture the fugitives because of what you’ve told me, I promise you’ll receive the full reward of one gold dorin.” 
 
    Hardwick went into his study, unlocked his cash box, and took out three small coppers. He returned and handed them to Sampson, who regarded them with an air of disappointment. 
 
    “I can’t do any more for you until they’re back in custody,” Hardwick said. “Hurry and give Homer Farley the news, and I’m sure he’ll add three or four more coppers to those. Tell him I’ll meet him at the Dormer place. Run.” He shoved Sampson out the door and hurried upstairs to dress. 
 
    Nellie insisted on being told everything. He recounted Sampson’s tale while he stripped off dressing gown and nightshirt and struggled into shirt and trousers. He sat down and got his ankle jacks onto his feet, chafing at the time it took to lace them. 
 
    “You be careful, Orville. You don’t need all this excitement at your age, and if there really is a witch running around with those women—” 
 
    “Don’t be foolish, Nellie. Even if Sampson did see the two women, that witch is no more than a product of the ale he drank. I doubt the rest of the story’s any truer, but I’ve got to check it out. I’ll carry my pistol.” 
 
    “Well, take care you don’t shoot yourself in the foot.” 
 
    He gave her a parting glare for that warning and stomped down the stairs, took his pistol from its case in his study, and hurried out to meet Homer Farley. 
 
      
 
    When Ed tried to rise, hands pushed him deeper into the creek. Weeds brushed against his face. He had to breathe. Panic took hold of him. The need to escape. 
 
    His special place. Have to breathe. Picture the meadow. Light. Air. Warm sun. Freedom. 
 
    He gasped, sucked in air. Air, not water! The weeds against his face were dry, the air sweet and warm. He drew in mouthfuls of it. Jerome’s weight remained on his back, but his grip had loosened. Ed wriggled free, rolled away from Jerome, and lurched to his feet. He wiped his face on his jacket. 
 
    The jacket was wet; his clothes dripped water. But he stood in his meadow in full sunshine. He shook his head and sprayed drops of water in all directions. 
 
    Marta had been wrong in warning him not to come here. This was his place, and it had saved his life. It was beautiful! He threw back his head and laughed. 
 
    Jerome sat up and gazed around him, eyes wide with fear. His hands held only tufts of grass; he’d lost the hammer. He was as wet as Ed. Water oozed from his boots. “What—? Where—? How—?” He coughed out the words. 
 
    Ed didn’t try to answer. It was too hard to explain, and Jerome wasn’t ready to understand. 
 
    Jerome scooted back, away from Ed. Without taking his eyes off Ed, he scrambled to his feet. Ed watched, amused, thinking how silly he looked. Maybe even pathetic. He wasn’t afraid of him. Not anymore. Not here. This was Ed’s world. Jerome couldn’t hurt him here. Nothing could. 
 
      
 
    Jerome couldn’t stop staring at Eddie. He looked different, less foolish, under this strange bright sun. 
 
    Eddie had been drowning. His struggling body had begun to go limp. Jerome had congratulated himself that he hadn’t had to knock Eddie unconscious with the hammer. There’d be nothing to show that this drowning wasn’t accidental. 
 
    He’d had to take a deep breath and duck beneath the water himself to hold Eddie down. The waterweeds had brushed his hands; his boots were sucked into the sludge of the creek bottom. 
 
    He’d been about to surface to take in another breath when light burst around him and his lungs drew in dry air. He must have drowned along with Eddie, and this was the afterworld. 
 
    How could he have been so careless? He hadn’t felt in any danger. He recalled no sensation of drowning, no drawing water into his lungs. The change had been instantaneous. He was there in the creek in the dark of night, and then he was here on dry land in full daylight. No transition. No intimation of death. 
 
    And Eddie, who’d screamed in terror only moments before, stood laughing at him. Laughing at him. That wasn’t the way it had been supposed to happen. 
 
    Jerome cast quick, surreptitious glances around, looking for the shoeing hammer. He remembered. He’d dropped it in the creek so he could grab Eddie. He’d lost his lantern, too. He had nothing to use as a weapon. 
 
    He backed away from Eddie, risked a quick look behind him, saw trees in the background. If he could reach them, break off a branch … 
 
    “You’re safe,” Eddie said. “This is a safe place.” 
 
    “W-where is it?” He got the question out but could not control the quaver in his voice. 
 
    Eddie shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s a place I made up.” 
 
    “You made it up? How could you?” 
 
    Eddie shrugged again. “I’m not sure. I thought about it, made pictures of it in my mind. Miss Leah says some people can take the pictures they make in their heads and make those things real. I guess that’s what I did.” 
 
    He said it matter-of-factly, as if it were an everyday occurrence to make up pictures in his head and make them real. Jerome recalled what Kyla had told him about Ed’s having extraordinary power. He remembered, too, how his mother had babbled about Ed’s being blessed of the gods, remembered the bouquet of spring flowers she’d been so excited about. Flowers like those blooming all around him now. 
 
    “Mother,” he whimpered. “Mother, I should have believed you. Oh, gods, help me. I want to go home.” 
 
    “This is a beautiful place,” Ed said. “Why would you want to leave it? Look, see the apple trees over by the brook? They’re loaded with good, sweet apples. And the brook’s shallow enough to wade but has fish you can catch. In that direction is a hill all soft with clover so you can roll down it.” He pointed to the features as he mentioned them. “Right past it are woods. Listen. You can hear the birds singing. There are squirrels and rabbits and bears and—” 
 
    “Bears?” Jerome interrupted. “Bears in the woods?” 
 
    “Yes, but they’re friendly bears.” Ed’s mocking grin belied his words. 
 
    “Any other animals? Ferebeasts? Woolerees? Tree cats?” Jerome thought he’d better know the worst. 
 
    “Tree cats and woolerees? I hadn’t thought of them,” Ed said slowly. “Yes, I suppose there might be a few. No ferebeasts, though. They don’t live in woods. Of course, I don’t know yet what’s beyond the woods. Maybe plains where herds of ferebeasts could run free. Yes, I can picture that.” 
 
    Jerome resolved not to give him any more ideas. And to stay away from the woods. He had one more question, though, that he had to ask. “What about people? Are any other people here?” 
 
    Ed smiled again. “No, Jerome. There’s nobody here but me and you.” 
 
      
 
    Mother Esterville’s slower pace allowed Kyla time to think. She was grateful that Marta didn’t urge them to go faster. Marta seemed convinced that it was too late for haste. Kyla was not so sure. It might be, as Marta clearly believed, that Ed had been killed. But Kyla sensed other forces at work. 
 
    It wasn’t just that she had received no word from the Power-Giver since they’d set out on this search for Ed. Alair had warned her about that. However, he had never before failed to provide instruction and support when the newly gifted were in need or in danger. So maybe Ed wasn’t in danger, despite her strong sense that he was. 
 
    When she tried to send to Alair, she felt some force blocking her sending. Pushing against it was like trying to shove over a brick wall. The effort weakened her without producing any result. Suddenly light-headed, she caught hold of Marta’s shoulder for support, startling her friend from her own fears. 
 
    Marta halted and scrutinized Kyla’s face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Kyla shook her head, unwilling to explain in front of Mother Esterville. “Just felt a little dizzy,” she said. 
 
    Marta’s piercing look told Kyla she wasn’t fooled. She asked no more questions, only cupped her hand under Kyla’s elbow and supported her while the faintness passed. 
 
    From her position in the lead, Mother Esterville turned around. “Coming, girls?” she called to them. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    Guessing that Marta intended to urge a rest before continuing, Kyla squeezed her friend’s arm and said hastily, “Yes, sorry. We’re coming.” When Mother Esterville set off again, Kyla whispered, “No need to alarm her. I’m all right.” 
 
    Marta looked doubtful but didn’t object. She did keep a supporting hand under Kyla’s arm as they marched on along the hard-packed dirt road that wound through a section of lovely homes and wide lawns. Even in the dim light of their lantern, Kyla could see how well kept those lawns were, with carefully trimmed shrubbery. These were obviously the residences of Carey’s wealthy elite. 
 
    Mother Esterville paused, let Kyla and Marta catch up to her, and pointed to a large building with a sprawling lawn. “That’s the Dormer Primary School for Young Ladies,” she said. “It was the home of Abigail’s grandparents. She inherited it from her uncle and turned it into a school. She lives on the adjoining property.” She headed in the direction at which she’d pointed. 
 
    “In this neighborhood, I’d guess the school must be quite exclusive and expensive,” Kyla said. 
 
    Mother Esterville nodded. “It draws girls from the best families.” Frowning, she added, “I guess I should say it drew. Since the trouble about Ed, parents have been removing their daughters and either teaching them at home or sending them elsewhere.” 
 
    “Elsewhere? Do you know where?” Kyla sensed the mystery raised by her dream about to be resolved. 
 
    “I’ve heard a rumor that Councilor Hardwick’s daughter, Genevieve Wirth, has opened a school in her home.” 
 
    “What does she look like?” Kyla asked excitedly. 
 
    “Oh, she’s fairly ordinary looking.” Mother Esterville sounded perplexed by Kyla’s questions. “Blonde, slightly on the plump side. Has a pleasant face.” She broke off and pointed. “Look, there are lights in Abigail’s house. We won’t have to wake her. Maybe Ed and Jerome are there.” 
 
    Mother Esterville’s brief description fit the young teacher in Kyla’s dream. Kyla filed the information away for later use and hurried to catch up with Marta and Mother Esterville as they sped toward Abigail Dormer’s front door. 
 
    They climbed the steps to the large front porch and were starting across it when the front door burst open and two women emerged. The women jumped, clearly startled to see unexpected visitors. The older woman stepped forward and peered intently into their faces. “Edwin?” she asked. “Have you come about Edwin?” 
 
    “Yes,” Marta answered eagerly. “Is he here?” 
 
    “No,” came the reply. “I thought perhaps you’d found him.” 
 
    “Was he here?” Kyla asked. “We’re friends of his. We’re trying to keep him safe.” 
 
    “Mother Esterville!” the younger woman exclaimed, gaze roving over Mother Esterville’s strange dress before turning to Kyla and Marta. “And you—you must be the wonder workers.” 
 
    When Kyla did not deny the charge, Abigail balled her fists and shouted, “It’s your fault, then. You led Edwin astray. You’ve kept him hidden from me.” 
 
    “Abbie, don’t.” Her companion slipped her arm around Abigail’s shoulders. Abigail angrily pushed it away. 
 
    “Please believe me, Miss Dormer, we’re Ed’s friends,” Marta said. “We’ve been protecting him, keeping him safe from the police.” 
 
    “You’ve been filling his head with crazy notions, I’ve no doubt.” In her fury, Abigail reminded Kyla of a spitting cat. Kyla opened her mouth to deny the charge, but before she got the words out, Abigail burst into tears and choked out, “But that doesn’t matter. Not if he’s drowned.” 
 
    “Why do you think he’s drowned?” Marta asked, grabbing Abigail’s shoulder. 
 
    Abigail wrenched free. “It’s your fault!” she said, still sobbing. 
 
    “She isn’t herself,” her companion said. “She’s had a terrible shock and she took a bad chill.” 
 
    “Can you tell us, please, what happened?” Kyla asked. 
 
    “Yes,” put in Mother Esterville. “My son may have been with Ed. I want to know where he is, too.” Belatedly she added, “Kyla and Marta, this is Miss Wesson, who teaches at Miss Dormer’s school and boards with Miss Dormer.” 
 
    “I’m Leah,” the young woman said, still comforting the weeping Abigail. “I can only tell you what Abigail told me just before you arrived.” 
 
    She went on to relay a somewhat confused account of a trespasser carrying a shielded lantern, a visit to the barn, shouts that Abigail believed came from Ed, sounds of a struggle, splashes followed by eerie silence. “She waded into the creek to look for him, got thoroughly chilled, then explored the area in her wet gown before coming back,” Miss Wesson concluded. “I nearly had to tie her down to get her dried off and into warm clothes, and now she wants to go back to the creek and look some more.” 
 
    “Yes, we must go. I even forgot Ed's bundle of clothes. He must have been running away. And then he dropped it on the bank when … when something happened. I want to get it and keep it for him." 
 
    Kyla exchanged a glance with Marta. It was clear what that "something" had been. Jerome had caught up with Ed at that point. "Please show us that place," she asked Abigail. 
 
    "Come on, then. We’ve wasted too much time already,” Abigail said, wiping her eyes. “Leah’s right. I’ve been distraught. Not thinking clearly. Edwin is more than an employee, you see. He’s my cousin, my nearest living relative.” 
 
    “Really!” Mother Esterville exclaimed with great interest. “I never knew that.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s get to the creek.” Marta tugged impatiently at Kyla’s arm. 
 
    Abigail started down the porch steps with Miss Wesson—Leah—rushing to stay at her side. 
 
    Abigail led them to the spot on the creek bank where the signs of a struggle were evident. She pointed out to them the sodden pillowcase stuffed with clothes, the broken lantern the footprints in the mud. The imprint of a man’s boot heel was visible even in lantern light, and past it a skid mark where the wearer of the boot seemed to have fallen or been pulled into the creek. 
 
    “At its deepest point the creek’s only waist deep for most adults,” Leah said. “It wouldn’t be easy to drown.” 
 
    “Easy enough,” said Abigail, “if two men were fighting, one pushed the other into the water, and the first man dragged the second down with him.” 
 
    “I can’t understand any of this.” Mother Esterville spoke after what was for her an uncharacteristic silence. “Why would Jerome have fought with Ed?” As all eyes turned toward her, she added in a fainter voice, “That’s our lantern that’s broken there, and I doubt that Ed would have taken it. I’d guess Jerome was carrying it.” 
 
    “We don’t know what happened here,” Kyla said, though she guessed what must have transpired. 
 
    Marta was less disposed to be gentle. “Jerome was jealous of Ed. He envied Ed’s power—uh, his standing with the gods.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” Mother Esterville said indignantly. “Jerome saved Ed—rescued him from the guardhouse, protected him. Ed and these ladies have been hiding in my house, Miss Dormer. Ed’s been well cared for. Jerome wouldn’t—” 
 
    “Oh, please, we’re wasting time again.” Abigail slipped off her shoes. “We’ve got to search the creek.” 
 
    “You aren’t going back into that water, Abigail Dormer.” Leah dragged Abigail back from the water’s edge. 
 
    Abigail tried to break free. “Somebody’s got to,” she cried, struggling. 
 
    While Kyla helped Leah restrain her, Marta knelt at the creek’s edge and scooped up a handful of water. She raised the water to her face, smelled it, stuck the tip of her tongue into it, tasting it. “The water doesn’t smell of death,” she said, hope returning to her voice for the first time since she had lost the thread of Ed’s presence. “It carries no memory of a recent drowning.” 
 
    “This creek has a swift current,” Abigail shouted, still battling Leah’s and Kyla’s grip. “The bodies could have been swept downstream. The water wouldn’t smell of them.” 
 
    “Not to most people,” Kyla said. “Marta is using her power.” 
 
    “That nonsense won’t do anything,” Abigail protested. “We’ve got to go in and search, I tell you.” 
 
    “Abbie, you aren’t going back into the creek,” Leah said. “We’ll search up and down its banks. That’s all we can do tonight. In the morning, in daylight, we can get help to search in the creek. If they’re there, it’s too late to save them; they’ve drowned.” 
 
    “They haven’t drowned,” Marta declared, rising. “I know I’d sense death if they had. We can search the banks; that’s a good idea. Though it’s very strange. I’d sense Ed if he were somewhere along the creek or anywhere nearby. I can’t find any trace of him.” 
 
    Abigail ceased struggling, but sniffed disdainfully at Marta’s assertion. “Mumbo-jumbo won’t help Edwin,” she muttered. 
 
    “Maybe Ed went to the Fields of the Blessed,” Mother Esterville suggested brightly. “As he did when he brought back the spring flowers. And maybe this time he took Jerome with him.” 
 
    Kyla sent Marta a questioning look. 
 
    Marta shrugged as if to say that anything was possible. 
 
    Alair could tell me, Kyla thought. If only he would. Alair, where are you? Can’t you answer just that one question? 
 
    As before she sensed a barrier, and the effort to breach it weakened her. It could mean that Ed had indeed gone to his special place and thereby put himself into serious danger. And he’d taken Jerome with him! Alair could be trying to protect Ed from Jerome and from the evil Dire Lord he’d told her of. 
 
    They searched along the creek bank in both directions to the limit of Abigail’s property, but found no sign that anyone had come ashore anywhere. Defeated, they headed back toward Abigail’s house. At her suggestion they stopped by the barn, where she showed them the shoeing hammer she’d found in the creek. 
 
    Marta touched it, nodded. “It carries traces of both Jerome and Ed. Jerome held it, I think, and struck Ed with it, but not hard enough to hurt him badly. It was not an instrument of murder. I’m certain.” 
 
    Kyla stared at her friend. Could Marta really be so sure? She didn't have this gift Marta had for sensing things; she didn’t understand how it worked. But if Ed had not been murdered, it could only mean that he had gone to his special place. If only she knew where and what that was! Alair had been evasive when she had asked him about it, when he was still communicating with her. 
 
    Abigail and Mother Esterville were watching Marta, intent on what she did and said, but Kyla noticed Leah move quietly away from the others. Almost furtively she made her way around the carriage to the bales of hay stacked at the rear of the stable. She lifted the top bale from one stack and felt beneath it. 
 
    More urgently, more quickly she checked the other stacks, then hurried back to the others. “The spell book. It’s gone,” she said. 
 
    “Spell book?” Marta said, abandoning her study of the hammer. “What spell book?” 
 
    “One Abbie found. It upset her and she told me to get rid of it, so I hid it under a hay bale. It’s gone. Either Jerome or Ed must have taken it. Could they use it, do you think?” 
 
    “The Breyadon!” Kyla exclaimed. “It must be! Where did Miss Dormer find it?” 
 
    “Someone put it in my desk drawer in my office at school,” Abigail answered. Her voice had an odd ring to it, and Kyla thought she looked ashamed and afraid. That impression was confirmed when Abigail added, “Leah, please, don’t talk about that book.” 
 
    Kyla wondered why she made the request, but she never got the chance to ask. 
 
    “You, in there,” shouted a masculine voice. “Don’t try anything. Come out with your hands raised. I have an armed posse out here. You can’t escape.” 
 
    “That’s Councilor Hardwick,” Mother Esterville said as they all turned toward the door. 
 
    Framed in the open doorway stood the councilor, pistol in his hands, aimed at them. “Come quietly,” he ordered, as other men, some in peacekeeper uniforms, most in civilian clothes, came into view behind him. “No funny business. This time you won’t get away.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    ACTS OF COURAGE 
 
      
 
    Kyla lacked the power to resist the armed men. Her attempts to reach Alair had weakened her too much. Marta’s tracing of Ed had almost certainly left her just as drained. With a nod at Marta, Kyla headed for the stable door to comply with Hardwick’s order. Marta joined her, but Mother Esterville pushed past them both and marched forward to confront Councilor Hardwick. 
 
    “Orville Hardwick, what do you mean, frightening innocent women so?” She shook her finger in his face as if she were scolding a naughty child. Several rag-wrapped curls escaped from beneath the confining bonnet and bobbed about her angry face. 
 
    Hardwick backed off into the protection of the men gathering behind him. “Mother Esterville?” he asked incredulously. “Mother Esterville, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I be here?” she snapped, as though there were nothing unusual about traipsing around town in one’s nightclothes late at night. “I go where the gods tell me to go.” She made a vain attempt to tuck the errant curls under her bonnet. 
 
    “What are you doing in the company of these lawbreakers?” 
 
    “I’m in the company of friends,” she answered. “I see no lawbreakers here.” 
 
    “Do you always meet with your friends in a barn in the middle of the night?” 
 
    Hardwick’s question drew laughter from the armed men gathered around him, but he shot them a glare that cut it short. “This is serious,” he said, frowning at Mother Esterville. “Where is Jerome? Does he know what you’re doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know where my son is. He and I are both adults and feel no need to report our comings and goings to one another.” Once again she tried to push the wrapped curls back under her bonnet.  
 
    Watching that less than successful effort, Hardwick said, “Mother Esterville, your attire, while I mean no disrespect, suggests you left your house unexpectedly and in haste. Care to tell us why?” 
 
    Mother Esterville’s hands fell away from her hair. She met Hardwick’s suspicious gaze with haughty disdain. “I responded to friends’ need for assistance. The gods bid us to let nothing interfere with acts of charity.” 
 
    “Were these the friends?” Hardwick gestured at Kyla and Marta. 
 
    “I have many friends,” Mother Esterville replied vaguely. 
 
    “Well, if these are among ’em, you now have two less. Though how you can call them friends I can’t understand. Look at that one,”—indicating Kyla—“dressed like a man. What an abomination!” He waved his men forward. “Take these two women into custody. Keep them under close guard so they don’t get away again.” 
 
    Mother Esterville moved to shield them. “On what grounds are you arresting these innocent young women?” 
 
    “Madam, you surely know they are fugitives from justice. Jerome must have informed you of their arrest and escape, and your own house was searched.” 
 
    “I am very aware of that invasion of my privacy, but I have yet to hear what crimes these women are charged with.” 
 
    Kyla felt guilty remaining silent while Mother Esterville defended her, but she knew Hardwick was more likely to listen to Mother Esterville than to anything she or Marta might say. Marta, too, forbore from arguing with Hardwick, though she protested loudly when two of his men grabbed her and yanked her outside. 
 
    “Their crimes should not concern you, madam,” Kyla heard Hardwick say as she, too, was roughly dragged from the barn. “And you, Miss Dormer—I’m considering arresting you for harboring fugitives.” 
 
    Kyla heard Abigail speak, but could not distinguish the words. She thought Leah said something in Abigail’s defense as two men not busy restraining her and Marta stepped inside the barn and moved toward Abigail. 
 
    “Miss Dormer has not been harboring fugitives,” Mother Esterville said, moving to block the two men. “If by fugitives, you mean these innocent women, they have been my guests for the past several days. It has been my joy to be their hostess, for they are blessed of the gods.” 
 
    “You?” Hardwick shouted. “You’ve been concealing these charlatans? How have you kept it from Jerome?” 
 
    “I have done nothing without the full knowledge and consent of my son,” Mother Esterville said. “He is well aware of the injustice you have perpetrated on these dear young ladies, who are no charlatans but true miracle workers.” 
 
    Hardwick spluttered in rage, finally succeeded in getting out, “Jerome? Knew? Tricked me? You— Men, arrest her. Woman, you’ve cost Jerome his job. He’ll be thrown in the guardhouse as soon as he shows up.” 
 
    “You need not restrain me,” Mother Esterville said to the men who seized her arms. “I will go willingly with my honored guests. I am pleased to be counted worthy to share their fate.” 
 
    “Mother Esterville, you shouldn’t—” Kyla began. 
 
    “I should,” Mother Esterville interrupted firmly. “It is the will of the gods.” 
 
    The men, under Hardwick’s direction, led the women to a waiting coach. Abigail and Leah followed hesitantly, looking frightened and indecisive. Seeing them reminded Kyla of her urgent mission. 
 
    “Wait, please,” she said to her peacekeeper guards. “I have something I must tell Miss Dormer.” 
 
    They slowed but did not stop. “Miss Dormer,” she called back to the woman, “you had a student at your school named Veronica. She’s unhappy with her new teacher. It’s urgent that you see her and calm her. She has power, she—” 
 
    “Here, none of that.” A big man who’d been leading Marta came over and cuffed Kyla on the side of the face. “Miss Dormer has nothing more to do with Veronica or my girls or any other of the students who’ve left her school. And it’s no business of yours.” He called to Hardwick, “Orville? You hear what this witch-girl was saying?” 
 
    As Hardwick approached, Kyla said, “Councilor Hardwick, I understand your daughter is teaching students from Miss Dormer’s school. She is in grave danger. You must listen. One student, Veronica, must be sent back to Miss Dormer. She’s a threat to your daughter’s life.” 
 
    Hardwick slammed the back of his hand against Kyla’s mouth. “My daughter’s school is no business of yours,” he bellowed. “Neither is Abigail Dormer’s. Where’s Simple Eddie?” 
 
    Kyla spat blood from the cut inside her lip. “I know no one by that name,” she said. 
 
    “I say you do. Why else would you be interested in the schools? Why would you care whether Miss Dormer gets her students back unless you’d talked to Simple Eddie?” He raised his hand to strike her again. 
 
    Abigail Dormer ran forward and caught his hand. “If you are referring to my cousin, Edwin Robbins, I have reason to believe that he may have drowned in the creek behind my property. These ladies have been helping Leah and me search for him.” 
 
    “Oh?” he sneered. “Simple Eddie is your cousin now? And you think he drowned in the creek, so you were searching the barn?” 
 
    Abigail managed to maintain her dignity despite his scorn. “Earlier I saw someone carrying a lantern across my property. I came out to investigate. I heard shouts and sounds of a struggle out by the creek.” She told the story in rapid bursts as if afraid of losing her courage if she didn’t get it all out quickly. All the men gathered round to listen, still keeping a tight hold on Kyla and Marta. 
 
    “I recognized Edwin’s voice and hurried to help him. Before I got there, I heard loud splashes. When I reached the bank, I found signs of a fight—footprints in the mud, a shoeing hammer from my barn, a broken lantern. No sign of anyone. I searched in the creek, then went and got Leah. These ladies came up, and we hunted all along the bank but found nothing. I had put the shoeing hammer back into its place in the barn, and I was showing it to them when you arrived.” 
 
    “I suppose I’d better look at whatever it is you’re calling signs of a fight,” Hardwick said. 
 
    “I’m coming along,” said the big man who’d cuffed Kyla. “Don’t forget, it was my daughters that fool assaulted.” 
 
    “Edwin never touched your daughters, Homer Farley,” Abigail said angrily. “The truth is, they tormented him unmercifully, and he never retaliated.” 
 
    “That’s what you say. I say differently and so do my girls. I hope he has drowned. He’ll save us all a lot of trouble.” The big man stalked off toward the creek. 
 
    “The rest of you take these women on to the guardhouse,” Hardwick said. “Don’t take your eyes off them. I hold you responsible. They must not escape.” 
 
    “They won’t,” a man holding Marta promised. 
 
    Kyla was dragged to a waiting coach and forced inside, as were Marta and Mother Esterville. The men crowded in beside them, filling the coach with the smell of sweat and hair grease. A driver set the horses into motion, and the coach lurched and rattled and swayed through the streets to the guardhouse. 
 
      
 
    More tramping up and down the creek bank, this time in the unpleasant company of Orville Hardwick and Homer Farley. More fruitless speculation on how Edwin could have disappeared so quickly. They did gather up the pillowcase with Ed's belongings and the broken lantern to take as "evidence," while Farley ranted about the “slipperiness of the idiot.” All of that plus Leah’s worried hovering left Abigail exhausted in mind and body. 
 
    The eastern sky was taking on a rosy glow when Farley and Hardwick took their leave, and Leah and Abigail stumbled into their house. 
 
    When Leah suggested breakfast, Abigail groaned. “I can’t eat. I need rest. Please, Leah, I need to be alone.” 
 
    Leah followed her upstairs, wanting to talk, wanting to fuss over her. Abigail pushed her away, went into her room, and closed and locked her door. 
 
    She dropped onto her bed and lay with her arm over her eyes. She’d failed Edwin again. She’d failed to prevent the arrest of the wonder workers, about whom she’d apparently been wrong, at least to some extent. Her letter to Orville Hardwick had started this whole disastrous string of events. If she hadn’t been so quick to judge … 
 
    Leah liked Kyla and Marta. Abigail had to admit that their concern for Edwin did seem deep and genuine, as did their desire to help him. Not once had they belittled him, and Marta had even spoken admiringly about him. If they had seen in him qualities to which everyone else was blind, they might in truth have special gifts. 
 
    Also, there was the matter of the spell book. She should have spoken up when Leah found its hiding place empty, but she had kept silent and let them believe it had been stolen. It belonged to Kyla and Marta; they could have told her about it if she’d been honest with them. Maybe they could have explained why she could read it while Leah couldn’t. 
 
    She told herself she hadn’t had time. Hardwick and his men had come up before she could say anything. And if she had left the book under the bale of hay, Leah would have brought it out just in time to have it confiscated by Hardwick and Farley. Abigail had saved it, but that made her feel no better. 
 
    She wouldn’t have confessed to having the book even if Hardwick and Farley hadn’t appeared. She wouldn’t have asked about it, wouldn’t have dared admit to Kyla and Marta that she could read it. The knowledge shamed her, but she could not hide from it. 
 
    Abigail had always considered Mother Esterville a silly and superstitious old woman. But Mother Esterville had shown the courage to stand up for her friends and speak out for her beliefs, while Abigail cowered in the darkness of the barn. 
 
    She sat up on the bed. She’d been passive for too long. If the book did hold real magic, if it was the key to helping Edwin, she’d have to summon the courage to use it. 
 
    And what of Kyla’s parting cry to her about Veronica Crowell? How had Kyla known of Veronica, and what did she know? Veronica was a fine girl, though a bit hot-tempered, and a brilliant student. She could not be a danger to Genevieve Wirth. Yet Kyla had delivered the request with such urgency that Abigail dare not ignore it. 
 
    It was time to put her fears aside and get busy. First, she’d retrieve the spell book and see whether it held a spell that would help her locate Edwin. If it did, no matter how silly it seemed, and how foolish she felt, she would try it and see what happened. 
 
    After that she would pay a visit to the Crowell home and insist on talking to Veronica. She would learn whether Kyla’s odd warning had any basis in fact. 
 
      
 
    Ed watched Jerome walk away, toward the apple trees. He didn’t go after him. Why should he? This was a safe place; Jerome was in no danger, and neither was he. Let Jerome explore. If he got hungry, he could eat apples and maybe catch some fish. 
 
    Jerome’s questions had made Ed curious about the extent of this place, this other world. Rather than looking after Jerome, why not do his own exploring? As far as he could see, everything was exactly as he had imagined it. The meadow with its lovely flowers, the apple trees, the creek, the hill, the woods—he’d pictured them in great detail, and here they were, exactly as his imagination had drawn them. 
 
    But he had never ventured far into the woods, never thought about what lay beyond them. He had waded across the brook, but he had never walked far into the fields on the other side. He had no idea whether the fields stretched on forever or the world simply ended at the limits of his imagined place. Possibly he could enlarge it by picturing more of it. Say, mountains. Purple peaks just visible on the far horizon. 
 
    Squinting, he gazed off into the distance. Was there shape and substance to the purple haze where land and sky met? Could that be sunlight glinting off a snow-covered peak? 
 
    He smiled. He’d only seen mountains in pictures. North Woods Province, where Kyla and Marta were from, had a lot of mountains, but Inland Province, at least the part around Carey, was flat farmland. Trees grew along the rivers that watered the land, but there were no real forests. 
 
    Yet he’d put the woods in his special place because it seemed right, and he’d wanted shade and a place for small animals to live and play. It wasn’t big, he didn’t think, not like a real forest. He’d explore it today. On another day, maybe, he’d go and find the mountains. 
 
    He looked again to see what Jerome was doing. Picking apples, he thought. No, he had reached to break a branch from the tree. He shouldn’t do that. Ed considered going to him and scolding him for hurting the tree. They were, after all, Ed’s trees, and Jerome had no business damaging even one. 
 
    But then Jerome did pick and eat an apple, and did not seem bent on further destruction of the trees. He swung the branch about, hit it against his palm, and carried it as he marched farther off. The woods lay in the opposite direction, and Ed decided to ignore Jerome and follow his plan of exploration. 
 
    It was cool among the trees and full of the rich smell of growing things. Filtered sunlight dappled the carpet of leaves. In the deep shade, moss squished beneath his boots. A squirrel chittered from a branch high overhead. It dropped a nut at his feet. He picked it up and looked up with a grin. “Thanks for the treat,” he told the squirrel as he cracked the nut and popped it into his mouth. 
 
    The sweet, crunchy morsel woke his appetite. He wished the squirrel would drop more, but it scampered away. He looked around for the nut tree, found it after a short search, and shook its branches, bringing down a rain of bounty. 
 
    He hadn’t known where to find the nut tree. He had known such trees grew in the woods; they were part of his plan. But the woods weren’t like the meadow where everything was familiar. He'd never pictured them in the detail he had lavished on the meadow, the brook, and the apple trees. Yet everything was as real, as clear and precise here as it had been out there, and he had no sense of making it up as he went along. He hadn’t put the nut tree where he found it. It had simply been there. 
 
    He was not frightened by this discovery, only curious and more eager than ever to explore. He wandered for a considerable time, contented, humming to himself, satisfying his hunger with nuts and berries found along the way. Occasionally he remembered Jerome and wondered what he was doing, but those were casual thoughts with no concern attached. 
 
    He found a soft, mossy bank by a little stream that ran burbling through rocks. Lying down on the moss, he allowed the stream’s song to lull him to sleep. 
 
    When he awoke, it was growing dark. He had never been in this world at night, had not been sure it had a night. Maybe he should leave the woods and go back to the meadow, where he could see open sky and stars. 
 
    But he had wandered erratically, following no set path, and he had no idea in which direction the meadow lay. He should know, he told himself. He had designed this world; no part of it should be strange to him. It should not be possible to be lost in it. 
 
    Yet lost he seemed to be. 
 
    He wasn’t worried. This was still his own country, and his nap had left him rested and ready to venture on. He ambled along, expecting to come to the end of the woods before dark. However, night fell suddenly, as if the sun had been snuffed out like a candle, and he was still deep within the woods. Rather than wander blindly, he took shelter beneath a tree and sat down to think. 
 
    Could he have been walking in circles? He had not thought the woods would be so large. Had he ever imagined its size? He couldn’t remember. As precise as he had been about the details of the meadow, he had been vague about the outlying parts of his world. 
 
    Night insects burst into a loud chorus; an owl hooted a mournful solo in the pauses. He leaned back against the tree trunk and enjoyed the concert. He hadn’t imagined all these creatures; the place had acquired a life of its own. Or could his world have been grafted onto someone else’s? 
 
    That thought brought alarm. Maybe that’s why Marta had warned him about coming here. Someone else’s world might not be as friendly and safe as his. Yet he felt no menace. The night was pleasantly cool, the insects were singing, not biting, and the owl was a comfortable presence. After a time he slept. 
 
    He dreamed of Marta, dreamed that he took her to his special land, and they ran through the clover together and climbed the apple trees, and fed nuts to the squirrels. Only he lost her in the woods, Jerome was chasing him with a hammer, he was running, running, and a bear came out from the trees and grabbed him, tearing him with its claws. Its breath was hot on his neck, it was growling and snarling, and he screamed. 
 
    He woke up with the scream ringing in his ears. But the scream hadn’t been his. He heard it again, from somewhere nearby, and with it the growls and snarls of a large animal. A bear! He jumped to his feet and ran toward the sound. 
 
    It wasn’t as dark as it had been; a moon had risen. It shed enough light to let him see Jerome struggling in the embrace of a large, angry bear. The branch Jerome had pulled from the tree lay broken on the ground. Jerome must have tried to defend himself, and the bear had grabbed the stick, snapped it into pieces, and was trying to do the same to Jerome. 
 
    Ed grabbed up a large stone and hurled it at the bear. It hit the animal on the side of the head. The beast turned, snarling, to confront its new enemy. “Stop!” Ed shouted. “No one kills or hurts here.” 
 
    The bear slowed but continued to move forward, shaking its head from side to side. Its small eyes glittered in the moonlight. 
 
    Ed stood his ground. “Stop, I say. You can’t hurt me. I made you.” 
 
    The bear bellowed and lowered its head, ready to charge. 
 
    Still Ed remained motionless. “Go catch a fish if you’re hungry. Leave me and my friend alone.” 
 
    The bear blinked as if confused, rocked back and forth, then dropped to all fours and scurried off into the trees. Ed watched it a moment to be sure it had really gone, then hurried to Jerome, who stood as if stunned, blood pouring from gashes on his arm and face. 
 
    “Come and sit down,” Ed said. “Let me see how bad he’s hurt you.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    FEAR AND FRUSTRATION 
 
      
 
    Despite the filth and stench of the cell, despite the laughter and bawdy comments of the guards outside the door and the light from the lantern they held to the window every few seconds, despite Mother Esterville’s loud prayers, Kyla had fallen fast asleep on one of the hard, bare bunks. Marta regarded her with a mixture of anger and curiosity. 
 
    It was amazing that she could sleep. I’m the one who should be tired. I did all the work tonight. I tracked Ed, I checked the whole stream and its banks for traces of Ed and Jerome, I read the barn and the shoeing hammer for death signs. What did Kyla do? Nothing! 
 
    She was tired, though she had no desire to sleep. She wanted to find Ed. She resented being locked in this cell. And did Mother Esterville have to keep mumbling her interminable prayers? 
 
    She prodded the kneeling woman with her toe. “Do you have to pray out loud? Kyla’s asleep.” 
 
    The woman brought her petition to a rambling conclusion and struggled to her feet. “It didn’t seem to be disturbing her, and it does help, you know. Have you thought of a way to get us out of here?” 
 
    The guard with the lantern peered into the cell. Marta made a face and stuck out her tongue. He laughed and retreated. 
 
    “Best not to anger them, I’d think,” Mother Esterville said. “Those men are a low sort, capable of anything. I intend to give Orville Hardwick a piece of my mind about the way this guardhouse is run. Look at this dirt!” She pointed to the stains her kneeling had left on the front of her robe. “Not at all a place for decent people.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose it was designed for decent people,” Marta said. 
 
    “Then they oughtn’t to put decent people into it.” Mother Esterville walked to the door and put her face to the window. “Here, you, bring me a scrub bucket with water and rags and let me clean this place.” 
 
    As Marta had expected, the guard only jeered. “One bucket of water wouldn’t do much,” she said. “I don’t think they’ve cleaned in here since the place was built.” 
 
    “Disgusting,” affirmed Mother Esterville. “When I’m released, I’ll organize a citizen’s committee to rectify this abomination.” 
 
    If you’re released, Marta thought glumly. Though she supposed that Mother Esterville would not be treated as harshly as they would treat her and Kyla. 
 
    Mother Esterville had turned away from the window, and now she drew Marta into a dark corner of the cell and whispered, “It’s as I suspected. Only three men remain to guard us. Two are peacekeepers, the other’s a local recruit, not a peacekeeper. When they put us all into one cell though others are empty, I guessed it was so that fewer guards would be needed.” 
 
    Marta considered that unexpected intelligence. She could feel her own power slowly strengthening. If Kyla awakened with her power restored, they should be able to deal with three men easily enough. But then where could they go this time to conceal themselves? 
 
    “It’s too soon to wake Kyla,” she whispered back. “And I need to rest and let my power build, too. Then we can think about escaping.” 
 
    “We can’t wait long. In the morning more peacekeepers will come. And Hardwick will convene the Council as early as possible.” 
 
    Light spilled in and a guard shouted, “Where are you women? Stay where I can see you.” 
 
    “Give Kyla another hour of sleep, and we’ll see what we can do,” Marta whispered hurriedly. 
 
    She and Mother Esterville moved back into the guard’s line of vision. Mother Esterville squeezed her hand. “You rest,” she said. “I must return to my prayers. They do help.” 
 
    Marta nodded, although she had never known the gods to help anyone. She’d been forced to take part in prayers at the orphanage and later at the workhouse, so for her the gods would always be associated with those hated institutions. To her, prayer was nothing more than a display of false piety. Several times she’d had to bite her tongue to keep from saying so to Mother Esterville, but the woman didn’t deserve her scorn. She hadn’t had to get arrested with them. She hadn’t had to hide them in her home all those days. She’d protected them before she witnessed the display of Ed’s power or Kyla’s, and with Ed missing she was the only friend they had in this hostile town. 
 
    Marta lay down on the second bunk since Mother Esterville preferred prayer to sleeping. The cell had no third bunk. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep, but much as she willed herself to relax, she could not. She knew only minutes had gone by, not an hour, when Mother Esterville shook her shoulder and whispered, “We must try our escape. The gods have prepared the way.” 
 
    Annoyed, Marta rose and peered into the corridor while Mother Esterville roused Kyla. The three guards were slumped against the wall, asleep and snoring. Whether or not the gods were responsible, Mother Esterville was right; they’d have no better chance to escape. She aimed her power at the lock. 
 
    Kyla and Mother Esterville joined her silently as the lock clicked open. Marta felt Kyla’s power join hers in making the door swing silently outward and in deepening the guards’ sleep so that none awakened as they stepped into the hall and hurried through the cellblock. 
 
    Too easy, Marta thought. 
 
    Her power had not fully recovered, but she had no trouble opening the lock on the building’s front door. Again they eased the door open. 
 
    Orville Hardwick stood on the front steps. 
 
    He shouted and lunged toward the door. They slammed it shut and held it against him. 
 
    “I have to get free,” Kyla said. “I must find that girl, Veronica, before she kills the teacher.” 
 
    Marta frowned but threw her power into the effort of stopping Hardwick. With luck, they’d all get out. 
 
    The door burst open. Bellowing like a maddened bull, Hardwick charged toward them. His roars would wake the sleeping guards. Marta hurled at him all the power she could muster. It was enough to stop him and hold him paralyzed while Kyla and Mother Esterville slipped past him. It was not enough to silence his thundering shouts.  
 
    She heard steps pounding toward her. The guards! She eased around Hardwick and ran after Kyla and Mother Esterville. Rough hands grabbed her, yanked her back, and slammed her against the building. 
 
    “Get the other two,” Hardwick screamed, and the guards raced past. “Try your tricks on me, will you?” He lifted her off her feet, shoved her back into the wall. 
 
    “It’s your daughter we’re trying to save,” Marta gasped. 
 
    His fist struck her chin, knocking her head against the bricks. Stunned, she slid down the wall, and was caught up and dragged into the building. She tried to recover her wits and use her power, but her mind refused to focus. They hauled her down the corridor and tossed her into a cell; the door slammed shut. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this,” Hardwick shouted through the door. “We’ll get your friend, and you’ll both hang for witchcraft.” 
 
      
 
    They had run no more than a couple of blocks when Mother Esterville drew Kyla into an alley. The older woman paused in a darkened doorway and took several deep, gasping breaths before she could speak. 
 
    “I’ve asked the gods to open a way for us,” she said as she pushed on the door behind her. It opened, spilling them into a dark hallway. Mother Esterville shut the door, and Kyla heard the snick of a bolt. 
 
    Feet pounded by outside, men’s voices shouted back and forth. They’d check all the doors along the alley. They might break this one down when they found it locked. 
 
    With the door shut, the hall was totally dark. Kyla shuddered at the dank, musty smell. This place must be long abandoned. She stifled a sneeze and wished she had Marta’s gift of kindling the mage-light. “Do you know where we are?” she asked Mother Esterville. 
 
    “We’re in the oldest part of town,” Mother Esterville answered, drawing her away from the door, deeper into the blackness, though she couldn’t possibly see where she was going. “Many of the buildings along this alley have been deserted for years.” 
 
    The door rattled behind them. Something thudded against it. It was only a matter of time before the searchers got it open. 
 
    Kyla sent a frantic mental message to Alair: Where are you? Help me! Help Marta! Please! 
 
    She hoped desperately for an answer, but none came. Alair was keeping silent, as he’d said. 
 
    “I’ve found a stairway,” Mother Esterville announced, and guided Kyla’s hand onto a gritty banister rail. She stumbled upward through the darkness, following the older woman. 
 
      
 
    Fuming, Orville Hardwick stood in the doorway of the guardhouse, waiting for the guards’ return. How had the peacekeepers been so stupid as to let the prisoners escape a second time? Hadn’t he warned them, ordered them to take special care? At least they’d caught one, and he’d make sure she didn’t get away if he had to guard her himself. He’d have her hanged, and if those peacekeepers came back without her companion, he’d try to have them hanged too. 
 
    He didn’t particularly care about Mother Esterville. The old fool deserved punishment for hiding the two witches, and he’d see that she got it, but he was far more concerned about the second witch. The two women would not mock Orville Hardwick with impunity. He’d have his revenge. 
 
    The guards had been gone too long. The women hadn’t had that much of a head start, and old Mother Esterville surely couldn’t run fast. They should have been caught and returned by now. Did he have to do everything himself? If only he’d brought his pistol, he could have shot them when they ran. He’d left it at home, thinking everything was under control. Well, he’d learned his lesson. He’d get it, first chance he had to stop by the house, and he’d keep it with him until after the two women were executed. 
 
    He spotted one of the men he’d sent after the escapees coming toward him. Alone. He gathered his breath for a shout of rage, but choked it down. Why broadcast their failure to the whole street? 
 
    The peacekeeper approached, shamefaced. He hung his head. “Couldn’t catch ’em, sir,” he mumbled. “We were almost on ’em when they turned into an alley, and when we charged in after ’em they was gone. We searched every part of the alley and checked every door and nook and cranny and Lev’s hunting out the other end, but it’s a long alley and they couldn’t have run straight through and out of it and us not see ’em. So I figured I better come back and let you know, so you could put more men onto the search.” 
 
    “You have rifles. Why, by all the gods, didn’t you shoot them?” 
 
    “Thought you wanted ’em recaptured, not killed,” the peacekeeper said, addressing his explanation to the ground. 
 
    “Incompetent ninnies,” Hardwick said between clenched teeth. “Get inside and help guard the other one. Make sure she doesn’t get loose. I’ll have to roust your chief and get him and all his men onto this. If Lev comes back without the witch, have him stay here till I get back. Homer Farley’s man, too.” He stalked off, picturing the tortures he’d like to inflict on the fool. Work was piling up in his office, work that with Jerome’s defection fell on him. Now instead of going to the office, he’d have to round up another posse. 
 
    A memory surfaced through the seething anger. Kyla, the one who’d escaped, had warned him about danger to Genevieve from one of her students. He’d paid little attention at the time, thinking it only a ploy to gain her freedom. It probably had been no more than that. But it might be wise to post a guard at Genevieve’s house in case the witch did go there. 
 
    Better yet, he’d stand guard himself. He’d entrusted too much to incompetents. He’d have to leave his office work undone, but his priority was recapturing the witch-girl. He could stay at Genevieve’s until the one they called Kyla showed up or was captured, even spend nights for as long as it took. His daughter and her husband had room, and he’d get a reprieve from Nellie’s nagging. First, though, he’d go home and get his pistol. 
 
      
 
    Leah had gone back to bed after Abigail had convinced her that she wanted no breakfast. That’s youth, Abigail thought. Able to sleep in spite of all that’s happened, all the trouble, all the worry. Never mind that Leah wasn’t that young and Abigail only a few years older. She felt ancient, worn down, used up. 
 
    She sat on her bed, the spell book on her lap. She’d sneaked downstairs and retrieved it from its hiding place when she was sure Leah was asleep. Slowly she turned the pages, reading titles of spells, scanning the instructions. She had to find the right one to try, but they all seemed too alien, too dangerous. 
 
    Some required materials she had no idea how to get, ingredients she couldn’t identify. Hairs from the tail of a dead cat. She shuddered. Wistweed. She’d never heard of it and the book gave no description or clue to where it might be found. Fimblebiscuits. What in the world were they? 
 
    Other spells called only for common items easily found around the house, but some of those required long and elaborate procedures. With little hope of finding one, she searched for a spell that would lead her to Edwin without arcane materials and long hours of preparation. 
 
    She paused at a spell for finding lost objects. Edwin wasn’t an object, but perhaps the spell would serve. She ran her finger down the list of contents. Candles, chalk, a bowl of water. Those were easy enough. A straight-backed chair, live coals in a dish. Fresh fennel. She knew what that was, but had none. A drawing of the lost object. She had no sketch of Edwin and was not enough of an artist to make one. Leah had artistic talent. She could probably sketch Edwin, but Abigail had no wish to involve Leah in this folly. Shaking her head, she turned the page. 
 
    She’d gone through most of the book, was looking through the last few pages, when a spell caught her eye. Not exactly what she was looking for, but … 
 
    It needed nothing that she couldn’t quickly find. She could do it. And once the materials were gathered together, the actual working of the spell seemed a simple matter, taking only minutes to perform. 
 
    "A Calling Spell," the title read. Below the title, a note explained, "To call to one who passed from this world and hear that one’s voice in return.” She hoped against hope that Edwin had not passed on, that he still lived, but if the spell worked, if she called and got an answer, she would know the worst. She did not expect the spell to work, but she decided to try. 
 
    She hurried from her room to gather the ingredients. 
 
      
 
    Jerome’s injuries weren’t as serious as Ed had thought when he saw all the blood. Ed cleaned the deep gashes in his left arm and the bite on his right shoulder and bound the wounds with strips he tore from his own shirt. He found no broken bones, no life-threatening gashes. The biggest danger was that the wounds might fester. In the morning, they’d go back to the meadow, and Ed would find healing herbs and make a poultice. 
 
    “Sleep,” he told Jerome. “I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    Jerome seemed dazed. He’d said nothing all the while Ed cared for him, and now he closed his eyes obediently and slid into sleep. Why had he been so afraid of this man. 
 
    Jerome had tried to kill him, but Ed had saved himself. Could he always have done that? Or was it only here, in his special place, that he could be strong enough to defeat his enemies? He’d used this as a hiding place, a refuge. Until now, he hadn’t seen it as a place of strength. Maybe it had only become such a place since Kyla and Marta had taught him to use his power. 
 
    Marta. If he could bring her here, show her this place, she’d be proud of him. He could convince her that this was a safe and special place. Here he wouldn’t have to hide how he felt about her. 
 
    Only he didn’t know how to bring her here. Of course she’d have to consent to come. He couldn’t just drag her off. He’d brought Jerome by accident. He hadn’t wanted him here. How could he bring someone he wanted? 
 
    Sitting beside the sleeping Jerome, Ed tried to puzzle it out. He had no idea how to get back to the other world, where Marta was. He wasn’t sure how had he done it before. It had just happened. He’d lost the sense of danger that had sent him here, and with the return of calm he’d found himself back there. He was calm now, but he was still here. He had more confidence in himself than he’d ever had before, but that newfound strength hadn't carried him away from this world. He’d never been here so long. Maybe Jerome’s presence had somehow changed the rules, and it was possible that they could never get back. 
 
    He’d often thought he’d like to stay here forever, but that was before he’d confessed to himself his feelings for Marta. He remembered that he’d been about to run away from her. Now the thought of never seeing her again frightened him, and he knew he had to find a way back. His strong desire to return should take him to her, but it didn’t. 
 
    It must be because of Jerome. He couldn’t go and leave Jerome here. He had no idea what happened to his world when he wasn’t in it. It might vanish into nothingness to reappear only when he needed it again. If he left and Jerome remained, the world could vanish and take Jerome with it. 
 
    Or it might remain and become Jerome’s world instead of his. He wouldn’t want that. Or it might turn against Jerome. The bear might finish what it had begun, or other dangers might appear. 
 
    Was that the cry of a hunting fellcat in the distance? It might not come near him, though he hadn’t imagined fellcats in his world. But certainly Jerome wouldn't be safe from it. 
 
    Ed would have to keep Jerome with him and find a way to take them back to the world where Marta waited. The world where worse things than fellcats threatened. 
 
    The sky grew light as he pondered all these things. The night had been short; time here moved differently than it did on the other world. The real world. 
 
    Was this world less real? Ed used to think it existed only in his imagination, but he now believed differently. He thought maybe he hadn't really created it, but instead it had always been here and his need had somehow made it known to him. In that case, it could hold unsuspected dangers. 
 
    A bird awoke in a nearby tree and launched into joyous song. The frogs and night insects fell silent. A squirrel chattered on a branch over his head. It was time to wake Jerome and find the meadow. He stretched and extended his hand toward Jerome, was stopped in midreach by a voice calling his name. 
 
    He jumped to his feet and looked around, saw nothing. He heard it again: “Edwin?” A woman’s voice, muffled, coming as though from a great distance. 
 
    “Marta?” He said it aloud. Louder: “Marta?” 
 
    Jerome stirred, groaned. Don’t wake up yet, Ed willed. Not till I find where she is. 
 
    Again the voice called, louder and clearer. Not Marta’s voice after all. Miss Abigail. 
 
    “Edwin? Can you hear me?” 
 
    This time Ed answered. “Yes, Miss Abigail. I hear you, but I can’t see you. Where are you?” 
 
    “Oh, Edwin.” Sobs made her words difficult to understand. “I’m at home. But you … you’re dead? Where are you? What is it like? Did you suffer?” 
 
    “Suffer? Dead?” he repeated, puzzled. “No, I’m …”  How to explain about his special world? “I’m in another place, a place I—” 
 
    “Dead! Yes, I knew it!” Jerome leaped to his feet, shouting. “Dead. We’re dead.” 
 
    He ran like a wild thing into the trees, shouting all the while, and Ed was forced to chase after him. Only when Jerome tripped over a tree root and fell was Ed able to catch up. He tackled Jerome as he struggled to his feet, sat on his back to hold him down. 
 
    “Listen to me, Jerome,” he said. “We aren't dead. I told you that before. This is a place I made up—or maybe found.” The thoughts he’d had through the night led him to add that last. 
 
    Jerome groaned. “No, we’re dead. She said so, didn’t she?” 
 
    “She asked. And we’re not,” Ed said firmly. “Do you hear that, Miss Abigail? We’re not dead. We’re in another place, that’s all.” 
 
    No answer came. Whatever link had allowed her to speak to him had been broken by Jerome’s outburst and flight. He called several more times, still sitting on Jerome. Finally he hauled Jerome to his feet and, holding him tightly by the arm, led him back to the clearing where he’d heard her voice. There he called until he grew hoarse, but she did not answer. 
 
    “We’re dead,” Jerome muttered. “I know it.” 
 
    “Dead men don’t get mauled by bears,” Ed said. 
 
    “If we’re not dead, if you just brought us here as you say, then take us back.” 
 
    “I will—when I figure out how.” 
 
    “Hah!” 
 
    “I’ll find a way,” Ed insisted, hoping it was true. “You must stay with me so you won’t get left behind when I do. Don’t wander off alone.” 
 
    Sullen, Jerome turned his face away. Nevertheless, he didn’t resist when Ed guided him from the clearing and onto a path that was plain to see by light of day. 
 
    As Ed had hoped, the path led to the meadow. Keeping Jerome with him, Ed searched through the meadow grasses until he found the healing herbs he wanted. He ordered Jerome to sit still while he unwrapped the wounds and applied a poultice of the herbs. Crushed, the herbs gave off a tangy fragrance that seemed to calm Jerome. He let Ed re-bandage the cuts and gouges, then rose and walked meekly by Ed’s side. 
 
    They breakfasted on apples while Ed, now shirtless, considered where to go. It probably didn’t matter. The way home wasn’t to be found by walking. But Jerome expected him to do something, go somewhere. So it was best to keep moving while he tried to think of some way of getting back. 
 
    Since it didn’t matter, Ed decided to cross the brook and head across the fields to the unknown lands beyond. If he couldn’t find his way back to the other world, he could at least learn more about this one. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    INTO THE UNKNOWN 
 
      
 
    Abigail stared with hatred at the book on her lap. Against all her convictions, all her cherished beliefs, the spell had worked. The book was not a fraud or a trick; it was genuine. And it had brought her the knowledge of Edwin’s death. 
 
    She thrust the book off her lap, letting it fall to the floor. I should burn it, she thought. I should rid myself of its evil. 
 
    She rose to check the fireplace to see if any live embers remained from the fire Leah had built earlier. A small voice of reason whispered that she shouldn’t blame the book for Edwin’s death. The spell that let her hear his voice confirmed his continued existence in an afterlife. She should be grateful for that. 
 
    She was in no mood to listen to reason. She slammed a fist against the stone side of the fireplace when she found only cold ashes. Well, she’d build a new fire and throw the book onto it. 
 
    “Abbie, the spell book. It’s here!” Leah spoke behind her. 
 
    She hadn’t heard Leah come downstairs. She turned slowly to face her. Leah clutched the book to her breast as if she’d found a treasure. 
 
    Abbie couldn’t meet her friend’s eyes. “I … I found it. When I was hunting for Edwin. It … I thought it might help. I was desperate.” 
 
    “Did you try?” Leah asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes. It didn’t work. It’s silly superstition, just as I thought.” The lie loomed like a wall between them; she felt its weight on her chest. 
 
    Leah’s eagerness faded. Her disappointed gaze dropped to the book in her arms. “But it does hold magic of some kind. It must. Otherwise, why can you read it and I can’t?” 
 
    “It holds evil, not magic,” Abigail said stubbornly. “It’s an instrument of deception. I’m going to burn it.” 
 
    “Abbie, you can’t! It belongs to the wonder workers. They told us that.” 
 
    “Wonder workers! What wonders did you see worked last night? Wonder workers wouldn’t have gotten themselves thrown into the guardhouse.” 
 
    Leah’s frown deepened. “They said they’d used up their power searching for Ed. They did help us. You know they did.” 
 
    “We didn’t find him, did we?” Abigail couldn’t halt the flow of bitterness though an inner voice told her that her anger was misdirected. “The wonder workers couldn’t save him and couldn’t save themselves. They’re as useless as that book.” 
 
    Leah’s eyes flashed. “They gave me hope,” she said. “I liked them.” With a defiant toss of her head, she added, “And I believe in them.” 
 
    “The more fool you are,” Abigail said. “Edwin is dead. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “If he’s dead, where’s his body?” 
 
    “Where you wouldn’t let me search. In the bottom of the creek, caught in weeds.” 
 
    “Marta said it wasn’t.” 
 
    “On the basis of her supposed magic,” Abigail said scornfully. “Really, Leah, I can’t understand how you can believe such nonsense. Those fairy stories you insist on reading to your class have gone to your head.” 
 
    “So I suppose you won’t do anything to help Kyla and Marta. You won’t do what Kyla asked you, about talking to Veronica Crowell’s parents and warning Genevieve Wirth.” 
 
    Abigail remembered resolving to do those things. In her present state of mind she saw no reason why she should. “You know Veronica. Do you honestly believe she can be any threat to Genevieve? What am I to tell her parents? Don’t they think badly enough of me already, without my going to them with a silly story about Veronica having some kind of magical powers? And where else am I supposed to tell them to send her to school, with my school closing?” 
 
    Leah stared at her through eyes brimming with tears. “Abigail, this is so unworthy of you. You’re refusing to help those who helped you. You’re giving up—on Ed, on the school, on everything. If that’s the way you want it, so be it. I’ll see the Crowells, and I’ll find a way to get this spell book to its rightful owners. You can stay here and wallow in self-pity.” 
 
    She stormed from the room leaving Abigail stunned and consumed with guilt. But I’m right, she mumbled to herself. She’ll find out, and she’ll come back and tell me how wrong she was and how sorry she is, and I’ll forgive her. 
 
    Maybe you’re the one who’s wrong, an insistent voice deep in her mind whispered. She refused to listen. She had behaved badly, but it was because she was tired and anxious, not because she was wrong. Leah would come to understand. 
 
    She should go upstairs and try to get some sleep. She was exhausted, and she thought she might be taking a cold from poking around in the creek. A rest would help her keep her temper in check, so she and Leah could work things out. 
 
    But her nerves were too on edge, demanding activity. The events of the night and the morning played over and over in her mind. She couldn’t stop them, couldn’t get off that mental carousel. The horses were racing and leaping, carrying her round and round at dizzying speed. 
 
    Horses! She needed to care for the horses. That had been Ed’s job, but since his disappearance, she and Leah had taken turns seeing to their feeding and grooming. She grabbed a jacket because she was having a chill and hurried out to the barn. 
 
    A horse and the carriage were gone. Leah must have taken them to go to the Crowells. Abigail tended to Mite and Bitsy, the remaining horses, though she was sure Leah hadn’t left without first feeding the animals. 
 
    While the horses munched the hay she put in their feed bins, she wandered across the barn and found herself staring at the shoeing hammer. Had it been, as she believed, the instrument of Edwin’s murder, or had he survived the blow, as Marta claimed? 
 
    She ran her hand along the smooth wood of the handle, touched the cold iron of the head. A sudden chill wracked her body; a momentary spell of dizziness made her grab the wall for support. But instead of flattening against the wall, her hand closed around the hook of the shoeing pick and hammer. 
 
    Closed over a ghostly hand and arm that also gripped the hook. To her horror she saw the hammer slam against a phantom head. Edwin’s head, his eyes wide, frightened. His face contorted with pain. She snatched her hand away. The hammer crashed to the floor. 
 
    The sound drove away both vision and dizzy spell. She must be running a fever. Her mind had replayed an imagined scene, nothing more. 
 
    She bent, gingerly picked up the hammer, and put it back in its rack. The hallucination did not recur. But it had looked so real. She thought this must be the sort of thing Marta saw when she touched and sniffed the hammer. 
 
    Still, Marta had reached the conclusion that the blow had not been fatal, but Abigail had seen the hammer smash into Edwin’s temple, had seen his eyes glaze, had seen blood well from the point of impact. 
 
    No. She could not have seen all that in the instant the vision had lasted. Fever and an over-active imagination were combining to paint the picture in her mind. She would not let this happen to her. 
 
    She turned her back on the wall of tools and headed from the barn. As she passed through the wide doorway, another wave of vertigo seized her. She staggered to the side and clutched the doorframe. 
 
    Again ghostly figures appeared before her. Hardwick and his men, dragging Kyla to their carriage. She saw Kyla turn her head, heard dimly her voice speaking of Veronica, saying, “She’s unhappy with her new teacher. It’s urgent that you see her and calm her. She has power, she—” The big man holding Kyla cuffed her. The vision faded. 
 
    Abigail shook her head as if to rid it of these unwelcome visitations. She had, after all, witnessed this event. Her memory was merely reliving it. 
 
    She had to get back to the house, take a dose of calomel, and go to bed. She’d wrap herself in blankets and sweat out the fever that was bringing these visions. No, not visions—memories. Hallucinations. She’d not yield to them, not suppose that they had any cause other than her own fevered imagination. 
 
      
 
    Kyla let Mother Esterville take the lead, though she couldn’t possibly see where she was going. 
 
    “I think I’ve reached the top.” As Mother Esterville spoke, Kyla felt the rough edge of the banister’s end. Simultaneously came a loud splintering noise and voices in the hall below. 
 
    Overwhelmed by the hopelessness of their situation, Kyla stood still. The searchers had torches, and already she could hear them clomping up the steps. Why go on, when the outcome was inevitable? 
 
    Mother Esterville pulled her through an open doorway. “We’ll find a hiding place,” she said. 
 
    Some light filtered into this room through a crack in the boards covering the window. By that light she was dismayed to see Mother Esterville fall to her knees in the far corner of the room. This was not the time for prayer. Though in all honesty, Kyla could think of nothing else they could do, with the searchers already on the stairs. 
 
    But Mother Esterville was not praying. She pried at something on the dusty floor, saying, “Do something to stall them while I get this open.” 
 
    Kyla concentrated on summoning what little power remained to her. A grunt and a loud creak broke her concentration. Mother Esterville had pulled open a trapdoor. “Down here, quick!” she said, pointing. 
 
    Kyla dove for the opening, saw a rickety ladder, and lowered herself onto it. “It’s a crawlspace linking all these buildings,” Mother Esterville whispered. “You’ll find a way out.” 
 
    With that, before Kyla realized what she was about, Mother Esterville lowered the trapdoor. Kyla heard the searchers storm into the room. The gallant woman had allowed herself to be caught to give Kyla a chance for escape. 
 
    If she returned to help Mother Esterville, she’d only be taken herself. Probably she would be anyway. Surely the searchers would spot the trapdoor. 
 
    Kyla climbed down until her feet hit a solid surface. No light spilled from above to illuminate the tight, low passage in which she found herself. Somehow Mother Esterville must be concealing her escape route and convincing the men that she was alone. As Kyla edged her way through the narrow space, her hope that the searchers would be gentle with the older woman became submerged in a growing fear that she was trapped in this tiny, stifling passageway. Choking on dust, trying desperately not to cough or sneeze and give away her hiding place, she forced herself to keep moving despite the cobwebs and grit her hands encountered and the occasional skitter of an insect across her hands or face. 
 
    Mother Esterville said there were openings into the other buildings. If they were above her head as in the building she’d left, she should run into a ladder, but only dust obstructed her passage. Nearly overcome by claustrophobia, she sent a frantic plea to Alair without expecting a response. 
 
    The familiar voice in her mind startled her so that she did not immediately recognize how weak it was. Courage, dear one, the Power-Giver sent. I can’t say much … a Dire Lord … angry … sorry. 
 
    The implications of Alair’s fragmentary message stopped her. It must have been an angry Dire Lord who had been blocking her communication to Alair—the same one who’d frightened Ed so badly. Alair might be in terrible danger. So might she. Ed almost certainly was. 
 
    She renewed her slow progress through the passage, so deeply disturbed that she no longer noticed the dirt, the spiders, the stale air. She had to do something to free Marta and to rescue Ed—but what? Her primary responsibility was to find and save the young teacher of her dream before the terrible fate she had foreseen came to pass. The tasks were daunting. And before she could begin, she had to find a way out. 
 
    Her hand encountered something metal jutting out from the wall. A latch! She grasped, turned, and pushed it. It resisted stubbornly. She was locked in! In panic she threw herself against the door. 
 
    It swung open. She stepped out into a room with unboarded windows. She thought she had never seen such beautiful light nor breathed such wonderful air. 
 
    The room was empty of people and furniture, but did not have the same air of long abandonment as the building they’d originally entered. She walked to the center of the room, stood still, and listened, but instead of sounds of her pursuers or of building inhabitants, she heard only her own beating heart. For the time being, she was safe. 
 
    But surely not for long. She could not stay here. She had to reach a place of greater safety. 
 
    Looking down at herself, she saw her dirty clothes. With filthy hands, she brushed cobwebs from her hair. If anyone saw her looking like this, they’d think her a wild woman. 
 
    What did it matter? She had work to do. Resolutely, she looked for a way out of the building. She found a stairway that took her down to the first floor, where she tried several doors before finding one that opened onto the street—a different street from the one from which they’d entered the first building. No sound of pursuit reached her ears. She looked up and down, found the street mercifully deserted. She recalled then that it was Freeday. Luck was with her, if it would only hold. 
 
    The two women she and Marta had met last night—Abigail Dormer and Leah Wesson—knew the young teacher. If they would, they could take Kyla to her. Leah, at least, had seemed friendly and eager to cooperate. If she could find her way back to their home, she felt sure she could enlist Leah’s aid. It would take her a long time to reach the house. She had only a general idea of where it was, and she’d have to creep from hiding place to hiding place. 
 
    When and if she got there, Abigail Dormer might betray her. She’d have to take that chance. 
 
      
 
    Jerome trailed dispiritedly after Eddie, trying to make sense of what had happened to him. Ed kept insisting this was his world. His world. That was ridiculous. Yet he did seem to know it well. He had chased off the bear. He had known where to find healing herbs. He claimed to have come here often. They were not dead, he insisted. 
 
    But the disembodied voice said they were. Miss Abigail’s voice, Eddie said. It had sounded like her. But everyone knew Dire Women could play tricks on the souls of the recent dead. 
 
    His mother claimed that her gods could protect both living and dead. Of course his mother made many claims about her gods that Jerome regarded as nonsense. 
 
    Ed had led him across the brook, which was shallow and easily forded, and they had struck out through fields of grain like those that surrounded Carey. But no one seemed to work these fields. In keeping with the spring season that seemed to prevail in this land, the heads of wheat looked ripe and ready to harvest, but no farmers threshed the stalks. Birds soared above the fields, and once they flushed a covey of quail that rose with a whir of wings, but they saw no people, no domestic animals. Yet someone must have plowed the fields and planted the grain. 
 
    Ed stopped and shaded his eyes. “I see something ahead,” he said. “A line of trees, I think.” 
 
    Jerome had hoped for a farmhouse or a town. He dreaded the thought that they might be coming to another forest. Eddie would have no more sense than to explore it. 
 
    Ed had said “line of trees” not “woods.” He might be wrong about what he saw, but if it really was a line of trees, it might signal a stream. It was difficult to judge the passage of time in this weird world, but they must have been walking for several hours, and Jerome guessed it was nearly noon. Jerome was hot and thirsty and would very much like a drink of water. Also, something to eat. Without food and water he’d never make it back to the meadow. But Ed showed no sign of tiring or of stopping to rest. 
 
    He went on with Ed, not mentioning his thirst and hunger, because if he did, Ed might well say, “Dead men don’t get thirsty or hungry.” 
 
    Ed hadn’t complained about thirst or hunger, and he didn’t seem tired. Ed hadn’t been mauled by a bear, Jerome reminded himself. The pain had diminished since Ed had treated the wounds with the herbal poultice, but he might be running a fever, and he had lost blood, and that would explain his weakness. He should demand that they stop and rest, but if he did, it would only take longer to reach the trees and the possible stream that lay beyond them. So he stifled his complaints and plodded on behind Ed. 
 
    Ed was at least breaking the path, sweeping aside the heavy stalks, making it easier for Jerome to follow. It was the least he could do to compensate for Jerome’s injuries, and Jerome did not attempt to help him. 
 
    They went only a little farther before Jerome, too, could see the “line of trees.” It was a considerable distance away, but he, too, got the impression of a line rather than a wide forest. The possibility of reaching a shaded resting place and a source of water gave him the strength to walk faster to match Ed’s increased pace. 
 
    His steps were lagging again before they reached the trees, and he let Ed get quite a bit ahead of him, which meant he had to expend more strength on pushing aside the stalks. He was muttering about Ed’s thoughtlessness when Ed shouted, “Jerome, there’s water here. And caronuts.” 
 
    Water. Food. Jerome trampled the wheat that remained in his path, ran, and cast himself down on his stomach to drink from the stream that threaded through the trees. When he’d drunk his fill, he rolled over and sat up, and Ed dropped a handful of shelled nuts into his lap. “Here’s lunch,” he said. 
 
    Jerome ate, but the nuts didn’t satisfy his hunger. “Isn’t there anything else to eat?” he called to Ed, who sat under a tree a short distance away. 
 
    “I couldn’t find anything else, but there’s plenty more nuts,” Ed called back. “I saw fish in the brook, but they’d be hard to catch without a hook and line. I don’t want to take the time.” 
 
    Jerome lurched to his feet and stared into the water. A silvery shape streaked past him. A good-sized fish, for such a small stream. He thought how delicious the fish would taste, roasted over a wood fire. “If this is really your world, you ought to be able to make the fish swim right into your hands.” 
 
    “Maybe I could, but it wouldn’t be fair.” 
 
    Jerome snorted. “You’re worried about being fair to a fish? Then create a fishing pole and hook and catch one the fair way.” 
 
    “I can’t create something like that,” Ed said, not sounding concerned about Jerome’s need for food. 
 
    “You could dam a part of the stream and trap a fish inside, then scoop it up out of the water,” he suggested. 
 
    “So could you,” Ed said. “Go ahead, if you want to try. I want to see what’s beyond these trees.” 
 
    “You mean you’d leave me here while you go traipsing off into the unknown?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go far. I’d come back for you.” 
 
    “I’m not going to stay anywhere in this crazy place by myself,” Jerome said. “Can’t your exploring wait until we’ve had a decent meal? You’ve kept me walking all day, and I’m tired and my shoulder and arm hurt. You might think of someone besides yourself for a change.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jerome, but I really think we need to move on. This place has an odd feel to it.” 
 
    “So you don’t know all about this world you supposedly made?” Jerome could scarcely restrain his anger. “You don’t know what’s out there?” 
 
    Eddie shook his head. “We’ve left the part I made up. I never imagined what was past the grain fields. I want to find out.” 
 
    Jerome tried to hide the fright that announcement gave him. He hadn’t believed the fool to begin with, but Eddie had been so sure, so confident. Now it turned out to have been a stupid lie after all. 
 
    And that meant that they were dead, as Jerome had thought. So nothing really mattered, and he might as well go with Ed, because being with the simpleton was better than being alone. 
 
    Ed trotted along the stream until he found a tree that had fallen across it and could be used as a bridge. Spreading his arms for balance, he walked carefully across, and Jerome followed. When he gained the far bank, Ed headed straight through the trees. Jerome hadn’t yet caught up when he heard Ed shout. 
 
    He stopped. “What’s the matter?” he called, poised to retreat. 
 
    “Some kind of building,” Ed shouted. 
 
    A building. People. Safety. Jerome hurried forward. He left the trees and found Ed staring at a large stone structure a short distance away. As Jerome moved toward him, Ed broke into a rapid trot, forcing Jerome to run after him. 
 
    Disappointment slowed his steps as they drew closer and he saw that the building was only an old ruin. Stones fallen from its outer wall lay all around it; holes gaped in its side. 
 
    Ed was peering in through one of these when Jerome picked his way through the debris to join him. “It’s old, so old,” Ed said wonderingly. “Looks like it’s been here hundreds of years. How can that be?” 
 
    “You tell me, Master Creator,” Jerome said with all the sarcasm he could muster. 
 
    “I don’t know. I told you I didn’t make this part.” 
 
    “You said, as I recall, that this was your world.” 
 
    Ed looked troubled. “I thought it was.” He moved along the side of the ruin as though measuring it. 
 
    “Now what are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a doorway. I want to go inside.” 
 
    “Why? There’s nothing inside. The roof’s gone.” That much Jerome had seen from his peek through the gap. 
 
    “Only part of it. This is a big place. We can’t see all that's inside.” 
 
    “Probably full of spiders and snakes.” 
 
    “You can wait out here.” 
 
    “You may never come back. The rest of the roof might cave in. You might die of a snake bite.” 
 
    “Well, none of that will happen to you if you stay out here, will it?” Ed asked reasonably. 
 
    Jerome didn’t feel like being reasonable. He trailed after Ed, and when Ed found a doorway and went inside, Jerome followed. 
 
    They were in the roofless part, which held nothing but a stone floor littered with chunks fallen from the wall. Ed bent over one and turned it with his foot. A spider scuttled away. Jerome jumped back. 
 
    “Look at this,” Ed called, beckoning him nearer. “It’s a piece of some kind of statue.” 
 
    Jerome peered over Ed’s shoulder and saw a stone face, incredibly ugly, inhuman. “A Dire Lord?” He voiced the question as it popped into his head. What else could that ugly visage represent? The face strengthened his conviction that he was in the realm of the dead. The Dire Realms. 
 
    Ed only shrugged. He left the carved ugliness and moved toward an opening into the dark interior. Jerome hesitated, unwilling to go farther. Ed passed through the doorway. Slowly Jerome followed, but only to the entrance. Ed was moving down a long corridor, and as Jerome watched, he turned a corner and was lost to sight. 
 
    The echoes of his footfalls reached Jerome for a time, before they, too, were swallowed up in darkness, and Jerome was alone. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    EVIL 
 
      
 
    In the house, Abigail walked from room to room, wringing her hands, unsure what to do. She needed sleep, but she feared the dreams that would come to unsettle her and make her doubt her sanity. She wanted no more visions. 
 
    She climbed the stairs, stopped in the doorway of her bedroom, turned, and went back downstairs. In the sitting room she walked to the fireplace and leaned her forehead against its cold stone edge. 
 
    Her eyes felt hot, burning. Her clammy skin was, she was sure, a sign of fever. A steaming cup of chamomile tea would help her. 
 
    She pushed away from the fireplace and walked to the kitchen, lit the stove and set the teakettle on the fire, then sat at the kitchen table waiting for the water to boil. Her eyelids were heavy and kept trying to close. When a thin wisp of steam rose from the kettle, she fastened her gaze on it to keep herself awake. 
 
    The steam thickened, took shape. A scene formed within it, a classroom, but not one she recognized. As the scene grew larger and clearer, she did recognize the students. They had all withdrawn from her school. And the teacher was her former pupil, Genevieve Wirth. 
 
    Genevieve seemed to be scolding one student. Veronica Crowell. Though Abigail could not hear their voices, Veronica’s angry shake of her head and stamp of her foot showed she was arguing and refusing to obey. Abigail could see the young teacher’s stern expression as she pointed toward the desk beside which Veronica stood. 
 
    The scene shifted; the school day must have just ended. Young girls, all her former students, poured from the house and skipped off toward their homes. Except for one. 
 
    Eyes wide open, every trace of sleep gone, Abigail saw Veronica linger behind and look toward the house, saw Genevieve Wirth come out from the house and walk toward the child. She seemed to be remonstrating with the girl about something. Veronica stamped her foot again and pointed her finger. Sheets of flame burst from nowhere and engulfed Genevieve. Veronica’s mouth opened in a scream. She hadn’t meant to wreak such destruction, surely. The flames died away, leaving a blackened, ash-filled circle where Genevieve had stood. Veronica lay curled on the ground, her shoulders shaking with sobs Abigail thought she could hear. 
 
    It was only the kettle, boiling fiercely, while its gouts of steam lost shape and color. Abigail jumped to her feet and snatched the kettle from the stove. Her desire for tea was gone. She put the lid over the fire and went back to the sitting room. She was seated on the sofa, trying to control her trembling, when Leah came in. 
 
    “Abbie, what’s wrong?” Leah hurried toward her, concern etched in every line of her face. 
 
    “Never mind,” Abigail said. “Did you see the Crowells? Did you speak to Veronica?” 
 
    “I saw the Crowells,” Leah said. “I talked to them for a long time, but I didn’t get anywhere. They can’t believe Veronica is any danger to anyone. I couldn’t convince them.” She sank wearily onto the sofa beside Abigail. “They laughed at me, Abbie. They said I was trying to get her back into our school. ‘Veronica’s an obedient child,’ they said. ‘She’ll get used to her new teacher.’ They refused to let me talk to Veronica or even see her. They think her having magical powers is ridiculous.” 
 
    “It is ridiculous, but …”  Abigail’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “Abbie, you look terrible. I’m sure you have a fever. And—have you been crying?” 
 
    Abbie nodded. “I felt so bad that we quarreled—” 
 
    “Oh, Abbie!” Leah threw her arms around Abigail and hugged her, accepting the lie. “I feel bad, too. But it’s over. I’m going to get you upstairs and into bed.” 
 
    “What about Genevieve?” Abigail asked. “Did you see her?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I will. First I’m going to tend to you.” 
 
    “No, Leah. Go to Genevieve. I’ll go with you. She went to school here. She knows us. She’ll listen.” 
 
    “I’ll go, but you aren’t going anywhere. You’re ill.” 
 
    “I’ll be all right. I want to go. I owe it to the wonder workers for helping us last night.” 
 
    “That isn’t what you thought earlier. What made you change your mind?” 
 
    Abigail couldn’t bring herself to tell of the visions. Leah was right, she had a fever, and the visions were no more than its products. But she couldn’t dismiss them, wouldn’t be able to sleep. She had to see Genevieve and deliver Kyla’s message. She wouldn’t rest until she did. 
 
    “I’m going,” she told Leah firmly, rising to her feet. “I have an obligation. I’ll rest when I get back.” 
 
    Sighing, Leah stood, and together they went out to the barn. Abigail waited in silence while Leah hitched Bitsy to the carriage. Her lie grated on her conscience, but she could not bring herself to admit that magic might be real and that she might have a talent for it. 
 
    In the carriage, Abigail wanted not to think, not to feel, only to relax and lose herself in the rhythm of the horse’s clopping hooves and the carriage’s bump and sway. 
 
    “Abbie, what will we do if Genevieve doesn’t listen?” 
 
    Leah’s question brought back the anguish, the doubt. “She has to listen,” Abigail said, not wanting to explore any other possibility. Not wanting to talk. 
 
    “Listen, Abbie, I still have the spell book. I couldn’t figure out what to do with it, how to return it to Kyla and Marta. If Genevieve doesn’t accept what we say, I think you should read the book and try some spells. Maybe there’s one that will free Kyla and Marta. Or one that will find Ed.” 
 
    Abigail felt her face burning, hoped Leah thought it was fever. This was her chance to tell Leah the truth, to confess what she’d done and the visions she’d had. But she could not bring herself to admit that her cherished beliefs were mistaken, that magic was real and the universe not an orderly place. And that Edwin was dead. 
 
    “That book is evil. I want nothing to do with it,” she said stubbornly. “If it really is a spell book, what good did it do Kyla? She and Marta are in the guardhouse. If magic is real, what good did it do Edwin? He’s missing, most likely dead.” Sobs shook her, interrupting her argument. She fought back the tears, gave her eyes an angry wipe, and continued. “All the bad things that have happened to us came with the wonder workers. Ed’s troubles, my loss of the school—none of it would have happened if they’d stayed away. No, Leah, magic is not real. Evil is, and they brought it here. I don’t understand its source. Maybe they have truck with Dire Lords, who knows? Whatever it is, I’ll have no part of it.” 
 
    Leah shook her head. “Yet you insisted on coming with me to talk to Genevieve. You must believe the danger to her is real.” 
 
    Abigail knotted her fingers together in her lap, answered carefully. “I’ve seen too much proof of the evil not to believe in it. Yes, I think Genevieve is in danger. Not from Veronica. From the wonder workers themselves. From the evil they brought.” 
 
    “Abbie, Kyla and Marta helped us. I sensed no hint of evil about them. They are not responsible for what’s happened to us.” 
 
    Abigail sniffed. “All our troubles started with the news that they were coming to town and got much worse after they arrived.” 
 
    Leah guided the horse around a corner and onto the brick-paved street where Genevieve Wirth lived. “Our troubles started when Beth and Nora Farley frightened Ed into running away and told lies about him. No magic was involved.” She pulled back on the reins and brought the carriage to a stop, relieving Abigail of the need to explain that it was her note to Councilor Hardwick about the wonder workers that had set everything in motion. 
 
    She’d never told Leah about that note. She had no time to do so now, though it strengthened her argument that the wonder workers were to blame for everything. 
 
    It also added to her own guilt, but she refused to think about that. 
 
    As she and Leah climbed from the carriage, Orville Hardwick stepped from the shadows at the side of the house and came to meet them. Abigail’s heart lurched when she saw the pistol in his hand. 
 
    “Good afternoon, ladies,” Hardwick said, tipping his hat. “Might I ask what business brings you here?” 
 
    “A social call, Council Master,” Abigail answered, summoning her dignity. “We want to pay our respects to Genevieve.” 
 
    “This social call wouldn’t have anything to do with that wonder worker’s crazy warning, would it?” 
 
    “I wanted to wish Genevieve well in her new endeavor. I thought perhaps she could use some of the school materials we no longer need.” Abigail marveled at how adept at lying she had become. 
 
    But Hardwick wasn’t easily fooled. “That’s considerate of you, Miss Abigail and Miss Leah. I know Genevieve will be grateful. But she’s resting, and I can’t let you disturb her. I’ll be happy to pass on your good wishes, and I don’t think she’ll be needing any of the materials. She’s bought new supplies. Too bad about your school, but I warned you often enough about that simpleton. If you’d listened, none of this would have happened.” 
 
    Before Abigail could speak in Ed’s defense, Leah said, “Have you told Genevieve of Kyla’s warning, Councilor?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “So you did come about that foolishness.” 
 
    “We don’t think it’s foolishness,” Leah said. “We believe the danger to Genevieve is very real.” 
 
    He snorted. “I was right. You are in cahoots with those witches.” 
 
    “We never saw them before last night,” Abigail snapped. 
 
    Leah added, “I’m sure they aren’t witches. They really are trying to help your daughter. You need to listen to them and let Genevieve hear what they have to say.” 
 
    “I’m here to see they don’t come near her,” Hardwick thundered. “I’ll not have her exposed to their nonsense. They’ll not talk to her, nor will you.” 
 
    “How could they talk to her when you have them in custody?” Leah asked thoughtfully. 
 
    His grip on the pistol tightened. “They can’t and you won’t. Get out of here. Now!” 
 
    “Would you really shoot us, Councilor?” Abigail asked, not moving. 
 
    “I’d shoot anyone those witches have contaminated. I’ll do whatever needs to be done to restore sanity to this town.” 
 
    Leah grasped Abigail’s arm. “We’d better go.” 
 
    “I want to see sanity restored as much as you, Councilor,” Abigail said, shaking off Leah’s hand. “They’ve set things in motion that must be stopped. That doesn’t mean we can ignore a warning of danger. You’re putting your daughter’s life at risk by not telling her—” 
 
    “Go!” He raised his pistol and cocked it. 
 
    Knowing she’d lost, Abigail gathered up her skirt and climbed into the carriage. Looking relieved, Leah climbed in beside her and took up the reins. 
 
    When they’d driven out of earshot, Leah said, “They’ve escaped. They must have. Why else would Hardwick be guarding Genevieve?” 
 
    “How could they have? You’re reading too much into—” 
 
    “No, they’re free. I’m sure of it. They’ve used their magic. And they’ll use it again to protect Genevieve, you’ll see.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Abigail sighed, not believing it but wanting to be relieved of the responsibility of dealing with Genevieve and with Veronica. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, suddenly dizzy with weariness and fever. Images of death filled her mind. She began to shiver. 
 
    When they reached the house, Leah had to help her inside. She collapsed on the sofa, unable to climb the stairs. 
 
    Leah tucked blankets around her. “I’m going to fetch a doctor,” she said. 
 
    Abigail meant to beg her not to leave, but only a rasping sigh came from her hot, dry mouth. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Leah promised. 
 
    She was alone with the images. Edwin’s bloated body, decaying at the bottom of the creek while fish nibbled at his flesh. Genevieve burning, melting, crumbling to ash. Kyla and Marta hanging from twin gallows, their tongues protruding from purple lips, their faces swollen. Veronica pelted with stones, falling, bruised and bloody, her head smashed with rocks. Leah shot by peacekeepers, collapsing onto the ground, her life’s blood pouring out to pool around her body. 
 
    “No,” Abigail croaked. “No, no, no.” 
 
    She tried to rise, fell forward, sprawled face down on the sitting room floor. “Evil.” The word echoed through her fading thoughts. “Evil magic. Evil.” 
 
      
 
    Ed didn’t return quickly as he had said he would. The roofless section of building where Jerome waited was now entirely shaded. The fallen stones combined with shadows to give the place an ever more eerie appearance. Jerome’s nervousness increased. He was angry with Ed for leaving him alone like this. The fool, going into a pitch-dark ruin. He might get himself killed. He might never return. 
 
    Jerome considered going back to the strip of trees and its small stream. He might be safer there, if he could be safe anywhere in this crazy land. But if he left, Ed might find the way home and go without him. He wouldn’t put it past the sneaky fool. 
 
    A scuttling noise sent him whirling around. A large lizard perched on a nearby stone and flicked its tongue at him. His relieved sigh was cut short when a sleek black shape darted in front of him and skittered into an opening in a pile of fallen rock. His heart began a frantic pounding. A rat! 
 
    He hated rats. He had to leave. But if Eddie came back and found him gone, he wouldn’t know where to look for him. 
 
    A rock crashed to the ground beside him. Another inch and it would have struck him. He looked up at the building wall and saw what had made it tumble. A large crow perched on the top above the entranceway. It gazed back at him, head cocked, then slowly and deliberately pecked at another stone, loosening it. 
 
    “Hey!” Jerome scooped up a handful of pebbles and hurled them at the bird. It gave the stone a final shove, sending it hurtling downward. As Jerome leaped aside, the bird flew away, its mocking caws trailing behind. 
 
    “That does it, I’m going.” Jerome walked to the doorway through which Ed had disappeared, cupped his hands around his mouth, and shouted, “You hear me, Ed? I’m not waiting here any longer. Find me or go on by yourself. I won’t wait for you!” 
 
    A thunderous crash sent him wheeling around. The section of wall above the entranceway had fallen, blocking the opening. He cursed. That damned bird by loosening two stones had weakened the crumbling structure and caused a major cave-in. He wasn’t trapped. He could climb up and over the debris, but the climb would be dangerous with the remaining wall so unstable. He’d have to choose his footing with great care, not easy in the fast-gathering dusk. Damn Ed for leaving him in this predicament! 
 
    “Ed!” he yelled again. “Get out here!” 
 
    No answer, only the echoes of his own voice fading hollowly into the darkness. 
 
    Slowly, resolutely, Jerome walked to the fallen stones, marked out a route, and began to climb. 
 
    Stones shifted beneath his weight. He scrabbled for more secure footing, found it, moved higher. His hands, slippery with sweat, sought handholds that crumbled and slid beneath his grasp. He braced his knee against a section of wall, tested its strength. It seemed firm enough. He reached upward, took hold of a broken corner, and lifted his foot to a higher step. 
 
    His foot slipped. His full weight shifted to his hand and knee. The wall folded in on him. Heavy stone blocks tumbled past, scraping skin from his arms and legs, knocking him from his perch. His body fell backward, but his feet wedged between blocks, leaving him hanging suspended, head down, bruised, battered, and unable to free himself. He hurt all over, but the sharp pain in his right ankle screamed of a broken bone. 
 
    The dust that swirled around him from the fallen wall brought on a spasm of coughing. He could choke to death if he couldn’t free his feet. But if he dislodged them too suddenly, he’d fall on his head and quite likely break his neck. 
 
    He tried to reach upward and bend to grasp the stones that held his feet. He nearly fainted when the movement made the pain in his leg flame up to his thigh. 
 
    When the dust settled and he could breathe well enough, he shouted several times for Ed, but expected no answer and got none. Dizzy from the blood rushing to his head, he hung helpless, tears of fear and pain trickling from the corners of his eyes and coursing into his hair. 
 
    A rat scampered up the rocks and thrust its face near his. He tried to twist away from it and paid the price with stabs of white-hot agony through his leg and foot. Wanting but not daring to shut his eyes, he was forced to let its beady little eyes examine him, while its fetid breath blew against his face. Terrified, he batted at it. It retreated only a short distance, but the motion of his hand swung his body against the rocks, adding more bruises. He screamed at the agony radiating from his broken ankle. 
 
    Maybe he fainted. The voice he heard couldn’t be real. It spoke into his ear, yet it echoed as though coming from a great distance. It was not a voice he recognized, and its peculiar timbre offered no clue as to whether the speaker was male or female or even human. 
 
    “Use your power,” it said. 
 
    “Power? Wh-what power?” He wasn’t sure he’d spoken aloud. He couldn’t hear his own voice. Yet he heard the stranger’s well enough. 
 
    “You have power,” it said. “Have you not known it?” 
 
    He had. He had not known what it was, that tingle he got at times, the one he’d felt around Kyla and Marta. Until the night … 
 
    “She bound your power. She did not want you to discover it. She feared you.” 
 
    He remembered sitting beside Kyla in that hot, airless room, the feel of her fingers around his wrist, the heat that flowed up his arm. So, she had worked a spell, as he’d suspected. She’d stolen— 
 
    “Not stolen, only blocked,” the stranger said. “It’s within you as it has always been. Shall I open the channel she closed?” 
 
    “Yes!” That word he did speak, shouted, into the gloom. 
 
    “There is a price,” the soft voice said. 
 
    There was always a price. He was in no position to bargain. “What price?” he whispered. 
 
    “A blood price,” came the answer. “The blood of those you call the wonder workers.” 
 
    “Kyla and Marta? You want me to kill them?” 
 
    “Them and all those corrupted by them.” 
 
    “Like Ed?” He scarcely breathed the question. “I tried, but …” 
 
    “You had no access to your power. When you do, you’ll find it easy. But it will not be Ed only.” 
 
    “Wh-who?” 
 
    “Others. You will know. Will you pay the price?” 
 
    “I … y—” 
 
    “No!” a new voice thundered. The ground shook, the remaining walls swayed, more rocks fell, and somewhere nearby a rat squealed. Pain speared through Jerome’s body; a scream tore from his throat. 
 
    “No,” the new voice repeated—loud, angry, distinctly male. “Be gone, meddler. You deceive this poor fool. You cannot buy his power.” 
 
    “I have no need to buy it. It has always been mine,” the first voice answered; then emptiness filled the place from which it had spoken. 
 
    The new voice said, “How easily you bargain away the lives of others.” 
 
    “I’m dying,” Jerome rasped. “I was only trying to save myself.” 
 
    “At the expense of others’ lives. Including that of your own mother.” 
 
    “My m-m-mother?” 
 
    “She is among the others whose lives you would have sworn to take.” 
 
    “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “There is much you don’t know.” 
 
    “Free me, and I’ll do whatever you say.” 
 
    The voice chuckled. “Still ready to bargain. You’ve learned nothing.” 
 
    “Show me. Get me down. Help me.” His pleas came out as rough breaths more than words. 
 
    “Free yourself,” the voice said. “You have the power.” 
 
    A melody as of a shepherd’s pipe floated around him and wafted slowly away into silence. 
 
      
 
    It was night when Abigail woke to find Leah seated beside her, holding her hand. A thick aroma of cloves and other spices hung in the air. An oil lamp burned on the bedside table. Looking around, she discovered she was ensconced comfortably in her own bed, though she recalled having been in the sitting room and falling onto the floor when she'd tried to rise from the sofa. 
 
    “What time is it?” she asked, not sure why the answer mattered. "And how did I get up here to my bedroom?" 
 
    “Nearly midnight,” Leah answered. “The doctor and I carried you up here. He said this infusion of yarrow and boneset with cloves and ginger would bring your fever down. It’ll be bitter, but the spices will make it taste a little better. Drink all of it, please.” 
 
    She helped Abigail sit up and held the cup to her mouth so that she could sip the hot liquid. It was bitter and peppery despite the cloves and ginger, but she forced it down and lay back. “I’ve had such dreams, Leah. Terrible, terrible dreams. About Edwin. And Veronica. And you!” 
 
    Shuddering, she recalled the vision of Leah shot by peacekeepers, her blood soaking the surrounding ground. She began to weep. 
 
    “There, now, it’s all right, Abbie. You’ve been delirious, that’s all.” Leah’s cool hand stroked her forehead, pushing back her damp hair, soothing her. 
 
    She lay still, savoring Leah’s gentle touch, calmed by it. Leah’s presence banished the nightmares. 
 
    They were nothing more than nightmares, weren’t they? 
 
    Her forehead puckered; Leah smoothed it. Leah was so good, so kind, so patient. 
 
    Guilt surged through Abigail at the thought of all she had concealed from Leah. The finding of the spell book, the spell she’d tried, hearing Ed’s voice from beyond, the visions she’d had of Veronica, of the wonder workers, of … 
 
    “Leah,” she reached up and clasped her friend’s hand. “Leah, I must tell you—” 
 
    “Hush, Abbie. You aren’t going to tell me anything right now. Just rest and lie still. I’ll bring you a cup of hot broth. You haven’t eaten all day.” 
 
    “No, Leah, we have to talk.” Abigail struggled to rise. 
 
    “Not now, Abbie.” Leah put her hands on Abbie’s shoulders, preventing her from sitting up. “Lie here and rest until you’ve had that broth. I’ll be right back with it. After you’ve drunk it, I’ll let you talk all you want. Promise to stay in bed until then.” She pressed her hand over Abigail’s mouth, forestalling another attempt to speak. 
 
    Then she hurried from the room. Abigail heard her clatter down the stairs and rush to the kitchen. 
 
    She’d keep her word and be right back, with hot broth. She was right: Abigail needed the strength the broth would give. Then she’d tell Leah everything. 
 
    She closed her eyes, willing herself to relax, to wait, to be patient. 
 
    What was that? Someone tapping at the front door? She strained to hear, thought she heard the door open and shut. A low murmur of voices. Then nothing. 
 
    Whoever it was, Leah would send them right off. “Abigail—Miss Dormer—is ill,” she’d say. “She can’t see you. If it’s important, come back in the morning.” 
 
    She’d do it politely, of course. Leah was always polite. But she’d send them away with as much dispatch as courtesy allowed, and then she’d bring Abigail her broth, and they would talk. 
 
    She waited with growing impatience. In another minute she’d fling off the covers and drag herself downstairs to see what was going on. 
 
    She was saved from making that effort by the sound of footsteps on the stair. At last! 
 
    But there were two sets of footsteps. Leah came into the room and said, “Abbie, we have company. Look who’s come!” 
 
    The wonder worker, Kyla, followed her into the room. 
 
    A sense of betrayal struck Abigail like the lash of a whip. Leah knew how she felt about the wonder workers. How could she have brought this woman here? It ought to be clear to her that I’m not up to having a visitor—above all, not this visitor. 
 
    She closed her eyes, but not before seeing the spell book clasped firmly in Kyla’s hands. She’s done it to spite me, because I refused to give the book back to them. But I was right—I should have destroyed it while I had the chance. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you like this when you’re ill,” she heard the woman say. “I came here because I need your help.” 
 
    Abigail turned her head to the wall. She would not answer. She would try not to hear. 
 
    “Abbie, Kyla wants to reach Genevieve, but Hardwick’s men are after her. We have to help her if she’s to save Genevieve—and Veronica.” 
 
    The vision of flames engulfing Genevieve, of Veronica’s expression turning from rage to horror and terror invaded Abigail’s mind and refused to be dismissed. 
 
    “Leah tells me you tried to warn Genevieve, so you must believe the danger is real.” 
 
    So they were on a first-name basis now. It was “Leah” and “Kyla.” And Leah had given her the book and told her all they’d done. 
 
    “Please, Abbie. I know you’re ill, but Kyla says this can’t wait.” She paused, waiting for a response, but Abigail pressed her lips together tightly. 
 
    Let them go make fools of themselves, explaining to Genevieve that she was in danger. The “vision” had been nothing more than delirium from the fever, shaped by Kyla’s wild claims. She could see that clearly, now that the fever was gone. 
 
    “I told Kyla that you could read the spell book,” Leah added softly. 
 
    The words pulled Abigail around. She sat up and glared at Leah. “You had no right. I don’t—” 
 
    “It’s no shame or crime to be gifted with power,” Kyla said. “With training you—” 
 
    “It’s not a gift, it’s a curse,” Abigail shouted. “It’s evil. I want no part of it. Or of you. Get out! Get out now!” She hurled her pillow at Kyla. 
 
    Leah caught it and dropped it to the floor. “Abbie, you’re ill. You don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    “I know perfectly well what I’m saying. I want her and that cursed book out of this house. Now!” 
 
    “Miss Dormer—Abbie—please. Listen.” 
 
    “I won’t listen. Your magic killed Ed. It destroyed my school. Get out!” She was on her feet, screaming, flailing at Kyla. 
 
    Leah grabbed her shoulders and pushed her back onto the bed. She fought Leah’s restraining hands. Tears spilled from her eyes. “Leave me alone,” she cried. “Take your magic and your visions and your evil and go away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Leah was saying. “It’s the fever talking.” 
 
    “It’s not the fever,” Abigail retorted. “It’s good sense. I want no part of their evil. If you can’t see that, if you’re so enthralled with her magic, go with her.” 
 
    “Is that what you really want, Abbie?” Leah asked quietly. 
 
    Not answering, Abigail pretended to shut her eyes, but kept them slitted open enough to see Leah place her hand on Kyla’s arm and accompany her out of the room. She listened to their footfalls descending the stairs. She was actually leaving! 
 
    Good! Let her go. She’ll find out how wrong she is about them. 
 
      
 
    Kyla followed Leah into the kitchen. Leah turned toward her, eyes bright with unshed tears. “You do see that I can’t leave her right now, not when she’s like this.” Her voice was taut, pleading. 
 
    Kyla sank onto a chair; the heaviness in her heart wouldn’t let her stay on her feet. She had wanted to leave immediately to find Genevieve Wirth, hoping that it would be easier by night. But she needed Leah—to guide her, to introduce her to Genevieve, and to provide moral support. 
 
    Leah sat on another chair, facing her. “I’ve never seen her act this way,” she continued. “I’m afraid of what she might do if I go. But if you could wait until morning …” 
 
    Tiredly Kyla shook her head. “There’s too much at stake, Leah. I can’t let it go.” 
 
    “Frankly, you don’t look in any shape to go anywhere tonight. You’re exhausted, and I’ll bet you’ve had nothing to eat all day. Look, here’s the broth I was fixing for Abbie. Let me give you some of that, at least. If you’ll take the time, I’ll make you something more substantial.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I could eat anything.” Even as Kyla said it, she knew it wasn’t true. She felt weak from hunger and desperately tired. 
 
    Leah set a bowl of steaming broth on the table and Kyla picked up the spoon. “You’re so kind,” she said. “I understand about Abigail. But I do need your help, and she did send you away.” 
 
    With a sigh Leah said, “Yes, she did. Maybe she even meant it, but I doubt it. I don’t think she really knew what she was saying. Kyla, stay the night, eat, wash, and get some rest. Early in the morning we’ll head for Genevieve’s. I promise.” 
 
    The offer was tempting. Kyla actually considered it as she drank the broth. But, putting aside her spoon, she said, “I’m sorry, but I can’t wait. If you’ll draw me a map to Genevieve’s house, I—what’s that?” 
 
    Footsteps crossed the porch—several of them. Someone pounded on the door. 
 
    Searchers! Without a word, Leah grabbed Kyla’s bowl and spoon off the table and beckoned to her. She slipped through a door and onto steps that descended into darkness, drawing Kyla after her. “Cellar,” she whispered, easing the door shut behind them. 
 
    The pounding grew more insistent, stopped, and a loud crack was followed by footsteps clomping through the house. A man’s voice shouted, “Miss Dormer! Miss Wesson! Where are you?” 
 
    Abbie must have answered, though they could not hear her. Another voice called out, “The wonder worker—the one called Kyla—she been here?” 
 
    Kyla didn’t need to hear Abbie to know how she must have answered when the man’s next question was, “Where is she? Where did she go?” And after a pause, “Are you certain they’ve gone?” 
 
    So Abbie was betraying them. But she didn’t know they hadn’t left. And Leah’s foresight in bringing away the bowl and spoon hid the evidence of their later presence in the kitchen. 
 
    Quietly, slowly, in total darkness, they descended the stone stairs and huddled together in the cold and dampness breathing in stale air and willing the men to leave without a search. 
 
    It seemed to Kyla that most of the night must have passed before they finally dared to leave their hiding place and sneak back to the kitchen. The house was silent and dark. The men were gone. 
 
    Gone, too, was Kyla’s hope of reaching Genevieve Wirth that night. With searchers on the prowl, she had too little chance of avoiding capture. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Leah said. “I know shortcuts. Tomorrow we’ll go. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    TRIALS AND DECISIONS 
 
      
 
    After lying awake in the filthy cell most of the night and finally dozing off shortly before dawn, Marta was not pleased to be awakened by the clanking of her cell door. She supposed they were bringing her whatever passed for breakfast in this foul place, so she didn’t bother to sit up or even to open her eyes. 
 
    Rough hands grabbed her and jerked her to her feet. The snap of shackles on her ankles jolted her fully awake. “Time for your trial,” one guard said with a smirk as he bound her hands tightly behind her back. 
 
    She opened her mouth to make a sharp retort and a thick cloth was thrust between her teeth. Its oily taste gagged her. She tried to spit it out, but a guard bound another cloth tightly over her mouth. Thus silenced, she was led from the cell. The heavy chains that linked her ankles made her stumble and fall against one or another of the peacekeepers. Each time, they shoved her roughly forward, laughing at her clumsiness. 
 
    It seemed an interminable distance, but it was only to the next building that she was forced along in this way. There they dragged her into a large room and made her stand in front of black-robed men seated in heavy wooden chairs. No women were present, and no men younger than middle age. She recognized Council Master Hardwick, seated in the central position; the others were all strangers. Jerome, she noted, was not present. His absence offered the single reason for cheer in this whole dismal situation. It strengthened her belief that whatever had caused Ed to disappear had not only not been fatal but it had also carried Jerome away. That could mean that he was still a danger to Ed, but she hoped it meant that Ed had prevailed over him. She chose to take that view. It represented her sole consolation. 
 
    Chained and gagged, with guards positioned on either side and behind her, she was helpless to do anything but glare at Hardwick. 
 
    He rose to his feet, cleared his throat, and announced, “The Carey City Council is in session. Gentlemen, we are gathered here today to hear charges against this woman and to guard our fair city against the machinations of charlatans who claim magical powers and blaspheme our gods.” 
 
    Several of the men nodded solemnly and cast harsh glances at her. Others regarded her with more curiosity than hostility. No doubt they were hoping to see some display of magic. Trussed up as she was, with the gag biting into her mouth, and having been given no opportunity to relieve herself before being dragged from her cell, she was too miserably uncomfortable to produce even the most minor display of power. The concentration required was beyond her. Anyway, anything that she might do to impress the one group would only convince the other of the truth of Hardwick’s accusations. 
 
    “Do you have evidence to support your charges, Council Master?” The question came from a member of the curious group. 
 
    “I have witnesses, Councilor Slamm,” Hardwick responded. “Witnesses who will testify that this woman and her accomplice freed Simple Eddie from the guardhouse after he had been arrested on charges of assaulting the Farley girls and others at the Dormer School and then trying to break into a woman’s apartment.” He paused and cleared his throat. “They have him hidden away somewhere, and we have not been able to discover his whereabouts. I myself can testify to the fact that they corrupted my secretary, Jerome Esterville, a young man I had always considered above reproach. Somehow, they induced him to aid their escape after I first took them into custody. Not only that, but while we were searching for them and for Simple Eddie, Jerome had them concealed in his home, where they performed the astounding feat of corrupting his mother, whose devotion to our gods is well known. Not only did she shelter them, but she was heard to swear fealty to the false god they call their ‘Power-Giver.’” 
 
    “Well, if we’ve got to listen to a whole parade of witnesses, cut the preliminaries and bring ’em on,” interrupted a man so old and bent that he seemed to have difficulty sitting upright. 
 
    Hardwick fixed him with a withering stare. “If you will allow me to finish reading the charges, Councilor Mattox, I assure you the remainder of the hearing will be conducted with all due dispatch.” 
 
    The old man mumbled something that could have been either assent or further complaint. Hardwick continued. “Witnesses will further testify that these two evil women drove Abigail Dormer to irrational behavior that left her seriously ill. Finally, and most seriously, they made wild threats against my daughter Genevieve’s life, so that I have been forced to place a guard on her home and her newly established school to assure the safety of her and her students.” 
 
    The last charge was apparently a surprise to the councilors. They murmured among themselves as Hardwick triumphantly took his seat. A man in street clothes rather than the robes of the councilors stood, consulted a paper, and said, “I call as first witness Peace Officer Ben Muller.” 
 
    Marta listened with growing rage as the peacekeeper spun a fantastic tale of mysterious signs traced in the dust on the floor of the cell from which they’d escaped, along with burn marks and a sulfurous smoke, all of which could be nothing other than signs that the women had invoked the presence of a Dire Lord and used that evil Power to escape. 
 
    A Dire Lord! These bumbling fools knew nothing of Dire Lords. Marta wished Claid had come to rescue her, or would come now. What a pleasure it would be to see the terror on these men’s faces if an actual Dire Lord appeared in front of them. 
 
    But Claid had bid this world goodbye forever; he would never return to the world where he’d been held captive for so many years. She had no hope of rescue from that quarter. 
 
    Nor, it seemed, from any other. The witnesses embellished, distorted, and lied about what she and Kyla had said and done, each one trying to top the account of the one preceding. Not a word was she allowed to speak in her own defense, and no one spoke for her. 
 
    The outcome of the hearing was never in doubt. When the witnesses finished spinning their tales, the council’s vote of “Guilty” was unanimous. 
 
    After only a brief deliberation, the council pronounced sentence: death by hanging. Leering at Marta, Hardwick set the time of execution as half an hour before sunset, when Dor dipped below the horizon, that being, he explained, the earliest that the gallows could be made ready. There would still be plenty of daylight at that time this early in the fall. 
 
    It was early afternoon when the hearing concluded and Marta was escorted back to her cell. She had almost four hours before her date with the gallows. 
 
    Six armed guards, peacekeepers all, were stationed outside her cell to prevent any attempt at escape. Her feet remained shackled, but they untied her arms and removed the gag. 
 
    At last! If I can do nothing else, I can at least curse them loudly and thoroughly before I die. 
 
      
 
    Following the trial, Hardwick took up his post in front of Genevieve’s house at a spot that allowed him to see through the window of the downstairs room she’d converted into a classroom. Housing the new school in her home was only temporary, of course. It was already crowded, with the large formal dining room converted into Genevieve’s classroom and Urcelle Brexner using the second floor room that had been meant for a nursery to teach the older students. He wanted to find a suitable building for his daughter’s school. She hadn’t asked for his help, but she needed it and would not refuse it. He owned a bit of rental property downtown that could possibly be converted for use as a school, but the location was not the best. 
 
    Abigail Dormer’s building would be the ideal location. Abigail couldn’t possibly keep her school going; she’d be forced to sell. She might not want to sell to him, but since it was for Genevieve, who had been a student at the Dormer School, she might consider it. 
 
    If she proved stubborn, there were ways of convincing her. She’d involved herself in this whole rotten mess with Simple Eddie and the wonder workers. The threat of legal action should persuade her, but if it didn’t, then, by the gods, he’d do more than threaten. He could induce the council to levy a fine greater than she could possibly pay, and then seize the school in payment. One way or another, he’d have that building for Genevieve. Nothing was too good for his little girl. 
 
    He watched her through the open window as she stood in front of the class. The sound of her voice floated out to him. He wasn’t near enough to catch all the words, but he could hear enough to know that she was conducting a grammar lesson. Her voice rose, posing a question, and, dimly, he heard a childish voice piping a response. 
 
    The voices ceased. Girls bent over their desks, writing diligently on pads of wide-lined paper. He watched Genevieve wander from student to student, gazing at the written effort, pausing now and then and bending close to murmur something—a word of advice or caution or encouragement—to one child or another. It was a pleasant scene to gaze on, quiet, peaceful, and orderly. He could see the little redheaded Crowell girl working calmly along with the others. How preposterous to think that she could present a threat to Genevieve. 
 
    Hardwick suspected that the wonder workers had concocted the wild tale to divert attention from their own misdeeds and cast themselves in the role of protectors. He considered it strange that Abigail Dormer had been taken in, though Abigail had hardly been behaving rationally these past few days. In fact, she had long been irrational in the matter of Simple Eddie. He considered whether the wonder workers might have taken advantage of her foolish attachment to Eddie to cast some kind of spell on her. 
 
    That they could work spells he did not doubt. Their escapes showed that they had some sort of power. And their ensorcellment of Jerome. He did not question that they had used magical power to suborn his secretary, convincing him to betray his employer and become an accessory to their criminal acts. 
 
    They were dangerous, that was clear, though had they been willing to impart the secret of their power, he might have been inclined toward leniency. There would be no leniency now. In only a couple of hours he would have the pleasure of seeing the dark-haired one, Marta, step off the gallows to her death. 
 
    It galled him that the other one had not been apprehended. She might well show up here to cause trouble for Genevieve. If she does, he thought as he caressed his pistol, I will have the pleasure of ending her freedom and her life with one well-aimed shot. 
 
      
 
    All morning Marta’s stomach had rebelled against the foul taste of the gag. The taste remained after the gag was removed, and that plus the stench of the cell were more than she could stand. Marta embarrassed herself by becoming thoroughly and disgustingly ill, vomiting and wetting herself at the same time. Her plight brought howls of laughter from the guards, who watched through the barred door but made no move to aid her. 
 
    She dragged herself to the bunk and collapsed onto it, too miserable even to pull the threadbare blanket up around her. 
 
    “Where’s your magic, wonder worker?” one peacekeeper jeered. 
 
    “You better use your power to make that mess disappear,” another taunted. 
 
    Marta turned her face to the wall so they wouldn’t see the tears that coursed down her cheeks—tears of weakness and frustration and hopelessness. She needed to rest and regain her strength if she was to recover any power at all with which to defend herself. But the guards kept up their gibes, and she could not shut out the sound. 
 
    “Phew! Anybody got any nose plugs?” 
 
    “If that’s the smell of magic, it’s no wonder she didn’t attract any converts except Simple Eddie.” 
 
    “Make her clean up after herself.” 
 
    “How? We’d have to beat her, and with the orders we got not to go into the cell we can’t do that.” 
 
    “Hey, we could put the old lady in there. She likes to clean.” 
 
    “Yeah, and we could get in big trouble with Hardwick,” one objected nervously. 
 
    “How’s he gonna know? We’ll let her scrub the cell down, then we’ll move her out before anybody’s the wiser.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna take the chance,” the nervous one said. 
 
    “You wanna have to smell that puke all afternoon?” 
 
    “So when does it ever smell like roses around here?” 
 
    Loud laughter followed the question. Then an insistent voice: “I don’t care. I’m not as used to it as the rest of you. I vote for putting the old lady to work.” 
 
    “Weeellll, guess it would be okay for just the time it takes to clean up the mess. No longer.” 
 
    Marta didn’t move. She couldn’t bear the thought of someone else seeing her like this, but what could she do? Only pretend to be asleep and hope that the intrusion would be brief. 
 
    She heard the clang of a cell door, heard her own cell door open and almost immediately slam shut again. She kept her eyes closed and her face to the wall. 
 
    A hand touched her shoulder. “Oh, my poor dear Marta, what have those beasts done to you?” 
 
    It was Mother Esterville. Of course. Who else could they have been talking about? But she hadn’t known Mother Esterville had been recaptured. If Kyla was also here, maybe there was a chance that they could pool their power and do something— 
 
    “They haven’t found Kyla,” Mother Esterville whispered in her ear while she tucked the flimsy blanket around her. “She got away.” 
 
    “Hey, get to work on the floor,” a guard shouted. “You aren’t there to help the girl. Her troubles’ll be over in a few hours—when they hang her.” 
 
    A cold cloth gently cleaned Marta’s face; Mother Esterville hadn’t obeyed the guard. 
 
    Marta opened her eyes and looked up at her benefactor. “I’m sorry we got you into this,” she said. 
 
    “Tch! Don’t worry about me. It’s you who needs help.” 
 
    “Cut the chatter and get to work,” the nervous guard called out. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to do that,” Marta said. “It’s my mess. I’ll clean it up.” She sat up. 
 
    Mother Esterville pushed her down again. “You lie still. I was brought here to do it, and I will. Not for them, but as a service to the gods.” 
 
    Marta watched as the older woman took the wet cloths the guards had thrown into the cell, got down on her knees, and worked away at the vile mess. 
 
    To think that she had disdained this woman and mocked her devotion to her gods! Mother Esterville was a truly good woman—possibly the only one Marta had ever known. She owed Marta and Kyla nothing, yet she was here because of her loyalty to them. She had received no gift of power from them—and had asked for none. She had never shown jealousy at Marta’s and Kyla’s powers, as many did who had no talent of their own. She had never blamed them for Jerome’s disappearance, nor accused them of “corrupting” him. Marta knew how quick some mothers were to fault others for the defects in their children. Mother Esterville was certainly aware of Jerome’s involvement in Ed’s disappearance, but not a word of reproach or even of suspicion had she uttered. 
 
    Marta had come from the hearing with the conviction that she had thrown her life away by trying to bring the gift of magic to people who neither deserved it nor were capable of accepting it. Mother Esterville was not one who could receive their gift of magic, but she had a special magic of her own: a faith that transcended any adversity and a goodness that refused to be dismayed in the presence of evil. If only Mother Esterville could share her gift with others as Kyla and Marta had tried to share theirs. Possibly she did—or would, outside of this prison. 
 
    Mother Esterville’s concern for her gave Marta fresh strength. The loving care of that motherly woman recharged her psychic energy. Marta, who had never had a mother of her own, kept her inner self locked tightly, but Mother Esterville had found the key, entered, and brought cheering warmth to a place that had long lain cold and empty. 
 
    Marta had to find a way to free her, even if she could not free herself. Surreptitiously she tested her power. It was back, though far weaker than she liked. Still, she could do something. She just had to decide what might be effective. 
 
    Mother Esterville finished her scrubbing, not only leaving the floor cleansed of Marta’s unfortunate deposits but having removed several layers of accumulated dirt beneath that. She pulled herself to her feet and smiled at Marta. 
 
    Marta beckoned her close and whispered, “When the guard opens the cell door to take you out, drop the dirty scrub cloths onto the floor and be ready to run.” 
 
    Though her eyes widened, Mother Esterville did not question, but nodded and turned toward the door, the bucket full of rags in her arms. “I’ve finished,” she announced. 
 
    A guard unlocked the door and held it open as she neared it. She pretended to stumble and upended the scrub-bucket. The filthy cloths spilled out onto the cell floor. 
 
    “Hey, watch it, old fool,” the guard yelled. And then swore as one of the cloths flew toward him. His curses were choked off when it wrapped itself around his face. 
 
    Straining her power to its limit, Marta hurled all the cloths across the peacekeepers’ faces, blinding them. “Go,” she called to Mother Esterville. “Find Kyla and tell her I need her help.” 
 
    The old woman dodged through the peacekeepers as they clawed at the vile rags clinging to their faces. Marta took pleasure in the sight but could spare no energy on laughter. She had to concentrate on the power it took to keep the rags wrapped around the guards’ faces while Mother Esterville pounded down the corridor toward the outer office and freedom. 
 
    If she wasn’t stopped by someone in that office. It was not likely to be empty, and it was beyond Marta’s ability to control what happened there. She could only trust Mother Esterville’s ingenuity—and her faith—to get her through. 
 
      
 
    His head would explode soon with the force of the blood pulsing in his temples, behind his eyes, against his eardrums. His face burned, his trapped legs were icy cold. He wavered between struggling to remain conscious and desiring oblivion. 
 
    He’d hallucinated the voices. He must have. Both had said he had power, but Jerome had never felt more powerless, more abandoned, or more despairing. He had long since given up on Simple Eddie. The fool had probably gotten himself killed. But even if he’d only gotten lost, Jerome no longer expected his return. His world! What a joke! Who did the simpleton think he was, to create a world? 
 
    No, they were both dead, and being tortured by the Lords of Death for crimes committed in their lifetime. Jerome could only hope that somewhere in the ruined building Eddie was undergoing even worse torture than this that he suffered. 
 
    But he had killed Ed, so his punishment would probably be more severe. Dying along with his victim ought to be punishment enough, but life had never been fair to him. Why should he expect fairness from death? 
 
    He thought of calling on his mother’s gods for help. He did, in fact, cry out the name, “Harin!” But he had never shared his mother’s devotion in life, so why should the gods, if they existed, help him now? More likely, they were complicit in his punishment. 
 
    They were against him. He saw it clearly in an inner light that grew brighter as the outer world dimmed. They’d sent his father away, turned his mother into a fanatic, even turned Genevieve Hardwick against him. She was Genevieve Wirth now, wed to a funeral director in preference to Jerome. Why didn’t the gods punish her? And why hadn’t her father encouraged her to marry his loyal secretary instead of allowing a union with a mortician? 
 
    Hardwick liked Matthew Wirth—he’d often said so. Never mind any loyalty he should have felt for his secretary. Nor the fact that if he’d paid his secretary a decent wage, maybe Jerome would have had a better chance with Genevieve. 
 
    Though he was just as happy that he hadn’t married her, now that he saw her for what she was—a money-grubbing slut. She should be here instead of him. She deserved this pain and cold and the terror of hanging here like this through the long dark night. Instead she was starting a new school, welcoming her students, the refugees from the wreck of Abigail Dormer’s misplaced trust in Simple Eddie. He pictured her standing in front of her class, smiling at the collection of childish faces, enjoying her power over them. Never mind that some didn’t want to be there, like that whiny Crowell’s red-haired brat. Genevieve would greet them all and teach them all and revel in the doing of it. 
 
    Too bad he had no way of changing places with her or of transferring his pain onto her. If he had power, as the voices had claimed, that’s what he’d do. 
 
    You do have that power, something whispered in his head. 
 
    He could no longer feel his limbs—neither his trapped legs nor his arms that had lain limply, one over an adjacent rock and the other across his body. They might still be there, or they might have become detached and were floating loose somewhere. 
 
    He could not, for that matter, any longer feel the rocks he lay against. He might have been suspended between worlds, hanging like a bridge between two universes. 
 
    Perhaps he was. 
 
    Maybe he could stretch just a little and reach the world he knew. Maybe he could touch Genevieve and flow into her. His body seemed liquid, ready to flow and melt into the darkness. 
 
    Yesss, hissed the voice he imagined he heard. 
 
    He needed an anchor, something to hold him together. He had nothing. Nothing but memories—of his mother, of Hardwick, of the wonder workers, of Genevieve. 
 
    Of his anger with them. With all of them, but especially with Genevieve, though he could not say why so much of his anger focused on her. He’d thought he’d forgotten her rejection, or gotten over it in the four years since it happened. But time was meaningless here, and he needed to focus his anger on a single target, because that anger was his last anchor to reality, and if it scattered, he was lost. 
 
    A rat scrabbled across a precariously balanced rock. It shifted, fell against another stone. The unstable pile tumbled, carrying Jerome with it. He crashed to the courtyard in a burst of pain. Stones clattered around him, smashed down on him. Dust choked him. The metallic taste of blood filled his mouth. He turned his head and stared into the hideous stone face of a grinning Dire Lord. 
 
    “Mother,” he cried once and then lay still. 
 
    His consciousness dwindled to a single spark, a spark in search of kindling. 
 
      
 
    As he picked his way over fallen stones and breathed in dampness and mold, Ed wondered why he’d insisted on exploring this structure. Jerome was right; it was dangerous, even foolhardy. If anyone but Jerome had advised him not to go in, he would have listened. Possibly the knowledge that his insistence on exploring the building annoyed Jerome was what drove him onward. Jerome’s fear of being left outside alone and dread of what might be inside impelled Ed to demonstrate his own courage and confidence. 
 
    It was at least cool inside the building, a relief from the heat and brilliance of the afternoon sun. And the walls were in better repair as he went farther in. On the other hand, the light was growing dimmer. 
 
    The hall he stepped into doglegged into a long corridor with many rooms opening off it. He glanced into each as he passed, but none held any interest. They were small, some with roofs and some without, but all empty except for a scattering of broken stones. 
 
    He didn’t know what he expected to find, but he had the odd feeling that he stood on the verge of a great mystery that he had to solve before he could find the way back to the real world. 
 
    Real world? This world now seemed no less real to him than the one he had left. It had become more than a product of his imagination. He might have invented it in the same way that the man Miss Leah had told him of had invented the train, but it had acquired just as much substance as the long line of cars, pulled by the coal-burning engine, that chugged over the steel tracks through the middle of Carey each day. 
 
    The corridor vanished into darkness before him. He thought he’d been walking long enough to have come to the end of the building. The passage hadn’t forked or curved; he couldn’t have doubled back. 
 
    He should turn back. He was not so foolish as to wish to be caught in this place at night. Yet some impulse pushed him to go on just a little farther. 
 
    He took a few steps forward, and those steps plunged him into sudden and total darkness. He turned slowly and discovered that he could no longer see light in either direction. Fighting panic, he reminded himself that to find the way out he had only to keep one hand against the corridor wall and walk straight ahead. 
 
    Except that he was not certain whether he had turned back to the way he had come or, in searching for light, had made a full circle so that he was still heading inward. Perhaps, he told himself, it did not matter. Either direction should bring him to the corridor’s end and an exit. 
 
    He forced himself to proceed slowly, forbidding his feet to keep pace with his galloping heart. He’d been in dark places before. He would not be in this one much longer; in minutes, surely, he would find the way out. 
 
    And indeed it was not more than a minute or two before a light appeared in the distance, dim at first but growing brighter as he hurried toward it. 
 
    As he approached, he saw that it did not have the quality of daylight. It flickered and wavered like firelight and had a reddish cast. His steps slowed, then stopped. The light was moving, coming toward him. 
 
    In its center was a darkness that seemed to be acquiring form. He thought suddenly of the globe of light he had held on the night in the cell when he had met Marta and Kyla. That light had been a smaller version of this, the same color and shape. Just so had it wavered and flickered, and just so had a blackness appeared in its center and taken form and become … 
 
    His pa, tall as he had been in life, gaunt, slightly stoop-shouldered in a way that always made Ed think he was leaning forward, ready to grab and shake his son. He had done so often enough. 
 
    Ed cringed and backed from the apparition. “You can’t be here,” he said in what he’d meant to be a shout but came out as no more than a whisper. “This is my world.” 
 
    His pa sneered. “That’s all you know. This is a link to the Dire Realms—the realms of the dead. How else would I be here?” 
 
    “How could a world I made up be a link to the Dire Realms?” 
 
    “Like the fool you are and always will be, you left it unfinished. Empty around the edges. Anybody could get in and build on it.” 
 
    “No-o-o-o.” Ed despised the whine he heard in his own voice, but he couldn’t help himself. In his father’s presence he reverted to his child-self. “This is my place, no one else’s. My safe place.” 
 
    His pa said in that raspy voice Ed remembered so well, “There’s no such thing as a safe place, and you’re a fool to think you could make one.” 
 
    “I’m not a fool.” Ed dredged the words up from some hidden reservoir of rebellion and pride. “Marta doesn’t think I’m a fool.” 
 
    “Ah, so it’s like that now, is it? Like the idiot you are, you’ve taken up with a girl you know nothing about.” 
 
    Anger shouldered aside fear and let Ed speak forcefully. “I know she’s kind and good and doesn’t think I’m stupid. She doesn’t call me Simple Eddie. I’m teaching her to read, and she’s teaching me to use magic.” 
 
    “That makes her a worse fool than you. She ever tell you where she got that magic? You ever think to ask?” 
 
    “Miss Kyla—” Ed began indignantly. 
 
    His pa laughed. “Miss Kyla never gave her a thing. Your precious Marta was a street brat. She got her magic by sleeping with a Dire Lord who’d taken human form. Guess she tricked him—or he tricked her. Seems her magic’s done nothing but get her into trouble.” 
 
    The words struck Ed like kicks to his stomach, hurting worse than all the beatings his pa had given him. They weren’t true, they couldn’t be. 
 
    His doubt must have shown on his face. His pa broke into the cruel laughter Ed had thought never to hear again. He’d always dreaded that laugh, less for the beating that usually went along with it than for the way it made him feel slow and stupid and useless. 
 
    He felt that way now. 
 
    Then he remembered Marta saying to him, “You aren’t stupid, Ed, and you aren’t simple. Don’t let anyone—anyone—tell you that you are.” 
 
    Whatever Marta had done, however she had gotten her magic powers, she was his friend. She was good to him. He loved her. 
 
    And she had warned him not to return to “his” world. 
 
    He’d had no choice. Marta would understand that. She’d tell him not to be afraid. 
 
    “Go back where you came from, old man,” he shouted at the apparition. “You can’t hurt me anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, can’t I?” His pa reached behind him and brought out a flat board, the kind he used to paddle Ed with. “You’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Ed shrank back, feeling like the small child who had so often felt the weight of that board. 
 
    But what had Miss Abigail told him so many times? “You’re a man now, Edwin. You’ve no need to act like a child.” 
 
    His pa swung the plank. Ed jumped aside and caught his arm. It was cold and hard as a winter branch. He gripped it tightly and pried the board from the bony fingers. It fell soundlessly onto the stone floor. 
 
    Gripping that dead wrist in one hand, Ed raised his other hand, clenched into a fist, drawn back for a blow. 
 
    The frightened look in his pa’s eyes stopped him. That look was too like his own. And his pa no longer seemed large, no longer seemed like a viper ready to strike. Why, he wasn’t as tall as Ed! 
 
    It was Ed’s turn to laugh, but his laughter was at himself, for being afraid of this ineffectual ghost of a pathetic, twisted man. 
 
    “I’m sorry for you, Pa,” he said. “I guess you only wanted to make me as unhappy as you were. You made me feel stupid because that’s how you felt. But I’m not stupid, and I doubt you were, either. I wish you could have found someone like Marta to tell you that.” 
 
    The ghost receded into the fiery light. 
 
    “Goodbye, Pa,” Ed called after it. “I forgive you. I hope that sometime you’ll be able to forgive yourself.” 
 
    The figure shrank to a small black dot, the fiery light to a candle flame that flickered, trembled, and vanished as though a puff of wind had blown it out. 
 
    Beyond it the darkness had lessened, and Ed made out the dim outline of a door. He hurried to it, pushed it open, and stepped outside into gathering dusk. In front of him lay nothing but flat, empty land, growing darkness hiding the distant horizon. 
 
    He must have come out the other side of the building. He’d have to circle it to return to Jerome. And he’d have to hurry. Jerome would be afraid in the growing darkness. 
 
    He turned to make his way around the building, a forbidding fortress of stone looming above him. A voice stopped him, though whether it spoke aloud or in his mind he was not sure. 
 
    “Jerome will wait. You must forge a path back to the world you left. You are needed there. Marta needs you—and so does Abigail.” 
 
    It was not his father’s voice. It was one of the voices that had spoken in his mind before—not the horrid one, thank the gods, but the one that had promised to protect him. It was a voice of authority, holding a power that allowed no doubt or dissent—not the voice of an enemy, but a voice to be obeyed. 
 
    It said Marta needed him. He had to hurry, had to reach her quickly. He walked into the barren field and the darkness, picturing to himself Marta as he had last seen her, in the hallway of Mother Esterville’s house. Of Jerome’s house, but of that he would not think. 
 
    He visualized Marta as she had bid him good night and walked down the hall away from his room into her own, three doors down. The hall was not carpeted, and a couple of the boards creaked as she stepped on them. She’d smiled back at him before going into her room and closing the door. He’d taken a few steps toward the door before stopping himself, telling himself he could not follow her, could not open the door. 
 
    That door. There! 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    WAITING 
 
      
 
    The name of the spark was Anger. It claimed no other name. Set free from the mind that spawned it, the conscience that held it in check, the body that limited its reach, it roamed pathways that human feet cannot tread. It flew through regions closed even to thought. 
 
    It searched for a nurturing place. A place where it would not fade into darkness but burst into a consuming flame. 
 
    It found the tinder-ready hurt and rage in a small girl’s heart. In that crèche it smoldered, gathering strength, waiting for the release that soon must come. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t night here, as it had been in the world Ed could no longer think of as his. The light streaming through the windows told him it must be close to midday. 
 
    Marta’s room was empty. He’d cautiously opened the door and looked in when his knock went unanswered. 
 
    The whole house had an empty feel. There were no sounds in it but his footsteps. No one answered his calls or knocks. Not even Mother Esterville seemed to be at home. 
 
    It was possible she was in her attic shrine. Ed climbed the stairs to the attic and entered the shrine. He paused in front of the hanging symbols of Dor and Dora. It gave Ed a strange sensation to be entering this sacred place that smelled of holiness and dying flowers. He felt that he was trespassing, that he had no right to be here, and that the gods might punish him for his audacity. 
 
    Once he stepped into the circle of shrines, he could see that he was alone in the attic. Nevertheless, he did not leave immediately, but crossed to the shrine to Harin. Kneeling at the bench in front of it, he bowed his head and offered a brief prayer for forgiveness and for help in finding Marta. 
 
    When he raised his head, he pivoted slowly to face each shrine in turn and mumble a few respectful words to each of the represented gods. Feeling a bit better about intruding, he ducked beneath the hanging sun and moon symbols of Dor and Dora, and started for the stairs. 
 
    He hadn’t reached them when he heard footsteps start up them toward him. Startled, he jumped back, hitting his head on the metal hangings and setting the sun and moon into circular motion. He had come here looking for someone, yet a feeling of guilt at being caught in this sanctuary drove him to try to hide. But there was no place to hide. He could do no more than crouch behind the bench at Harin’s shrine. 
 
    Mother Esterville walked into the room and stopped short, staring first at the revolving sun and moon, then slowly lowering her gaze to focus on Ed. He stood and stepped forward, ready to offer an apology for being found in her sacred place. 
 
    Before he could say a word, she rushed forward and embraced him. “Oh, Ed, praise Harin. He brought you back in answer to my prayers. You’re the protector I’ve been beseeching him for, and here you are, stepped right out of his shrine.” 
 
    He wanted to explain that he had not stepped out of the shrine but had merely been crouching in front of it, but she gave him no chance, and her next words drove everything else from his mind. 
 
    “Kyla escaped, thank Harin—and her Power-Giver—but they have Marta, and they’re going to hang her this afternoon.” 
 
    “Hang Marta! Why?” He could barely speak the words. 
 
    “Council Master Hardwick convinced the rest of the council that she was a witch, and I don’t know what-all. It’s ridiculous, of course. We have to save her. Though I don’t know how. But you have power—Kyla and Marta both say so. You’ll be able to do something, I know you will. Though we could use Jerome’s help, as well. Where is he?” 
 
    Focused as he was on Marta’s desperate need, Ed didn’t want to think of Jerome. “He’s still back there,” he said. 
 
    “Back where, dear?” 
 
    “Back in my special place. Only it isn’t, not really. I mean, I thought it was, and I took Jerome there with me, only then we got into a part that wasn’t mine, so I don’t know where it is, or what it is. But Jerome is there,” he finished lamely. 
 
    “I don’t understand that at all,” Mother Esterville protested. “You’ve left Jerome in the Fields of the Blessed?” 
 
    “Uh, no. I mean, the Fields of the Blessed isn’t where I go. I don’t think so, at least. It’s a place I made up, or thought I did.” 
 
    Her look of utter perplexity forced him to tell her of his special place and describe it as he had envisioned it. He didn’t tell her of Jerome’s attack, only that somehow Jerome had been caught up with him and transported there. He had to tell her how they had left the part he’d imagined and found the ruined building with all the fallen stones. She was frowning by the time he confessed to having left Jerome in the rock-strewn courtyard while he went exploring. He didn’t tell her what he’d seen in the building. The encounter with his pa was too private to speak of. He only told her that he’d come out on the far side of the building and had found his way back to his own world—without returning for Jerome. 
 
    “He’ll be scared, I know,” he concluded shamefacedly. “He doesn’t like it there. He thinks he’s dead.” 
 
    “We must go and fetch him,” Mother Esterville declared. 
 
    “But we can’t. We have to save Marta.” 
 
    “We may need Jerome’s help for that. And we can’t leave him in a place where he’s frightened and alone.” 
 
    “But I don’t know how to get back where he is.” 
 
    “Why, the way you got there the other times,” Mother Esterville said. 
 
    “All those other times I was real scared of something,” Ed blurted. 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid now for Marta?” 
 
    Ed nodded, not adding that it was precisely that fear that made him unwilling to waste time looking for Jerome. 
 
    Mother Esterville regarded him closely and then said, “I know Jerome isn’t perfect, but he’s my son, and I’m afraid for him. I’d go by myself if I could, but only you can take me to him. You must at least try. We have more than two hours. We can get Jerome and then come back and do what we can for Marta.” 
 
    Ed considered. He didn’t want to do the wrong thing. He needed to reach Marta, though he didn’t know how to help her. Yet he was responsible for Jerome's being where he was. 
 
    No, actually, Jerome himself was responsible. If he hadn’t been trying to drown Ed, he wouldn’t have been transported to that other world. And if he hadn’t refused to go inside the building with Ed—well, who could say what might have happened in that case. 
 
    Unnerved by the steady gaze Mother Esterville fixed on him, Ed found it impossible to refuse her. “All right,” he said slowly, unwillingly. “If I can get us there, we’ll go for Jerome. But we have to hurry. I have to get back in time to save Marta.” 
 
      
 
    Marta awoke from a deep sleep, yawned, and stretched. Only when her hand struck the stone wall did she remember where she was. She got up from the prison bunk and stood on tiptoe to peer out the high, narrow window slit. She couldn’t see anything, but by the angle of the light she judged it to be late afternoon. That meant she had little more than an hour to wait for her scheduled execution. 
 
    Not surprising that she’d fallen asleep, considering how tired she’d been and how little sleep she’d had the night before. She listened for any sound that indicated that Mother Esterville had been recaptured and brought back to her cell, but everything she heard suggested that the old woman had escaped. 
 
    Apparently Kyla, too, was still free. Although if they did capture her, they wouldn’t repeat the mistake of putting them together in the same cell. She looked through the small window on the cell door into the portion of hall in front of her cell. That portion held two guards. Both wore peacekeeper uniforms. How many more there might be she couldn’t tell. The two she saw were relaxed but alert. 
 
    One noticed her and came to the door. “Don’t even think of trying anything,” he said. “You aren’t leaving that cell until time to go to the gallows.” 
 
    “When will that be?” 
 
    “Not long from now.” The man chuckled. “Better pray to whatever gods you believe in. Not that it’ll do you any good. Won’t anything keep ’em from stringing you up.” 
 
    The other guard lumbered to his feet and slapped his companion on the shoulder. “We aren’t supposed to talk to the witch,” he said. “You know what happened to the last bunch.” 
 
    The first man nodded and stepped back, away from the window but still within the area Marta could see. Without looking at her, he made considerable show of picking up his rifle and aiming it toward the cell door. 
 
    “No fear,” he said to his companion. “That little witchie isn’t going anywhere but to the gallows.” 
 
    Marta went back and sat on the bunk. Her sleep had restored her power, but even so, she didn’t think she had much chance of escaping past armed guards. She didn’t have Kyla’s talent of creating a shield of invisibility, nor could she cloud the guards’ minds as Kyla could have. 
 
    If Kyla remained free and knew Marta’s danger, her friend would come to her rescue. But Kyla wasn’t likely to know about the council meeting. She’d probably wait until well after dark to free Marta, not knowing that would be too late. 
 
    No, she couldn’t count on Kyla’s help. She’d have to act on her own. It had been a long time since she’d done that—she, who’d grown up not trusting anyone, not relying on anyone but herself. She’d followed Kyla because Kyla could hear and speak with Alair. Yet Marta’s power was no less than Kyla’s. It came not only from the Power-Giver but also from Claid. The time had come for her to use that power apart from Kyla’s shadow. 
 
    She did her best to prepare herself without knowing exactly what she could do. She’d had narrow escapes, but never before had been this close to death. 
 
    When the guards came, shackled her wrists and ankles, and led her out, she could only hope she was ready. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    DETOURS 
 
      
 
    The sun hung just a bit above the trees when Kyla followed Leah from the back door of the school to a path that bypassed the road and led in the general direction of their goal. They’d hidden all night in the school so as not to alert Abigail to their presence, and beginning at dawn had tried several times to leave, only to catch sight of peacekeepers or civilian search parties and have to return to hiding. 
 
    The guardhouse stink still permeated Kyla’s clothes. How she wanted a bath! Before the searchers came, Leah had offered a change of dress, but she had no chance to accept the offer. She hadn’t even been able to borrow a jacket against the chill fall wind. 
 
    Autumn leaves crunched under her feet, a sound and feel she normally found pleasant. Now every noise that advertised their passage made her nervous. She was taking a big risk, being abroad in full daylight, and she was putting Leah in danger as well. But she had no choice; she was certain that very little time remained before her vision became reality. 
 
    She dared not use the invisibility shield to protect them from discovery. It would require too much power. What she had left she must conserve. Leah had told her of their attempt yesterday to warn the young teacher. Kyla had to assume that Councilor Hardwick would be guarding his daughter’s house today as he had then. She would need all the power at her disposal to elude him, find Veronica, and ensure Genevieve’s safety. She and Leah agreed that when they reached the house where Genevieve lived and taught, Leah would distract Hardwick while Kyla slipped around the house and sneaked in through the back door. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all they had. 
 
    Kyla worried that by helping her, Leah could put herself in danger of being arrested or shot. She would have preferred not to involve the kind-hearted woman, but she needed Leah to lead her to her destination. 
 
    The thought continued to haunt Kyla that if Abigail had supported her, she would have more hope of success. If only it had been Leah and not Abigail who had the gift of power! She still didn't understand what made some people receptive to the gift and others unable to receive it, no matter how much they might desire it. It wasn't a choice that Alair made. He could channel the gift to those able to receive it, but he could no more choose who those were than she or Marta could. 
 
    Nowhere had the gifts seemed less appropriately bestowed than here in Carey. She thought of those they had found: Ed, with his fearfulness and sense of inadequacy; Jerome, who would most certainly misuse the gift if he could; Abigail, who despised magic and wanted no part of the gift; and Veronica, a nine-year-old child with a temper. 
 
    She would gladly have imparted the gift to Mother Esterville or to Leah, but they weren't able to receive it. She had no idea what factor or factors determined who could and who could not. Those who received the gifts seemed to have little else in common. Kyla resolved to research the matter when her work in Carey was finished. If it ever is. If Marta and I get out of here alive. 
 
    Then the trail emerged from the protection of the trees, and all Kyla’s thoughts turned to avoiding notice as they stepped out onto a dirt road. Only a short distance farther the dirt road turned onto a brick street lined with fine houses. Luckily—and surprisingly for a Oneday afternoon—they saw almost no one in the street or around the houses. 
 
    “It’s close now,” Leah whispered. “Just two streets down and one over.” She pointed eastward. 
 
    It sounded like an impossible distance to Kyla. She nodded and motioned Leah on. 
 
      
 
    Hardwick stood guard in front of Genevieve’s house, fondling the grip of his pistol as he watched his daughter through the large window of the room where she taught the six- through nine-year-olds. He was so proud of her—his beautiful daughter, the best thing that had ever happened in his life. The wonder workers were mad to think he’d allow any harm to come to her. 
 
    Why should they have threatened her? Probably because they knew what she meant to him. But why make a child the instrument of that threat? 
 
    It had to have something to do with Abigail Dormer and her school. Abigail was an imposing woman. As a parent he’d found her intimidating to deal with when Genevieve was a student in the Dormer School. The wonder workers had chosen to side with her—that was clear from their championing of Simple Eddie. They were angry for her sake about the closing of her school, though it had nothing to do with them. 
 
    Since their arrival, they’d been kept on the run with no chance to display their power and solicit funds. Maybe what they’d wanted from Abigail was money. She didn’t have any, not now, so they were out of luck. They probably regretted spurning the offer of help he’d made when they first arrived. Their regrets would do them no good; it was too late. 
 
    Too late, at least, for the one in custody. Her time was almost up. Already most of the peacekeepers and many of the townspeople were heading for the town square. He consulted his big pocket watch. Almost time for Genevieve to dismiss her classes for the day. Shortly after that, Ben Muller would come to relieve him. Then he’d hurry to the gallows in time to give the order to tighten the noose and drop the trapdoor. 
 
    He hadn’t given up hope that the second wonder worker would be captured in time to witness her companion’s execution. His men were under strict orders to notify him immediately if they apprehended her, but as yet he’d heard nothing. 
 
    If she knew of her friend’s date with the hangman, it might well be that she would go there and try to rescue her. He’d already given the order to have peacekeepers posted all around the perimeter of the area. He’d taken every precaution he could think of to be certain that the hanging would proceed without interference and that if Kyla put in an appearance she’d be caught and placed under heavy guard. 
 
    He’d have to answer to the rest of the council for the extra guards he’d hired. Their pay would wreak havoc with this month’s budget. The council would have to cut corners somewhere else. Most of them would agree. After all, he was Council Master. He’d have a problem with Slamm, but so long as he could convince the others, Slamm couldn’t make trouble. 
 
    What else was he to do? After two escapes, it should be clear that more guards had to be posted in the cellblock. Men were needed to hunt the other witch. And he could only watch the front of Genevieve’s house; he had to trust others to protect the sides and back. Slamm could hardly accuse him of a personal indulgence in setting guards around his daughter’s house, when so many had heard the witch’s warning of trouble for Genevieve. 
 
    He took his eyes off the street for a few moments to watch Genevieve’s class through the window. The students were getting restless as they always did this close to dismissal time. That hadn’t changed since he was a schoolboy. He could see them shuffling papers, and he smiled to see one girl stifle a yawn. 
 
    The class was orderly. Genevieve was young, but she knew how to maintain discipline. She was her father’s daughter in that respect, he thought proudly. 
 
    Footsteps on the street behind him sent him whirling around, his pistol drawn. 
 
    Leah Wesson strode purposefully toward him. What was she up to? As emphatic as he’d been yesterday about refusing to allow her to talk to Genevieve, she couldn’t think he’d changed his mind overnight. 
 
    She seemed undaunted by the pistol aimed at her. “Councilor Hardwick,” she said as she reached him, “Abigail Dormer is ill from worry about Ed Robbins. I want to know what you are doing to find him.” 
 
    The request took him by surprise. Why would she want him to find Ed? She knew the charges against the boy and what he would face when caught. 
 
    “Miss Wesson, I've been doing what I can to find Ed. I thought you and Abigail were convinced that he drowned. If he is alive, I want him put away where he belongs. But that outcome isn’t going to improve Miss Dormer’s health, and you know it.” 
 
    “If Ed is found, I believe we can clear him of the ridiculous charges against him,” the woman persisted. “And what of your secretary, Jerome Esterville? He’s missing, too. Has anyone searched for him?” 
 
    “I’m curious as to why you think my secretary needs to be searched for. Do you believe that he’s met with foul play—perhaps by the hand of Simple Eddie? Or do you think he’s committed some crime?” 
 
    “I think it highly likely that he’s the one who struggled with Ed and tried to drown him.” 
 
    “Jerome, a murderer? That’s preposterous!” Hardwick put far more conviction into the protest than he actually felt. He was unsure what Jerome might be capable of since his contact with the wonder workers. 
 
    “Regardless of what you think, shouldn’t you be conducting a search for them so that the facts can be ascertained?” 
 
    “I’ll do that after the witches are properly disposed of. I—”A commotion at the side of the house interrupted him before he could announce the execution and note her reaction. 
 
    He cocked the hammer of his pistol and readied the percussion cap as he headed toward the source of the noise. Before he reached the corner of the house, two peacekeepers came around it, dragging the missing wonder worker between them. 
 
    “Caught her trying to sneak in the back way, Councilor,” one said as they drew near. 
 
    So that’s what the Wesson woman was doing—keeping him occupied so the witch could sneak into the house and harm Genevieve. Rage twisted within him like a snake. He whirled around to confront Leah. “So! You thought you could distract me while this slut broke into my daughter’s house.” 
 
    “We only want to save Genevieve’s life,” Leah protested. 
 
    Kyla, brought close enough now to confront him, put in, “Why do you refuse to believe your daughter is in danger?” 
 
    At her question, the snake writhed and coiled, eager to strike. “Oh, I do believe it. That’s why I’ve stood guard here. You’re the danger I’m protecting her from. We’ll all feel safer once you’ve joined your friend on the gallows.” It gave him pleasure to say that.  
 
    It pleased him more to hear the witch’s horrified gasp. “Marta! You’ve hanged her?” 
 
    “Not yet, but we will in less than an hour from now.” He licked his lips in anticipation. 
 
    “You refuse to listen to reason,” the witch cried out. “Once you asked me to help your daughter. Please let me help her now.” 
 
    She shouldn’t have brought that up. Several of the men gave him curious looks. It wasn’t something he wanted them—or anyone—to know. “She doesn’t need your kind of help,” he snapped, raising his pistol. 
 
    The peals of a handbell alerted him that school dismissal time had come. He restrained his impulse to shoot the witch, not wanting to upset the children, who would momentarily begin exiting the classroom. “Quick,” he motioned toward Kyla, “get her away from here before the children come out.” 
 
    But the children suddenly poured toward them, shouting and laughing, orderly no longer. Hardwick slipped his pistol into his waistband and faced them. “You children hurry home,” he ordered. 
 
    Most of them, wide-eyed at the sight of the white and tan uniformed peacekeepers, dispersed quickly. But one small, red-haired girl shoved past the others and ducked around him. 
 
    “Miss Wesson, Miss Wesson, you’re here!” The red-haired tornado spun around them and threw herself into Leah Wesson’s arms, nearly throwing her off balance and forcing Hardwick to back away. 
 
    “Calm down, Veronica, dear.” Her former teacher hugged her, laughing. “I’ve tried to see you, and now here you are.” 
 
    “Have you come to take me back to Miss Dormer’s school? Please, Miss Wesson? I don’t like it here.” 
 
    “Mistress Wirth is a fine teacher, Veronica.” Leah stooped down and looked the girl in the eye. “You must listen to her and do as she says. You’ll learn just as much from her as you would from me.” 
 
    Genevieve came out of the house and started toward her father, a welcoming smile lighting her face. He motioned her to go back inside, but instead she hurried to Leah Wesson and Veronica. 
 
    “Miss Wesson. What a surprise to see you here. Veronica, you need to run on home now.” 
 
    Hardwick stepped to his daughter’s side. “Go back in the house, Genevieve. I’ll escort both Veronica and Miss Wesson to their homes.” He’d meant to take Leah Wesson to the guardhouse along with the witch, but he couldn’t do that with the child and his daughter looking on. The peacekeepers had already moved off with the wonder worker. 
 
    “I want to talk to Miss Wesson,” Veronica insisted, hanging on to her former teacher’s arm. 
 
    Leah Wesson gently unwrapped the small fingers from around her wrist. “I think you had better go now, Veronica. We can talk another time.” 
 
    “No. I want to come back to your class, Miss Wesson.” She glared up at Genevieve. “I won’t stay in Mistress Wirth’s class. I won’t!” 
 
    “You’ll stay where your parents tell you to stay, young lady,” Hardwick said, taking hold of the child’s arms and lifting her away from Genevieve and her former teacher. 
 
    “Really, Veronica, you’re behaving very badly,” Genevieve said. “I think your parents need to hear about this.” 
 
    “Don’t anger her, Genevieve.” As the Wesson woman spoke, she stepped in front of Genevieve as though to shield her. 
 
    Again Hardwick said, “Genevieve, get back inside the house, please.” 
 
    “Why? What is this all about?” Genevieve stepped around Leah and strode toward Hardwick and the child, who was struggling in his arms. 
 
    “Let me go! I want to go with Miss Wesson. I want to go back to her class.” 
 
    Hardwick gave the child an angry shake. 
 
    “Please, be gentle with her,” Leah called out. “Genevieve, she has power. She can hurt you. Don’t argue, just go inside.” 
 
    “Whatever are you talking about?” Genevieve demanded, making no move to do what Leah advised. Instead, again she confronted Veronica. “Stop making a spectacle of yourself, Veronica. Act like a young lady and go home as you’ve been told.” 
 
    The “young lady” stuck her tongue out at Genevieve and squirmed in Hardwick’s arms, delivering a painful kick to his knee. 
 
    He lost his grip on the writhing child. She tumbled free and rolled away from him. “Go in!” Hardwick bellowed at Genevieve. 
 
    Genevieve resisted Leah Wesson’s attempt to pull her toward the house. “Have you all gone crazy?” She jerked free of Leah's grasp and moved deliberately toward Veronica. 
 
    Veronica scrambled to her feet and pointed a finger at Genevieve, shouting, “You’ll be sorry!” A small flame sprouted from the girl’s finger and expanded into a fireball. The fiery sphere flowed toward and swallowed Genevieve. 
 
      
 
    Ed tried several times to make the transition, Mother Esterville clinging to his arm. His fear for Marta may have been what held him back. His desperation to reach her was probably what finally let him go. 
 
    He and Mother Esterville stood under a stand of caronut trees bathed in the pale light of early morning—the same stand of trees where he and Jerome had rested before going on to the ruined building. 
 
    “You did it,” Mother Esterville exclaimed, glancing around in amazement at the stand of trees and the brook that burbled through it. “But where is Jerome?” 
 
    Ed frowned. Why had they arrived in this spot when he’d pictured the ruined building? “If he’s where I left him, it’s a bit of a walk from here. Maybe he came back here. I’ll look around.” 
 
    Leaving Mother Esterville resting in the shade, he scouted around the area, first circling the cluster of trees and then threading his way through it. He even waded in the brook to be certain he missed nothing along its banks. Finding no evidence that Jerome had come back, he returned to Mother Esterville and reluctantly informed her that they’d have to go on. 
 
    “Then we’d better hurry,” said Mother Esterville, hiking up her skirt. “Which way?” 
 
    Ed pointed and she set off, not waiting. Realizing suddenly how tired he was, he did not at first try to catch up with her and take the lead. Instead of the grain fields that spread out on the other side of the copse, the land on this side was filled with weeds that had surely grown taller since he and Jerome had come this way. They’d sprouted burs that caught in his clothing and scratched his ankles; they sported whiplike strands to entangle his feet and hid rocks he stumbled over. Some had furry blossoms that gave off a sour odor and attracted swarms of gnats. At his passage the insects flew up and buzzed into his mouth and nose, making him sneeze and cough. 
 
    Worse than any physical discomfort, thoughts of Marta tormented him. If he didn’t get back in time to save her, he’d have no reason to go on living. 
 
    Marta had power; she might be able to free herself. She might not even want him interfering. Jerome was stranded here without Ed’s help. But if Jerome hadn’t tried to kill him, he wouldn’t be here. Jerome had brought his plight on himself, while Marta was an innocent victim of Hardwick and his men. 
 
    Ed remembered with a sickening jolt that time flowed far differently here. How much time had passed since he left Jerome? The cycles of day and night didn't correspond at all with those of his home world. A week might have gone by since he’d left Jerome—or a month, or no more than an hour or two. 
 
    How much time had already gone by for Marta since they’d come here? Like a splash of icy water in his face, the thought revived him and put new speed to his slowing pace. 
 
    Driven by his anxiety for Marta, he outdistanced Mother Esterville and, reaching the building, left her to fight her way through the tall weeds while he jogged to the entrance to the courtyard where he’d left Jerome. He was staring in dismay at the jumble of stones that blocked that entrance when Mother Esterville stepped to his side. Pointing at the blockage, he said, “That wasn’t there before.” 
 
    “And is that where Jerome was? In there?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Well, then, we’d better get these moved, hadn’t we?” Suiting action to words, she pulled a stone loose, tossed it aside, and dug at another. 
 
    He joined in, yanking stones from the pile with a frenzy that bordered on madness. Tumbling stones bruised his shins, slammed against his ankles. His hands were soon bleeding, his nails torn and cracked. The fury of his assault made Mother Esterville leave off her own effort and back away. He noticed but did not, could not curb his frantic labor until enough stones were removed to open a space large enough to crawl through. 
 
    Heedless of the unstable mass of remaining stones, Ed wormed over and between the shifting rocks until he was inside the courtyard. He spotted Jerome almost immediately—his legs and an arm, at least, protruding from under the heap of stones. Hearing Mother Esterville scrambling through the opening, Ed moved to shield her from the sight. 
 
    Too late! With a cry, she threw herself down beside the outstretched arm and clasped the hand. “It’s warm. He’s still alive,” she cried. “We’ve got to dig him out.” She caught hold of a large rock and tugged at it. 
 
    Ed lifted her aside. “You have to be careful, or the stones will shift and cut off his air.” Showing her by example, he checked the covering heap and tested each one before lifting it away as carefully as he had formerly been reckless. 
 
    Mother Esterville watched only a moment before joining in with equal care. It seemed to take a very long time, though the sun had risen only a scant bit higher by the time they moved the last stone. As Ed rolled it aside, he saw that it was the dreadful stone face he and Jerome had noticed earlier. He set it aside and bent to examine Jerome’s battered body. 
 
    He did still live, but only barely. His breathing was rough and irregular. His head was a mass of cuts and scrapes; blood stained his face and clothes. One leg was clearly broken; one arm might be. Ed guessed that the internal injuries could be even worse than those that were plainly visible. 
 
    An irrational rage shook Ed. How like Jerome to do this to him. If Jerome had been dead, he could leave him and go to Marta. If he had been uninjured, he could return with him and go to Marta. But here was Jerome, lying helpless, badly hurt and in need of care. Ed had no idea how to get him home in his present condition or how to get help for him. He knew only that he could not abandon him, that Mother Esterville needed his help, and he had to do what he could though his heart urged him to get away, go back, and get to Marta. 
 
    “We have to get him to a doctor,” Mother Esterville said. “Can you take us home?” 
 
    “Um, I don’t know.” Ed ran his hands through his hair. If only he could consult with Marta and Kyla. 
 
    “Well, try. Please. I’ll ask the gods to help you.” Without waiting for his response, she dropped to her knees beside her son, placed one hand on his forehead, the other on his chest, and entreated first Harin, then Liadra, and then each of the other gods in turn for assistance and guidance. 
 
    Her loud pleas made it difficult for Ed to concentrate. He knelt beside her, grasped her arm, took Jerome’s limp hand in his, and tried to picture his room in Mother Esterville’s house, imaging Jerome lying on the bed there. He chose that room rather than Jerome’s own because he knew it better and could form a clearer mental picture of it. 
 
    He tried to recall all the details of the room, to get it right not only with respect to the placement of the furniture, but the pattern on the rug, the small tear in one of the curtains, the dust on the windowsill. 
 
    The picture was as accurate as he could make it, but it remained only that—a picture in his mind. His knees still pressed painfully into the rough stone of the courtyard. A morning sun still beat down on his head. The hopeful gaze Mother Esterville had turned on him was changing to one of despair. 
 
    He released Mother Esterville’s arm and stood. “It isn’t working. I don’t know why. Let me think a bit.” 
 
    She nodded and went back to stroking her son’s head and calling on her gods. Ed wanted to ask her to be quiet, but he was ashamed to. Maybe the gods would help where he could not. 
 
    He stepped over the stones and made his way to the door into the building. Gazing into the darkness within, he wondered if he might find an answer there, if the mysterious voice might speak to him again. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he called to Mother Esterville. He stepped into the dark hallway and walked forward several steps. “Is anyone here?” he asked in a low voice. “I need help. Can anyone hear me?” 
 
    No answer came, but an overpowering feeling that he was not alone made him wish for light. He thought of the globe of light he had held in his hands. If he could hold light as Marta did, could he call it forth as Marta did? He’d always been afraid to try, since that first globe had brought his father’s ghost. But he’d vanquished the ghost, or his fear of it, which was the same thing. 
 
    He cupped his hands as he’d seen Marta do and thought light. Very small and faint at first, a light bloomed between his fingers. He held it carefully, shaping it with his mind into a globe that filled his hands and spilled its light into the corridor. 
 
    “A fair start,” said a voice that was deep and rumbling and echoed through the chamber. “You’ll have to do much better and much more if you’re to save your friends.” 
 
    How he kept his grasp on the ball of flames as the large figure stepped into the light he didn’t know. It may have been only that he couldn't move. What he saw was nothing human, though it had the face of a man. Its hoofed feet and furry legs looked like a goat’s. Its head was horned like a goat. But its bearded face smiled jovially enough and its voice held no hostility as it said, “I like your world. That’s why I forged this link to it—so I could protect it from other Dire Lords, jealous of your ability.” 
 
    “D-Dire Lord?” Ed stuttered. “You—you’re a Dire Lord?” 
 
    “I am,” the being responded. “Your friends know me as Claid.” 
 
    “Then you—” Ed couldn’t finish. It wasn’t possible that Marta and this powerful and unearthly creature … no. No, his father had lied. 
 
    “Marta saw me in another form,” the Dire Lord said, smiling as though he knew Ed’s thoughts. “You have no cause to be jealous, you know.” 
 
    Ed did know. This being was far beyond his jealousy or anger. Whatever might have transpired in the past between it and Marta was nothing that Ed could possibly resent or fear. “You’ve spoken to me before,” he said timidly. 
 
    “I have. Your mind is wonderfully open to me.” 
 
    That response made Ed uncomfortable. Had he no secrets from this being? He’d been taught that the gods knew all things and no one could keep secrets from them, but a Dire Lord was not a god. Was he? 
 
    “Not at all,” the creature answered his thought. “What the gods know or do not know I cannot tell you. What I know is only what your need reveals to me, not those things you keep hidden within the core of your being.” 
 
    That assertion gave Ed some comfort but not a lot, since he himself had no idea what things were hidden at the core of his being. It didn’t matter. He had called out for help and this Dire Lord had answered. He couldn’t waste time with self-examination.  
 
    “Jerome is dying, and I tried to take him and his mother back to Carey, and I couldn’t.” 
 
    “You could have, but I blocked your power.” 
 
    “Why? Jerome can’t last much longer, and Marta needs my help. You told me before that I had to help her.” 
 
    “That is true, but you did not go to her. Now only one person and one act can save Jerome, an act that, if done, will save several other lives, more deserving of being saved than Jerome. Had you taken him where you intended, you would have placed yourself and Mother Esterville in grave danger and Jerome would have died. He may die anyway, but there is a slim chance for his life if you do what I now tell you.” 
 
    “And Marta?” Ed dared to ask. 
 
    “Marta’s life hangs in the balance, and I cannot say which way the scales will fall nor whether it will be you or another who tips them in either direction.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t let her die,” Ed hoped that was true. 
 
    The Dire Lord smiled. “When she dies, she will be mine. While she lives, she may be yours. Judge for yourself.” 
 
    A shudder climbed Ed’s spine. He wanted to bargain for Marta’s life, but how did one bargain with a Dire Lord? 
 
    While he hesitated, the Dire Lord said, “Go back to Jerome and his mother, quickly.” 
 
    “What shall I do? Where shall I take them?” 
 
    “Go to one who calls you and answer her need,” came the reply. 
 
    Who could he mean but Marta? 
 
    The Dire Lord stepped back and vanished into the darkness. Ed turned and hurried along the corridor to the entrance into the courtyard. This time he would not fail Marta—or her Dire Lord protector. 
 
    Mother Esterville was still kneeling by Jerome, entreating her gods for his life. Ed dropped down beside her and again took hold of her arm and Jerome’s hand. “I found the help I needed,” he said. 
 
    A woman’s voice called his name. Where the voice came from he had no idea. He merely focused on the sound and willed himself and his charges to find its source. 
 
    To his consternation, the voice was not Marta’s but Miss Abigail’s. He and Mother Esterville now knelt and Jerome lay on Miss Abigail's front porch. 
 
    Now that they were here, it was pointless to question the Dire Lord’s wisdom. Ed could do nothing but stand and raise his fist and pound on Miss Abigail’s front door. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    CONVERGENCE 
 
      
 
    Kyla couldn’t believe it. In defiance of all the odds, she and Leah had reached Genevieve Wirth’s house and school without detection and she had slipped around the back way while Leah successfully distracted Hardwick. Only to be captured by peacekeeper guards she hadn’t expected. 
 
    She should have expected them. She berated herself for her carelessness as the four peacekeepers hustled her away, shooing curious children from their path. She didn’t resist. She was no match for four guards unless she used her power, and if she did that, she might have little or none left later, when she needed it more. 
 
    School, after all, was out for the day, which meant that the young teacher was safe for this day, at least. 
 
    Or so she thought until she heard the shouts and screams. 
 
    The peacekeepers whirled her around to face the direction they’d come from. One of the four hurried back to see what had happened. Kyla knew. Even at the distance of the block and a half they’d gone, she could see the flames. It hadn’t happened the way she’d seen in her vision and so took her by surprise. Surprise and the dreadful knowledge that she’d failed. 
 
    She had to be there, even though it was too late to save Genevieve. There was the child to think of. 
 
    She sang to the wind a summoning song. The strong breeze that had been blowing all day heeded her call and came huffing and whiffling around her. The force of her song transformed it into a gale that blasted the guards off their feet. Released from their grip and aided by the wind, she sped back to the house. 
 
    Little girls who had remained close enough to witness the tragedy were screaming. The red-haired girl was staring at a pile of ash that darkened the leaf-strewn lawn in front of the Wirth house. Leah had collapsed into a sobbing heap. Hardwick had his pistol aimed at the child, but his hand was shaking badly and tears filled his eyes. “Witch-girl,” he was muttering as Kyla reached him. 
 
    Snatching the pistol from his hand, she said, “This is what I was trying to prevent.” 
 
    With a growl, he lunged at her, but she dodged and ran to the girl. Holding the child against her, she pointed the pistol at Hardwick, halting his advance. “Stop!” she ordered. “You will not hurt this child.” 
 
    “She killed Genevieve,” he said. “My beautiful daughter. My only child. Look!” He pointed to the ashes being swept away by the wind. “That’s all that’s left of her. She did this, and you don’t want me to hurt her? By the gods, I’ll kill her.” 
 
    “You were warned. You could have prevented it. The child didn’t know her own power.” 
 
    Pressed against Kyla, the girl began to wail. “I didn’t mean to burn her up. I just meant to scare her.” 
 
    “I know, dear. Power can do terrible things when it isn’t controlled. You didn’t know, and I couldn’t get to you to teach you.” 
 
    “Where did the fire come from?” 
 
    “Your anger built it inside you and sent it out.” 
 
    “She’s a witch, like you and the other one,” Hardwick bellowed. “She’ll burn, too.” 
 
    “There’s been enough burning,” Kyla said, all too aware of the peacekeepers who were closing in on her along with a few women drawn out of the neighboring houses by the shouts and screams. She wanted no more killing, and the pistol she held would be of little use against so many. “Leah, pull yourself together. Get up. We have to get out of here.” 
 
    Leah stood, tears coursing down her cheeks. She stumbled to Kyla’s side and placed a protective hand on Veronica’s head. 
 
    “I’ve got to try something I’ve never tried before,” Kyla said, keeping a wary eye on the growing crowd. Councilor Hardwick had wanted a display of magic. He was about to get one—if all worked well. 
 
    She couldn’t use her invisibility trick. That had to be initiated unobserved; with all the eyes already focused on her, it wouldn’t work. She could summon the wind again. The brisk autumn breeze could easily be stirred to a gale that would drive at least part of the crowd back to the safety of their homes. But the ones that remained would still be enough to defy the wind and close in on her. She had to try something more daring. She could think of only one other thing she could do to enable them to escape. Under the circumstances, it was cruel, but it would cause no physical harm. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and summoning all her power, she created a mental image of flames and projected it outward, surrounding her, Leah, and the child with it. People screamed and through the smoke and flame Kyla could see them stampeding away. 
 
    Lifting Veronica and holding her face so that she would not see and be terrified by the flames, Kyla whispered to Leah, “It’s only an illusion. Don’t be afraid. I’m going to hold it around us while we move away from here.” 
 
    Leah’s face was ashen, but she nodded. 
 
    “Take this,” Kyla said, pushing the pistol into Leah’s hand to free her own to get a better grip on Veronica. 
 
    Leah held the weapon gingerly, its barrel toward the ground. Kyla led the way around the stunned and cowering Hardwick and down the street. 
 
    To Hardwick, the guards, and any others who stayed to watch, it would have looked like a moving pillar of fire through which the figures of Kyla, Leah, and the child would be only faintly visible. Frightened as the guards must have been, one had the presence of mind to draw his rifle and shoot into the flame. The bullet grazed Kyla's shoulder, leaving a streak of pain and the knowledge that if he fired again, she might not be so lucky. 
 
    “Run!” she told Leah. “Around the corner!” 
 
    The two broke into a run that forced Kyla to drop the flame illusion to concentrate on speed. They raced to the cross street and whirled around the corner, momentarily out of sight of the pursuing guards. “Behind there,” Kyla directed, pointing to a large flowering bush in the closest yard. Leah followed without question, bless her! 
 
    Now Kyla could begin the low hum that wove around them the spell of invisibility. Satisfied that they were all protected within that weaving, Kyla again moved them out, this time with a whispered request to Leah to lead the way to Mother Esterville’s house. 
 
    They stayed well away from the peacekeepers and other men, whom they could see searching up and down the streets. So long as they didn’t intersect directly with a searcher, they were hidden from sight. 
 
    They proceeded cautiously toward the Esterville home, Veronica shaking and sniveling, Leah grim-faced, moving like a sleepwalker, and Kyla hoping desperately that they could reach safety before her power was exhausted. 
 
    She still had little idea of where places were in Carey, so it was a great relief to discover that Mother Esterville’s home was only two streets over from where she first invoked the invisibility spell. She set Veronica down and led her and Leah to a side door where she could change her song from the one that rendered them invisible to one that opened the lock on the door. 
 
    Inside Mother Esterville’s house, Kyla relocked the side door and guided Leah and Veronica upstairs to a bedroom in the rear of the house where, when a light was needed, it would not be seen from the street in front. 
 
    She eased Veronica down onto the bed and sat beside her. Relieved of the girl’s weight, she massaged her aching arms. Leah collapsed into a chair and sat slumped and silent. Veronica rolled over on her stomach and hid her face in the bed covers. 
 
    “Rest, both of you,” Kyla said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She hated to leave them, even for a minute, but she needed to check the place, make sure no one else was in the house, and look through the windows to see if there were watchers. She did all those things quickly, and also dared to step out the back door long enough to fill a jug of water at the pump. After all they had been through, they needed water for drinking and washing. The pump handle squealed as she worked it, and she glanced all around to see if anyone was close enough to hear. Fortunately, the flower-filled back yard was lined with trees that blocked the view of curious neighbors. 
 
    Back in the house, the rear door securely barred, she washed her face and hands, drank a glass of water, then hurried upstairs with glasses and the rest of the water. Neither Leah nor Veronica seemed to have moved since she left. She pressed a glass into Leah’s hand. “Drink this,” she ordered. 
 
    She poured a second glass for Veronica and sat on the bed beside her. “I have water for you to drink,” she said. “And a wet cloth to wipe your face.” 
 
    “Go away,” the child said, not turning. 
 
    Kyla placed her hand on Veronica’s back. “I know you’re scared and upset,” she said. “It will help you to talk about what you did, but first drink some water and let’s wipe your face.” 
 
    The child shook her head. Kyla set the water glass and the wet cloth on the dressing table. “All right, we’ll talk first.” Sitting back down, she rubbed the girl’s shoulders. “You were angry, and I’d guess you only meant to frighten Miss Genevieve. Is that right?” 
 
    A muffled “Yes,” told her that Veronica was listening to her, at least. 
 
    “You didn’t know you had the power to send fire like that, did you?” 
 
    “No-o-o-o.” The word faded into a fresh outbreak of sobs. 
 
    “But you knew you had some kind of power. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have thought you could frighten her. What did you think would happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” wailed the child. 
 
    “Have you ever used your power like that before—to scare someone?” 
 
    “No-o-o-o, but—” the child broke off, trembling. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Veronica turned her face even further away. 
 
    Kyla rose and went to Leah. She took the empty glass from Leah’s hands. “I need your help,” she said. “You understand children much better than I, and Veronica knows you. She’s more likely to talk to you.” 
 
    Taking away the cloth she was holding over her face, Leah gazed at Kyla through red-rimmed eyes. “What do you need to know?” 
 
    “I need to know how long she’s known she has special powers and how she’s used the power before. I’d like to know what she expected to happen when she pointed at Genevieve.” 
 
    Leah nodded and went to sit on the bed beside Veronica, while Kyla dropped into the chair. 
 
    “Veronica, turn around, dear, and look at me,” Leah said. “I must talk to you.” 
 
    Slowly the child turned but kept her eyes averted. Her face was a study in misery. 
 
    “Veronica, did you hear Miss Kyla’s questions?” 
 
    The girl nodded. 
 
    “And can you tell me how long you’ve known you could do special things?” 
 
    “A few days,” Veronica answered, still not meeting Leah’s gaze. “Just since I left your class.” 
 
    “When was that?” Kyla asked quickly. 
 
    “Last Fourday,” Leah answered without looking away from Veronica. “So you found out right after that?” 
 
    Again the girl nodded. 
 
    Only four days ago, Kyla reflected. After she and Marta arrived, though neither she nor Marta had any contact with the girl. Ed might have, but she didn’t think so, not since his own powers had been awakened. In any case, he wouldn’t have known how to recognize the potential for power in someone and awaken it. 
 
    “How did you find out?” Leah asked. 
 
    Kyla leaned forward, eager to hear the answer. 
 
    “Nightstar, my cat, caught a bird, and I didn’t want him to kill it. I called him and told him to drop it, but he didn’t pay any attention. So I pointed at him and said, ‘Come!’ like that,” —she made her voice sound deep and angry— “and he flew up into the air and landed in front of me.” She gave a little laugh. “All his hair was standing straight up, and he dropped the bird, and it got away before he even realized he’d dropped it.” 
 
    Leah gave Kyla a questioning look. “Then what?” Kyla prompted. “How else did you use the power?” 
 
    Veronica didn’t answer until Leah repeated the question. Then she said, “I tried to call my doll, Sally, to come to me, but nothing happened. I tried it again with Nightstar, but it didn’t work then, either. But I had to go to Miss Genevieve’s school last Fiveday, and I didn’t like it. After school I walked home with the Farley sisters, and I got mad at Beth Farley ’cause she kept talking about how she hated Miss Abigail. I pushed her and she pushed me back, and then Nora started pushing me, too. They knocked me down and they were laughing. I got real mad, and I pointed at them, and they both fell down. I got up and ran home. I didn’t hurt them, though, honest, Miss Leah. They got right back up, and that’s why I had to run.” 
 
    “So when you pointed at Miss Genevieve, you thought she’d fall down the way the Farley girls had?”  
 
    She nodded her head and tears filled her eyes. “I just scared Beth and Nora, and that’s all I meant to do to Miss Genevieve.” 
 
    Leah hugged Veronica. To Kyla she said, “I think she’s telling the truth.” 
 
    “So do I, but what I can’t understand is why she didn’t just knock Genevieve over. Where did the fire come from?” 
 
    “You saw the fire in your vision, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, but that only showed me what was going to happen. It didn’t tell me how or why.” 
 
    “Isn’t it just that she has a power that she doesn’t know how to use?” 
 
    “That’s only part of it,” Kyla said. 
 
    “She was angry.” 
 
    “She was angry at the cat and at the Farley sisters, but she didn’t hurt them. In fact, she could only use the power when she was angry, right, Veronica? When you tried to use it just to experiment, as you did on your doll, it didn’t work. Nothing happened unless you were really mad about something, right?” 
 
    Veronica pulled away from Leah and wrinkled her brow, thinking. “I wasn’t really mad at Nightstar,” she said. “I didn’t want him to kill the bird, but I wasn’t mad at him.” 
 
    “No, but you were angry at what he was doing.” 
 
    “A little, I guess,” the child conceded. 
 
    “But not as angry as you were at the Farley sisters,” Kyla mused. “And you were even more angry at Miss Genevieve, is that right?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Veronica said in a small voice. 
 
    “All right,” Kyla said. “Veronica, I’ll teach you how to control your power. It will take time, but—” 
 
    “I don’t want to use it again,” the girl cried. “Not ever!” 
 
    “What will happen if someone makes you real mad about something? Suppose you forget?” 
 
    “No, no!” Veronica screamed and burst into tears. 
 
    Leah held her tightly while sobs shook her small body. 
 
    “I think she’s learned her lesson,” Leah said. “A terrible way to learn, but I don’t think she’ll do … that … again.” 
 
    Kyla regarded her in silence for a moment, then said, “She may not mean to—but she will.” 
 
      
 
    Hardwick knelt on the ground beside the pile of ashes and charred slivers of bone that was all that remained of his beautiful daughter. A few peacekeepers milled around awkwardly, waiting for instructions he could not think to give. The recruits had gone chasing after the wonder worker and the murdering child. They hadn’t caught them, or they would be back. 
 
    He sifted the cooling ashes through his hands and marveled at how a vibrant life with so much potential could in mere seconds be reduced to so little. Not even the fresh, clean scent of his daughter remained—only the sickening stench of burning flesh, a smell that would haunt him forever. 
 
    The wonder worker had warned him that the girl was dangerous, and he’d refused to listen. He’d thought he was protecting Genevieve. Instead he’d allowed her killer to act. He’d condemned his own daughter by his stubbornness. 
 
    “What’s happening here?” his wife’s voice penetrated the miasma of his grief. “Where’s Genevieve?”  
 
    He could only point at the ashes in his hands and on the ground. 
 
    “What do you mean?” his wife shouted. 
 
    He rose and put his sooty hands on her shoulders, imprinting her with her daughter’s ashy remains. “She’s gone, Nellie. Killed by some kind of evil magic.” 
 
    “No!” Nellie’s shriek filled the air. “You let those witches get to her after all?” 
 
    “It wasn’t the wonder workers. It was Veronica Crowell, just as they said.” 
 
    “They were behind it,” his wife wailed. She collapsed onto the ground beside the blackened circle, keening and pounding the earth with her fists. “You let them kill her,” she cried. “You let them!” 
 
    He wanted to console her, but her accusation and his own sense of guilt held him back. He was standing helplessly beside her when Leo Crowell ran up. 
 
    “What’s happened here? Veronica hasn’t come home and the Farley girls are telling some wild tale—” 
 
    “It’s true,” Hardwick said. “Your girl did have some kind of power. She killed my Genevieve. Just pointed her finger at her and fire exploded from it and—” he couldn’t finish, could only point at the ashes. 
 
    “Veronica did that?” Crowell asked incredulously. 
 
    Hardwick nodded. “I saw her.” 
 
    “That’s impossible!” Crowell snapped. “Veronica’s a nine-year-old child. How could she have done something like this?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but she did.” 
 
    “Where were the wonder workers?” 
 
    “The one in custody should be taken to be hanged about now.” Hardwick consulted his watch. To his surprise, it was past the time scheduled for the execution. There was no way he could attend. He was certain they’d go on with it despite his absence. 
 
    “The other?” prompted Crowell. 
 
    “The other came here and my men caught her. They were taking her to the guardhouse when this happened.” 
 
    “So she was here!” 
 
    “No. They’d already gotten her a good ways down the street when Veronica—when she—” He paused, unable to frame the words. 
 
    “Are you certain?” Leo Crowell persisted. “Are you sure the witch didn’t create some sort of illusion that made you think it was Veronica? Why would Veronica want to kill your daughter? Even supposing she could, which I’ll never believe.” 
 
    “I saw—” Hardwick stopped. What exactly had he seen? There had been a great deal of confusion, with the Wesson woman shouting and the children milling about. He’d thought his men had gotten the wonder worker safely away, but right after it happened, after Genevieve—after she was gone, the witch was there. How had she gotten back so quickly? And she threw a fiery barrier around her and the girl. If she could do that, she could use fire to … She could work her magic to make him think the child did it. Then she took the child away so she couldn’t deny the act. 
 
    That must be it! The witch had a motive, after all. He’d had her partner condemned to die. He’d sworn to do the same to her. This was her revenge. 
 
    “She took my pistol,” he mumbled, thinking aloud now. “She and that Leah Wesson. They have the girl—Veronica. They took your daughter.” 
 
    “You mean the witch is free? And yet you were blaming my daughter?” 
 
    Nellie sat up and stared in horrified fascination. “The wonder worker did this, and you didn’t stop her,” she said flatly. “You let her get away.” 
 
    “I tried to stop her,” Hardwick said. “The peacekeepers I had guarding Genevieve have gone after her and the girl.” 
 
    “They’re a bunch of stupid incompetents!” Wailing, Nellie collapsed again. 
 
    Hardwick turned to Crowell. “You must be right. I thought— but she can create illusions. She put a spell on me. She must have." 
 
    “She has Veronica! We’ve got to rescue her. Which way did they go?” 
 
    “That way,” Hardwick pointed. “I can’t understand why my men haven’t caught up with them.” 
 
    “Think, man! She’s using her magic. She’s clever, but she can’t fool everyone. Get all the men you can. Not just peacekeepers. Get everybody you can find. We’ll get the whole town out looking for her. And no trial, no taking her off to the guardhouse and letting her witch her way out again. We’re going to kill her as soon as we find her.” 
 
    “You’re right, Leo,” Hardwick said. “Whatever it takes, she’s got to be stopped.” 
 
      
 
    They’d put up the gallows in a vacant, weed-filled lot near the railroad station. Less than an hour remained until sunset. Ironically, it was a glorious autumn day, one of those days when the world seems tinged with gold. The air was full of the scents of ripe fruit and wood smoke. Flocks of birds winged overhead, dipping as if to salute her. It was her favorite time of year. Not a bad day, she supposed, on which to die. 
 
    But she did not want to die. Prodded by her guards toward the ladder to the platform where her executioner waited, Marta balked. “How can I climb that with my hands tied behind my back?”  
 
    They looked at one another; then one shouted up to the local Peacekeeper Captain, standing on the platform, holding the noose, waiting to loop it over her head. She’d seen the man before only briefly but recognized him easily by the tan and white uniform he wore so proudly. 
 
    “Untie her hands,” he called back. “I’ll tie them again as soon as she gets up here. Keep your rifles trained on her while she climbs.” 
 
    A fair-sized crowd was gathered in front of the scaffold, with others still arriving—so many people, all eager to witness a hanging. 
 
    One of her guards took a knife from a sheath on his belt and sliced through the rope that bound her. She took careful note of that guard and the exact position he took after returning the knife to its sheath. 
 
    It was good to have her hands free. She climbed slowly. The platform was only large enough for her and her executioner, but peacekeepers were stationed all around the scaffold, holding back the crowd and keeping a wary watch on her, their rifles aimed, cocked, and ready. 
 
    Stepping off the ladder, she faced the captain with her wrists held together in front of her. As she’d hoped, he looped a short length of rope around them in that position and bound them there, rather than tying them behind her.  
 
    He lowered the noose over her head and tightened it around her neck. She waited tensely for the order to shove her through the trapdoor to her death. The wait grew long.  
 
    “Where’s the Council Master?” someone called out. 
 
    Councilor Hardwick was nowhere in evidence. The crowd grew restless. Murmurs rippled through it like waves on the ocean. The sun sank nearer the horizon. The guards conferred in whispers among themselves. 
 
    A portly gentleman in waistcoat and striped trousers pushed his way to the front and shouted up at the Peacekeeper Captain, “What’s the delay, Captain Wronson? Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “We’re waiting for Council Master Hardwick, sir,” the captain replied. 
 
    “Well, we can’t wait much longer,” the man said. “I think I speak for the rest of the council in saying that we should proceed without him. After all, he scheduled this affair. He certainly knew what time he was to be here.” 
 
    “I’m willing to proceed on your authority, Councilor Slamm,” the captain said. “We can’t wait until dark.” 
 
    “Very well. On my word, then,” said the man, whom Marta recognized as one of the council that condemned her. 
 
    A young lad wormed through the crowd to the councilor's side and whispered into his ear. An expression of shocked horror spread across the councilor’s face. He questioned the lad sharply, then turned and addressed the crowd. 
 
    “Hear me,” he shouted. “This lad tells me that Councilor Hardwick’s daughter, Genevieve Wirth, has been killed—burned to death by the magic brought by the witches. The Councilor, naturally, is grief-stricken and is consoling his wife and son-in-law. This outrage must be avenged. We cannot wait another minute to put this witch to death.” 
 
    So Kyla failed to prevent the young teacher’s death. Marta didn’t doubt for a moment that the child Kyla had seen in her vision was responsible. But was it also possible that they’d brought the magic that empowered the child to do such a horrible thing? Before their arrival no one in Carey had any experience with magic. 
 
    No time to ponder that now. Councilor Slamm was clearing his throat, preparing to give the order that would drop her to her death. While the crowd’s attention was fixed on Councilor Slamm, she focused her attention on the guard who had cut the rope from her wrist before she climbed the ladder. She used her power to ease the guard’s knife from its sheath. 
 
    “Good people of Carey,” Councilor Slamm shouted, “I testify that the woman you see on this platform, the witch called Marta, was tried and convicted by the Carey Council of introducing dangerous and blasphemous magical practices. The entire council unanimously condemned her to die for her crimes. I hereby enjoin the carrying out of that sentence. Captain Wronson, do your duty.” 
 
    The captain pushed Marta to the edge of the trap. As she stepped onto the hinged door, the knife soared through the air and sliced through the rope. Her weight released the door and she fell to the ground, the knife falling after her. 
 
    Kneeling, she used her power to bring the knife to her and position it between her knees so that she could slice through the rope that bound her wrists. 
 
    In seconds she was free. 
 
    But as the crowd recovered from the shock of seeing the prisoner free herself, shouts and cries rang out. She heard Councilor Slamm yell, “Shoot the witch!” 
 
    A rifle ball tore past her so close that she staggered. Recovering her balance, she spotted the shooter and hurled her power against him, toppling him before he could load and fire again. 
 
    In the pandemonium that followed, it was impossible for the guards to aim and fire at her without hitting innocent victims, but they wouldn’t be stopped for long. She got to her feet and ran. 
 
    If she only had Kyla’s gift of invisibility or of creating illusions. Or Ed’s gift of transporting to another world. She had only her fleetness of foot, and that she put to good use, racing away from the scaffold and over the railroad tracks. 
 
    Peacekeepers pounded after her. They weren’t far behind. 
 
    “Alair, damn you! Where’s that protection you promised?” 
 
    A hand grasped her shoulder. Without turning her head, she sent a blast of power backward, and the hand fell away. She kept running, her breath coming now in ragged gasps. Soon her power would be so diminished by the effort of staying ahead of her pursuers that it would be of little use. Better to use it while it still served for something. 
 
    She swung around to face her pursuers, seeing fewer than she had expected. Three peacekeepers and four or five civilians. Quickly she created a globe of light and balanced it in her palms. “Stop, or I’ll throw this fire at you, and the same thing will happen to you as happened to Councilor Hardwick’s daughter.” As she said it, she willed the globe to grow larger, hiding her upper body. 
 
    The globe held light only, no heat. Its apparent flames did not and could not burn. Whatever the child had done to destroy her teacher, it was not this. But her threat had the desired effect. She could see her pursuers as dark silhouettes. They stopped and a couple of the civilians dropped back and slunk off into the shadows. The rest did not retreat, but neither did they advance or fire their weapons. To her relief, no one called her bluff. 
 
    It was a cruel bluff. It played on their fears and would heighten their suspicion that the “wonder workers” were behind the killing of the teacher and had merely used the child as their instrument. 
 
    “Look,” she shouted through the light, “Stop trying to kill me. I won’t harm you if you back off and let me go free.” 
 
    “Don’t trust her,” one yelled. 
 
    Another shouted, “We don’t want you and your magic here in Carey.” 
 
    “So be it,” Marta called back. “We’ll leave, if you’ll only give us the chance.” 
 
    “Is that a promise?” called a voice, while the shout, “Don’t trust her,” was repeated by someone else. 
 
    She wished she could see well enough to tell who was saying what. And that they’d make up their minds. 
 
    She backed slowly away as they shouted at each another. Now one called, “She’s getting away.” 
 
    “You go after her. I won’t,” came the answer. 
 
    So she’d reduced the number of her pursuers. She tossed the glowing ball at the remaining men. They shouted and she heard a stampede of running feet. Not waiting to see what they would do when the fire-bubble burst harmlessly in front of them, she turned and ran. She ducked around a corner, cut through a yard, and jogged through an alley. 
 
    In the growing dusk, shadows offered concealment. She seemed to have evaded her hunters, but to be sure she kept going, changing directions often and keeping to the darkest areas she could find. 
 
    She felt weak and disoriented when finally she halted and looked around. It took several moments for her overtaxed brain to register the familiarity of her surroundings. This was the street Jerome had led them along to reach his mother’s house. Hardly knowing what she was doing, she retraced that route. When she neared the Esterville home, she felt that she had reached a place of safety. 
 
    Not knowing who might be inside, she eased around to the side of the house and found a window on the first floor that she could jimmy open. She’d enter stealthily and reconnoiter before making her presence known. 
 
      
 
    The pounding continued maddeningly. And of course Leah was not home to go to the door. Abigail sat up on the side of the bed, willing the intruders to give up and go away. If anything, the loud knocking became more insistent, more frantic. Sighing, she heaved herself up onto her feet and made her way unsteadily to the front door. “I’m coming, I’m coming,” she shouted to no effect. 
 
    Aggravated, she deliberately slowed and paused in the front room. “They’re so impatient, they can wait a bit,” she muttered, looking around the room. 
 
    Something stuck out from under the overstuffed armchair by the door. She bent down and pulled out the offending object. 
 
    The accursed spell book! The wonder worker hadn’t taken it with her after all. 
 
    Well, she’d had her chance. The book had been returned to her, and Abigail had certainly let her know how she felt about it. No matter why it had been left here, Abigail refused to tolerate its presence any longer. She dropped it onto the chair. She’d get rid of her unwelcome visitors, then set a fire in the fireplace, and throw the book in, as she’d wanted to do before. 
 
    Thus resolved, she threw open the front door. 
 
    She gasped and clutched the doorjamb for support, unable to believe her eyes. It could not be Edwin standing there. She must be having another hallucination. Touching the spell book must have brought it on. 
 
    She nearly slammed the door shut—would have if Edwin had not stepped forward and grabbed the edge of the door. “Miss Abigail,” he said with his usual diffidence, “I know you’re mad at me but, please, we need your help.” 
 
    Only then did she peer past him and see Mother Esterville behind him, bending over a prone figure. 
 
    Her gaze returned to Ed. “Are you—are you really here? And alive?” 
 
    “Of course, Miss Abigail. But Jerome’s hurt bad.” 
 
    She stared at the prone figure. It was indeed Jerome Esterville, so battered that she had failed to recognize him. “What happened to him?”  
 
    “A bad fall,” Edwin answered cryptically. “Rocks fell on him. May we come in?” 
 
    “Oh. Yes. Yes, of course.” She held the door wide. 
 
    Edwin and Mother Esterville carried Jerome between them into the house and stretched him out on her sofa. Abigail banished a frisson of horror at the thought of the dirt and blood that would be deposited on her good chintz upholstery. “I’ll fetch a lamp,” she said. 
 
    “We’ll need water, too,” Mother Esterville said. “And someone must go for a physician. Is Leah here?” 
 
    “No, she’s gone out. Edwin will have to go.” 
 
    “He can’t. You know he’s wanted by the peacekeepers.” 
 
    “But surely if he’s on an errand of mercy … I’ll write a note.” 
 
    “No.” Mother Esterville gave her a scathing look. “I’ll go myself. But let’s do all we can for him ourselves first.” 
 
    Edwin had finished arranging Jerome on the sofa. He turned to Abigail. “Miss Abigail, have you heard anything about Marta? They were going to hang her.” 
 
    “I know nothing about those witches, and I don’t care what they do to them.” 
 
    Mother Esterville looked up from tending to her son and fixed her with a cold stare. “Abigail Dormer, I’ve always respected your intelligence and your integrity, but that statement was prejudiced, cruel, and incredibly uninformed. I can only conclude that the loss of your school has deranged you. If you can say nothing better about two good women, I think you’d better go get that lamp and water instead of standing there wagging your tongue.” 
 
    “Elspeth Esterville, you are a guest in my home. I’ll attribute your rudeness to your concern over your son and forgive it, but I am entitled to my opinion.” 
 
    Mother Esterville merely sniffed. 
 
    “I’ll get the water, Mother Esterville,” Ed said, heading for the door while carefully avoiding looking at Abigail. 
 
    She’d probably embarrassed him. How he got mixed in with the witches and the Estervilles she’d never understand. He wasn’t simple as everyone claimed, but he was naïve, with no understanding of the subtle ways of evil. 
 
    “Can’t you do anything but stand there looking disapproving?” Mother Esterville asked. “If Kyla and Marta were here, they’d try to save Jerome.” 
 
    “I do not claim to be a wonder worker,” Abigail said. Whatever had come over Elspeth Esterville? Trust the witches to bring out the worst in a person. 
 
    “No one’s asked you to use any magical power. We’ve only asked for help and hospitality.” 
 
    “Demanded is more like it. How did you come to be on my porch, anyway?” 
 
    “Ed used his power to take me to find Jerome and then to bring us back here.” 
 
    “What power?” Abigail demanded, as Ed returned with a basin of water. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Why, he’s wonderfully blessed of the gods. He has tremendous power.” 
 
    Ed blushed and kept his eyes fixed on the water he carried. He placed the basin on the floor beside Mother Esterville. 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” Abigail snapped, wondering when this nightmare would stop. “Ed couldn’t possibly have magical powers. There is no magic.” 
 
    “There is, Miss Abigail, and I do have a bit of power. I wish it was enough to heal Jerome.” 
 
    “You’ve just spent too much time with the witches. I’m glad you’ve come home at last.” 
 
    Ed didn’t respond. His gaze fixed on something behind her, he walked past her to the armchair and picked up the spell book. “How did this get here? It’s the Breyadon,” he said wonderingly. “It’s Miss Kyla’s book.” To Abigail’s disgust, he caressed the cover with a reverence that should be reserved for a holy book. “It’s written in magic letters. I can’t read it, and neither can Marta, but Miss Kyla can.” 
 
    Abigail did not fail to note that it was “Miss Kyla” but not “Miss Marta,” only “Marta,” and the tone in which he pronounced the name suggested something she didn’t want to think about. 
 
    “If only Miss Kyla was here, she could probably find a spell in here to heal Jerome.” 
 
    “Don’t be so gullible, Edwin,” Abigail said. “That book isn’t anything special. I can read it.” 
 
    “You can?” He regarded her with awe. “Then you have power, too.” He opened the book and held it out to her. “You can find a healing spell.” 
 
    “Praise the gods!” Mother Esterville exclaimed. “That must be why we were sent here.” 
 
    Abigail felt trapped, forced to be a part of something she did not believe in and was strongly opposed to. Yet to refuse would be to seem indifferent to Jerome’s plight. If only Leah were here, perhaps she could help, could tell her what to do. 
 
    Except that Leah believed in magic. If she were here she’d join in urging her to violate her principles and use the cursed spell book that Edwin was shoving into her hands. 
 
    She took it and sank into a chair, finding the book’s weight too much to bear. It fell open on her lap and she looked at the hated pages. Why could she read so easily what all the others claimed to see as foreign words and meaningless symbols? She still suspected some sort of plot to deceive her. 
 
    “Look for a healing spell, Miss Abigail,” Ed urged. 
 
    Slowly she turned the pages, glancing at the titles, shuddering at some of them. “Most of these spells require ingredients I wouldn’t know where to find,” she said as she looked. “So even if there is a healing spell here, I doubt it will be anything we can use.” 
 
    “Find one and let’s see about that,” Mother Esterville begged. “Hurry.” 
 
    Even as she heard the exhortation, Abigail read the words, “For the Healing of Bodily Ills and Injuries.” 
 
    She was secretly disappointed to discover that it required no exotic ingredients—nothing, in fact, that she would not be able to find in her own storage closets or pantry. 
 
    The thought occurred to her that she could say she needed some impossible ingredient, and if everyone was telling the truth about not being able to read the book, no one could be the wiser. She was so tempted to do this that she was glancing through other spells in search of a suitable item when Jerome’s body twitched and a gasp and rattle issued from his throat. His mother threw herself onto her knees beside him. “We’re losing him,” she wailed. “You’re too slow!” 
 
    The accusation stung. “Maybe not,” Abigail said. “Edwin, get me a sharp knife, a silver bowl—there’s a small one in the cabinet in the dining room—and a sprig of mint and a bulb of garlic from the kitchen. Run!” 
 
    Ed ran. Taking the book with her, Abigail went to kneel beside Elspeth Esterville. “He’s still breathing, isn’t he?” she asked, looking closely at Jerome. 
 
    “Barely.” She patted her son’s face and rubbed his hands between her own. 
 
    Edwin dashed back into the room clutching the items she’d demanded. She took from him the bowl, the knife, and the mint. “Separate the garlic cloves and peel them,” she ordered him, and then busied herself with the other items, not bothering to see whether he followed her instructions. 
 
    Determined to follow the ridiculous instructions to the letter so Elspeth could not blame her for Jerome’s death, she took the knife and, gritting her teeth, made a cut across the ball of her right thumb. As the book directed, she squeezed drops of blood into the bowl and dipped the mint sprig into it. Brushing the bloody sprig across Jerome’s forehead, down his cheeks, and over his chin, she chanted the words of the spell. Only dimly did she realize that the words she spoke were not Arucadian and that they would sound like gibberish to Mother Esterville and Edwin. To her they made sense, though she could not have translated them if asked. 
 
    At the appropriate moment she raised her hand for the garlic cloves, and Ed placed them into her palm. She blew on them and spread them on Jerome’s chest. 
 
    She took hold of Jerome’s hands—they were deathly cold—and grasped them tightly while she repeated the remaining words of the spell. As she concluded, a wave of pain flowed through her body, rocking her so that she would have fallen if Mother Esterville had not reached out and supported her. 
 
    Another wave surged after the first, causing her to cry out in anguish. Now Edwin, too, was beside her, holding her upright. When she thought she must surely pass out from the pain and weakness, strength poured into her, letting her continue. 
 
    The cloves of garlic on Jerome’s chest were turning black, withering. As more agonizing spasms tore through her body, she somehow kept her grip on Jerome’s hands. The world spun about her. She seemed to be descending into a swirl of blackness. A ringing filled her ears, blocking all other sound. 
 
    Blind, deaf, speechless, her only contact with reality was the feel of Jerome’s icy hands within her own. She clung to them as a drowning person might cling to a rope. 
 
    She sensed their coldness flow into her and her warmth flow into them in an exchange that hurled her deeper into the vortex that threatened to swallow her. 
 
    Was swallowing her. Drawn into the inky depths, she gasped vainly for air. 
 
    Then it seemed that a voice spoke out of the darkness and said, “Had you not waited so long, you would not have needed to plunge so deeply.” A melody played on panpipes followed the words. Her hands fell away from Jerome’s. 
 
    Gradually she became aware of lying stretched out on the sitting room floor with Edwin hovering over her. “Miss Abigail,” he called, his voice sounding very far away at first but drawing nearer as he continued to call. 
 
    It seemed to her that she had been on a long journey and was returning from some far distant point. Her body felt weak as if from long disuse; she could not muster the strength to move her limbs. 
 
    Edwin lifted her head and supported it while he put a glass of water to her lips. She sipped a bit of the welcome moisture and found that she could speak. 
 
    “Jerome?” she asked. 
 
    “You did it, Miss Abigail. The spell worked. He isn’t awake, but he’s much stronger.” 
 
    Elspeth Esterville bent over her. “I’m sorry I spoke so harshly to you, Abigail. I was sick with worry over Jerome. But as Edwin said, your spell succeeded. He is breathing well, his color is good, and I think he will wake soon.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Abigail said, though she wasn’t. She’d been proved wrong, and she resented it. 
 
    “Your power must be as great as Ed’s, though your gifts are different,” Mother Esterville continued. “It is truly amazing that you both should be so blessed, though you are cousins.” 
 
    “Cousins?” Ed said. “We’re not cousins.” 
 
    “Abigail says you are,” Mother Esterville persisted. 
 
    Abigail groaned, and her resentment turned to guilt. This was not the time or the way she would have chosen to reveal their relationship. She was too weak to manage a long explanation. But Ed was regarding her with puzzlement, and she had to tell him something. 
 
    “It’s true, more or less,” she said. “I’m sorry I never told you, Edwin. Your mother and I were first cousins.” 
 
    He gazed at her for a long time without speaking, and she could see the hurt and the shock in his eyes. At last he said flatly, “You were ashamed of me.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t that.” She knew how hollow her denial must sound. “It was … a lot of things. I just never found … the right words … the right time." 
 
    He nodded. “I understand,” he said, and she knew he understood only too well. 
 
    “I had no idea that he didn’t know,” Elspeth Esterville said. Her tone was apologetic, but her eyes were disapproving. 
 
    Abigail felt ashamed and stupid. She should have told Ed the truth long ago. She’d agonized over that failure since he ran away. 
 
    Now she’d lost his respect and that of Mother Esterville, immediately after regaining it by performing the healing. 
 
    “Now that Jerome is out of danger, I have to find out about Marta,” Ed said quietly. 
 
    “Of course you do,” Mother Esterville said. “I’ve delayed you far too long.”  
 
    He strode to the door and exited without another word to Abigail. Probably he had rejected the relationship she’d announced. She deserved it. She was cursed, and her use of magic, however successful it seemed, had only added to the curse. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    MEETINGS 
 
      
 
    Jerome awoke to find himself lying on a comfortable sofa, not under a pile of rocks where his last memory told him he should be. Not boulders but a soft blanket covered him. The room in which he lay was unfamiliar, yet he was fairly certain he was back in Carey and not in what he thought of as “Simple Eddie’s World.” 
 
    His mother came in and smiled at him. “You’re awake! Wonderful! Abigail,” she called to someone in another room, “Abigail, he’s awake.” 
 
    “We’d almost given you up for dead, you know, but Abigail could read the spell book and found a healing spell and used it and it worked. Who would have thought that Abigail Dormer had that kind of power!” 
 
    She sat beside him and took his hand. “You’re very lucky. If it hadn’t been for Ed and Abigail, you would have died. They saved you, and at great personal cost, too. The healing’s left Abigail weak and shaky, exhausted, really. She’s resting in another room. And Ed took the time to find you and get you back here, though he needed to go to rescue Marta before they can hang her. I only hope he got there in time, though what he can do to save her I don’t know. But the gods are with him, I do know that.” 
 
    He listened to the fountain of words with little interest. He understood them well enough. His life had been saved by the very people he’d plotted to disgrace and kill. He should feel something—puzzlement, shame, self-loathing. 
 
    He felt nothing. A strange lethargy prevented him from interrupting his mother or asking her questions. It was not that he could not speak, that he lacked the strength. He simply lacked interest. 
 
    “You should eat something,” his mother announced. “You need to build up your strength.” 
 
    She went away. He lay, not caring about food or anything else. Shriveled, black crescents that smelled vaguely of garlic were scattered on his chest. He gazed at them incuriously, considering it too much of a bother to flick them away. 
 
    His mother returned with a bowl of something. She set the bowl on the table and lifted his head to stuff pillows behind him. “There now,” she said. “Isn’t that better?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    Brushing the black crescents off him, she said,  “My gracious! That’s the garlic Abigail used as part of the healing spell. It looks like it was burned on a stove.” 
 
    He could have told her he didn’t care what it was, but why bother? 
 
    Frowning, she brought the steaming bowl close to him. “It’s barley soup,” she told him. “In good beef broth. Doesn’t it smell good?” 
 
    He could smell it, but the odor failed to arouse his appetite or interest. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Jerome?” his mother asked in a voice heavy with concern. “Aren’t you hungry? Can’t you eat?” 
 
    It was too much trouble to answer and whether he ate or not was a matter of supreme indifference. 
 
    She dipped the spoon in the hot liquid, blew on it to cool it, and raised it to his mouth. His lips parted and he allowed the broth to flow over his tongue. He swallowed, and his mother fed him another spoonful. 
 
    “There now, that tastes good, doesn’t it?” 
 
    He didn’t care whether it did or didn’t. He continued to swallow each spoonful his mother placed in his mouth until she declared with pleasure, “There, you’ve eaten every bit of it. That’s a good boy.” 
 
    Something told him he should be annoyed at her for speaking to him as if he were a small child. He felt nothing, said nothing, reacted not at all. 
 
    The beef broth was warm in his stomach, and it must have satisfied a hunger he hadn’t been aware of feeling. He had taken no pleasure in the eating of it. 
 
    After taking away the bowl, his mother returned to his side. “Are you still feeling ill, Jerome? Are you in pain? Why don’t you speak to me? Can’t you talk? 
 
    He was not in pain, nor did he feel ill. He simply had no desire to summon the energy to answer her questions. 
 
    She talked on for some time, asking more questions, chatting of this and that, telling him of her arrest along with Kyla and Marta, and of how she and Kyla had escaped, and how she had been recaptured, but Marta had found a way to help her escape a second time, though Marta had not been able to free herself. 
 
    He heard it all and cared about none of it. 
 
    At last she tired of speaking and fell into a silence as deep as his. He cared nothing about that, either. 
 
      
 
    Marta crept along the dark corridors, alert for any sound. She hoped either to find the house deserted or to find that Mother Esterville had returned to it. In either case she could get herself cleaned up and rest enough to recover her power. 
 
    What she feared was that some of Hardwick’s minions might be hidden here, ready to apprehend her or Kyla, should they return. In no condition to deal with the opposition, she had to proceed with extreme caution. 
 
    At the sound of voices she stood absolutely still, listening intently. Some of the tension drained away when she recognized Kyla’s voice. But until she knew who was with Kyla, she would take no chances. 
 
    Slowly and silently she edged closer to the room from which the voices came. The door was closed, but she was not averse to listening at keyholes. 
 
    When she heard a child speak to Kyla, Marta guessed who it must be. Kyla must have reached the girl of her vision, after all, and snatched her away in time to prevent the foreseen tragedy. 
 
    A third voice spoke. She failed to recognize it until she heard Kyla call the person “Leah.” She remembered the woman they’d met when they were trying to find Ed. She’d been friendly; she must be helping Kyla. Marta could probably go safely into the room. Instead, her overweening sense of caution persuaded her to continue to listen at the keyhole. 
 
    What she heard next made her glad for that caution. 
 
    Kyla had not saved the girl’s teacher: that soon became clear. And Leah was deeply depressed by that failure. The child—Veronica—was hysterical. Kyla was attempting to calm her and ease her horror at what she’d done. 
 
    The child must have unleashed a tremendous blast of power. Where had she gotten it? More importantly, what would prevent her from striking again? In her emotional state, she was a danger to everyone near her. 
 
    No, it would not be smart to startle the girl by barging into the room. If only she could send Kyla a mental message, speak to her as Alair did. With no way of letting Kyla know of her presence, she remained outside the door and continued to listen. 
 
    What she heard weighed heavily on her already troubled mind. Veronica’s power was a new thing. However it had come to her, it had come only after Kyla and Marta arrived in Carey. It was hard to escape the notion that they had awakened it, although they’d had no previous contact with the child. 
 
    They shouldn’t have come here. Most likely they shouldn’t have set out on this mission. Why give people the gift of magical power if it only brought hurt and sorrow? 
 
    She had thought the gift would benefit Ed. It had certainly seemed to give him greater confidence. But then he disappeared and might very well be dead. The gift had been far from the blessing for him that she’d originally thought it. 
 
    And Jerome. His power had failed to awaken only because Kyla bound it. But when the binding failed, Jerome with power would become more dangerous than he was without it, which was dangerous enough. Jerome was certainly responsible for Ed’s disappearance and possible death. 
 
    As far as she could see, they'd accomplished nothing positive in Carey and had caused a great deal of suffering. They weren’t wanted here. In North Woods Province they had also met with opposition, but they had left with the feeling that they had brought some good to the people. Maybe they’d been wrong about that. Who knew what had happened after they left? They weren’t gods. It wasn’t their business to throw power around as if they were. 
 
    The conversation she was listening to tapered off into an awkward silence. Anyway, she’d heard more than enough. She eased herself away from the door and slipped to the stairs. Time to finish checking the rest of the house. Kyla had most likely been too busy with Veronica to have done so. 
 
    It had grown quite dark, so she tested her power and found she could kindle a dim mage light, enough to allow her to complete her prowling. Satisfied at last that the house was empty of unwanted visitors, she made her way to the bedroom Mother Esterville had assigned her when they’d been her guests here. Letting the mage light flicker out, she threw herself on the bed and was asleep in minutes. 
 
      
 
    It was growing dark by the time Ed slammed out of Miss Abigail’s house. If the hanging had gone as scheduled, he was too late to help Marta. The time he could have devoted to trying to save her had been used to save the life of the man who had tried to kill him. 
 
    He couldn't waste time pondering the revelation that he was Miss Abigail’s cousin. She hadn’t told him because she was ashamed of him. Well, her statements about Marta and Kyla and her unkind words to Mother Esterville had shamed him. She had redeemed herself by saving Jerome, but he had been denied the chance to redeem himself by saving Marta. 
 
    The police wanted him. His life was in danger. It didn’t matter. He had to know what had happened and see for himself whether Marta was alive or dead. The quickest though most visible way to get into town was to ride one of Miss Abigail’s horses. He ran to the barn and was greeted with loud whickers of welcome. The horses had missed him. They’d been fed and watered, but hadn’t received the care and grooming he would have given them. He stroked Bitsy’s neck and buried his face in her mane for a moment, breathing in the familiar horsy smell. Then he saddled her and mounted. She neighed a protest at being expected to ride out so late in the day, but he was firm with her, and she moved reluctantly out of the barn. 
 
    He rode well—that was one thing even those who called him simple had to admit. His heels pressed into Bitsy’s side, urging her into a fast canter that carried him quickly into the heart of town. 
 
    He took the least traveled route he knew, but as he neared his destination, he had no choice but to take the busy downtown streets. At least the lamplighters had already made their rounds, and the streetlights let him find his way. He knew the most likely spot for the gallows to have been set up. Though public executions were rare, they were not unheard of, and other types of public punishments were common. His father had once been publicly whipped for drunkenness. That whipping had been carried out in a large, empty lot near the railway station, and it was to that spot that he headed. 
 
    He didn’t want to run anyone down, so he had to slow Bitsy a bit, but he kept her to a good trot all the way to his destination. 
 
    If there had been an execution here, it was over. There were no crowds, no peacekeepers, only darkness. Looping the reins over his wrists, he cupped his palms and called forth a globe of light. By that illumination he saw the gallows standing where he expected it. The weeds were trampled as though a crowd had been here, but now the place was utterly deserted. He must have missed the execution by a considerable time for the area to be so empty now. 
 
    He extinguished his light globe and, weighed down by the heaviness of grief, turned Bitsy away from the field of death. He told himself that he didn't know that Marta was dead, that he had to find out what had happened. But his shoulders slumped and his hands held the reins so loosely that Bitsy picked her own route through town. 
 
    “Hey, look! It’s Simple Eddie!” 
 
    The shout made him straighten and swing around to see who had called out. “Hey, fool, everybody’s been looking for you.” 
 
    The taunter stood in the light of a street lamp. Ed recognized the jeering face and spiteful eyes of one of the boys who had tormented him and taken Councilor Hardwick’s note. 
 
    It would be so easy to turn Bitsy and gallop toward the lad to frighten him or maybe even run him down. The act would be revenge not only for the way he had been treated but also for what the town had done to Marta. He turned the horse toward the boy. 
 
    But to give in to his anger would be wrong. It would be returning evil for evil. 
 
    Instead, he asked, “Did you go to the hanging this afternoon?” 
 
    “Yep. What a show!” The boy rolled his eyes. “Too bad you missed it!” 
 
    Ed’s grip tightened on the reins. Again he kept himself from driving the horse forward. His anger must have registered on his face. The boy whirled around and ran, shouting, “Simple Eddie’s back! Get Simple Eddie!” 
 
    In the distance he heard answering shouts. He kicked his heels against Bitsy’s sides, and she surged forward. He raced her through the streets, and the shouts faded into the distance behind him. 
 
    He realized suddenly that he could not go back to Miss Abigail’s house. They’d look for him there, and he’d get her in trouble. If he could find a place to hide, he could let Bitsy go. She’d return home on her own, of that he had not the slightest doubt. 
 
    He thought of a place that should be safe. With Mother Esterville and Jerome at Miss Abigail’s, the Esterville home would be empty. Large as it was, it had plenty of hiding places. He had only to reach it unobserved—not too difficult by night. He stopped Bitsy, looked around to get his bearings, and set her on a course for the house.  
 
    He’d gone only a short distance when. at an intersection, a group of men came toward him on foot along the side street. They were armed and carrying torches.  
 
    He tried to speed past before they recognized him, but one shouted, “That’s Simple Eddie,” and they all broke into a run. 
 
    He coaxed Bitsy into a gallop. Shots exploded behind him. Bitsy shied and raced away. He fought to get her back under control. By the time he managed to bring her to a halt, they had left the pursuers far behind. 
 
    They were looking for him. Hiding at the Esterville home might not be such a good idea after all. But it was still the only place he could think of. 
 
    Getting his bearings, he guided Bitsy to it, stopped, and dismounted. He looped the reins around the horn of the saddle and slapped Bitsy on the rump. “Go on home, girl,” he told her. 
 
    She wasted no time in obeying, clattering off down the street. Even at night she’d find her way. 
 
    It was harder for him in the darkness, and with search parties so near he dared not kindle the mage light. He felt his way back to the house and circled it on foot, looking for a way in. The doors he tried were all locked; he’d expected as much but hoped to find an open window. 
 
    He remembered that the first floor windows were always kept locked, but those on the second floor had remained open. A tree growing against the side of the house provided access to those windows. 
 
    It wasn’t easy, climbing in the dark. Even going very slowly, he made more noise than he liked. Leaves rustled as he forced through them, and some branches broke off with a loud snap when he grasped them. Others scraped loudly against the side of the house as they bent beneath his weight. At last, though, he reached a window, worked it open, and pushed at the screen. It fell inward with a loud clatter. He tumbled in after it, landing on top of the screen. 
 
    He was scrambling to his feet when a bright light blinded him. “Stop right there. Don’t move!” said the voice behind the light. 
 
    Startled into compliance, he stood frozen, hands upraised. Then he smiled. He recognized that voice. 
 
      
 
    Exhausted after the healing, Abigail fell asleep immediately. But her sleep was haunted by dreams. She dreamed that the parents of all her students—former students—were jeering at her, shouting, “Magician! Witch!” That her students were pointing at her accusingly, Veronica Crowell in the forefront, and from Veronica’s finger a stream of fire sped toward her and engulfed her in flames. She awoke screaming, but was soon asleep again. And dreaming again. 
 
    This time she dreamed of a gallows, and guards leading her to it while a crowd gathered around shouting, “Kill the witch! Put her to death!” Then she dreamed of Jerome rising out of a grave, dead and decaying yet horrifyingly alive. He pointed a skeletal finger at her and in a hollow voice said, “Liar! Your spell working is false. You claimed to bring me back to life, but I’m still dead.” 
 
    She dreamed of Edwin, saying to her, “Cousin? You’re no cousin of mine!” 
 
    And she dreamed of Leah lying in the street, trampled by horses, her body bloody and broken. She heard the thunder of the horses’ hoofs, crushing Leah’s body into the ground. 
 
    She awoke still hearing the pounding hoof beats. She hadn’t dreamed them—they were real! 
 
    She jumped from her bed and hurried to the window. Peering out into the night, she made out the form of a single horse, racing toward the barn. 
 
    She grabbed a robe, lit a lantern, and carried it downstairs. As she reached the front door, Mother Esterville called to her, “What is it?” 
 
    “A horse. With no rider. Have to see about it.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    She didn’t want that, but she wouldn't take time to argue. She hurried to the barn, with Mother Esterville trailing behind her. In the barn she found Bitsy, lathered, reins dragging on the ground. Edwin must have taken her, but where was he? What had happened? She had to know. 
 
    “I’m going to get dressed and go looking for Edwin,” she announced. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Mother Esterville said. “I think it’s safe to leave Jerome alone. He seems physically well, but he ignores me no matter what I do. If I can find Kyla, she might know how to help.” 
 
    “I’ll have to find you something to wear, then,” Abigail said crossly. “You can’t go traipsing around town in that filthy old robe.” 
 
    Mother Esterville looked down at the now-tattered robe as though she hadn’t realized until this moment what she was wearing. “My gracious, I’ve been doing that for two days,” she said. “But if you have something I can change into, I’ll be only too glad to put on more appropriate dress.” 
 
    “Come, then, let’s hurry. Help me get Bitsy unsaddled and into her stall.” 
 
    No time to wash the horse or even brush her. Abigail removed the saddle and with Mother Esterville’s help lifted it off the horse, then walked the horse around the barn a few times—too few—before leading her into her stall and removing her halter and bit. She checked to be certain there was hay in the manger and water in the trough. 
 
    Bitsy had clearly been ridden hard. Even if Abigail had wanted to hitch her up to the carriage and drive to town, she didn’t think Bitsy was ready for that work. Sissy or Mite would do, but they were both temperamental. Ed could manage them with no problem, but she didn’t trust herself to do so. 
 
    She’d walked to town often enough, though never before in the middle of the night. By day the walk took little more than half an hour; carrying lanterns, they shouldn’t need much longer than that by night. 
 
    It took Abigail little time to dress adequately if carelessly. With Elspeth, who had dressed just as quickly in an ill-fitting skirt and blouse, she set off at a determined pace. Edwin might not want or need her help, but she would at least discover what was happening to him and to the wonder workers whose lives had so inexorably complicated hers. 
 
      
 
    Both Leah and Veronica slept soundly, Leah in the chair and Veronica on the bed. Kyla needed sleep, too, but she didn’t dare give in to that need. Someone had to keep watch. 
 
    Still, she was nodding off in spite of herself when she heard noises outside. Instantly alert, she tiptoed from the room into the hall. Someone was trying to get in through the window at the end of the corridor. 
 
    Because she’d eaten nothing and had no rest, her power had not come back. She slipped back into the room where Leah and Veronica still slept and grabbed Hardwick’s pistol and the lighted lantern. The pistol would provide some protection, but she had little idea how to use it and hoped not to have to. 
 
    By the time she returned to the hall, the intruder had the window open and the screen pushed in. As she moved toward him, he fell on top of the screen with a great clatter. 
 
    Before he could rise, she stepped toward him and prayed that he would not notice how her hand was shaking as she pointed the pistol at him. “Stop right there,” she ordered. “Don’t move.” 
 
    He lifted his head so that the light fell on his face. That face wore a glad smile. Ed! 
 
    “Miss Kyla!” he greeted her, blinking in the light. 
 
    With a glad cry she moved forward to help him stand. “Ed, wherever did you come from? We were afraid you’d been killed.” 
 
    “It’s a long story, Miss Kyla,” he said. 
 
    “Ed!” Leah came out into the hall and ran toward them. She threw her arms around Ed and hugged him tightly, then stepped back and looked into his face. “Oh, Ed, we’ve been so worried about you. Does Abbie know you’re back?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Leah. I’ve just come from there. Jerome was almost dead, and Miss Abigail healed him.” 
 
    “Abbie? Healed him? How?” 
 
    “I can see you do have a lot to tell us,” Kyla said. “Come sit down.” 
 
    “I’d like to, Miss Kyla, but we’re in danger. Councilor Hardwick and his men aren’t far away. They spotted me, and I ran. They didn’t see me come here, I don’t think, but …” 
 
    “But we can’t take chances,” Kyla finished for him. “I know. I only wish I knew what to do.” 
 
    “And I wish I could have saved Marta.” Ed hung his head. “I knew they were going to hang her, but Mother Esterville was so upset about Jerome, and I had to help him for her sake, and by the time I could get away …” 
 
    “I know, Ed.” Kyla put her arm around his shoulders. “The same thing happened to me. I wanted to go to Marta, but I felt obliged to try to save Hardwick’s daughter first. At least you did save Jerome. I couldn’t save Genevieve. Hardwick wouldn’t let me get close to her.” 
 
    “What happened?” Ed looked bewildered. 
 
    “Veronica Crowell killed her.” Leah’s voice was flat. 
 
    “She didn’t mean to,” Kyla said. “She didn’t know she had the power.” 
 
    Leah shrugged and turned to gaze out the window Ed had come through. 
 
    “I guess you have a lot to tell, too,” Ed said. “I wish we could talk, but I think we’d better watch for the Council Master and his men.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Kyla said, “but let me check on Veronica.” 
 
    “She’s here?” 
 
    “Yes, sleeping,” Kyla answered, moving toward the room where she’d left the child. 
 
     She looked in only long enough to satisfy herself that the girl still slept soundly. When she returned to the hall, she saw Ed staring sadly at the door to the room Marta had used. 
 
    She went to him and took his arm. “I know. I’d give so much to open that door and find Marta there.” 
 
    He nodded and in the lantern light the tears glimmered in his eyes. Slowly he turned the knob and pushed open the door. 
 
      
 
    Voices in the hallway outside her room roused Marta from a deep sleep. Groggy, she rose up on one elbow and stared at the door. It swung open and lantern light shone on Ed as he stepped inside the room. 
 
    Marta jumped to her feet, all traces of sleep banished. “Ed!” 
 
    Her cry was simultaneous with his of “Marta!” 
 
    It took less than a second for the two of them to bridge the gap between them and throw themselves into each other’s arms. 
 
    “I was so afraid you were dead,” Marta said when she could speak. 
 
    “I was certain you were,” Ed’s voice sounded as choked as hers. 
 
    Her cheek pressed against his, her tears mingling with his as her relief mingled with a great upwelling of joy. Her lips brushed his, then clung. She and Ed might as well have been alone in the universe. 
 
    A childish voice penetrated the isolation of that private world. “Miss Kyla, Miss Leah, there are men outside with torches. And I think I hear my father. He’s calling me, but I don’t want to go.” 
 
    Marta and Ed drew apart and faced the others. Ed was blushing. Marta smiled at him. “It’s okay,” she whispered, taking his hand. 
 
    Leah was regarding them with surprise, but Kyla had turned to Veronica. The girl, still rubbing sleep from her eyes, said, “I’m scared. What will they do to me?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Kyla answered firmly. “Your father won’t let them hurt you. Anyway, it’s probably us they’re after, not you.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want them to hurt you, either,” Veronica declared. “You didn’t do anything bad.” 
 
    Marta could hear the shouts outside now, too. Men’s angry voices called out to them to come out or burn. 
 
    “How’s your power?” Kyla asked Marta. 
 
    Marta considered. Her sleep had helped, but not enough. Her power was still at low ebb. It would take a good meal, a bath, and a full night’s sleep to restore it. She’d get none of those things. “I used it all up getting free of the gallows,” she said. “I can’t do much of anything. Maybe manage a mage light, but that’s about it.” 
 
    Kyla’s brow furrowed. “I don’t have any, either. It took all I had to get Veronica away from Hardwick and his men.” 
 
    “Ed, how’s your power?” Marta asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he answered slowly. “I can’t get us out of here, I don’t think. I could maybe get to my special place myself, but I’m pretty certain I couldn’t take more than one person with me. I’m not even sure of that, but I’ll try, if you want.” He looked questioningly at Marta. 
 
    She’d be the one he’d take. It was tempting—to go away with Ed, to be alone with him, away from all this hatred, all these people who wanted to kill them. To be safe, to be protected. To be free to explore her newfound love for Ed. He was different from any man she’d ever known—safe, gentle, demanding nothing and giving so much. Alone with him she’d have nothing to think about or worry about. 
 
    Kyla, who’d been watching her closely, said, “Go with him if you want, Marta. You’ve already come so close to death. There’s no need for you to face it again. Without your power, you couldn’t help us.” 
 
    Ed looked longingly at her. “Marta?” 
 
    If she agreed, he’d take her away at once. She did not doubt that he could. But his stance betrayed uneasiness. Much as he wanted to take her away, it was a decision he’d regret and feel guilty about later. 
 
    So would she. 
 
    The shouts outside grew louder, and Marta smelled smoke. “No,” she said, squeezing Ed’s hand. “I won’t go anywhere we can’t all go. We’ll face them together.” 
 
    Before anyone could stop her, Veronica dashed from the room. They all poured out into the hall after her, but she had disappeared. However, in seconds she raced back to them and said, panting, “They have set fire to the back of the house. The house is burning!” 
 
    “We’d better hurry, then,” Kyla said.  
 
    They all rushed down the stairs to the first floor. As they went, Kyla said, “I don’t intend to surrender. I don’t know what we can do, but we’ll do what we can. Leah, they aren’t after you. If you surrender to them, I think they’ll let you go home.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” Leah said. 
 
    “But you have no power, no way to defend yourself.” 
 
    “From what you’ve just said, you don’t have much now yourselves. Whatever happens, I’m facing it with you.” 
 
    “All right,” Kyla said, taking the lead as she always did. “We’ll walk out the front door together and let them see we aren’t afraid.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Veronica said. “I’ll tell ’em to leave you alone.” 
 
    Kyla smiled. “You do that, chickadee,” she said. 
 
    They headed for the front entrance, Marta still hand in hand with Ed. She could smell smoke and imagined that she could already feel the heat of the flames, though the fire had not reached this part of the house. “I’ll act as brave as I can,” she whispered to Ed, “but I’m really scared to death.” 
 
    “I’m scared, too,” he whispered back. “Not like I used to be, though. They can’t scare me that way anymore.” 
 
    She nodded, knowing what he meant. Whatever happened, Ed had been transformed. No matter what those men out there called him, he’d stopped being “Simple Eddie” in his own mind. They couldn’t take that away from him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    FIRE 
 
      
 
    Ed couldn’t believe the way Marta had thrown herself into his arms. The way she’d responded to his kiss. And now, her hand in his, they were walking to what would probably be their deaths. 
 
    He did not want to die. For the first time in his life he knew what it was to love and be loved. But if he had to die, he’d do it bravely with Marta at his side. 
 
    Before opening the front door, Kyla said, “Our intention is to keep ourselves alive, not to kill or injure any of them. I still can’t mindspeak Alair, and none of us individually has much if any power remaining, but if we join hands and pool our power, we may be able to do something. And Alair may be able to channel power to us even though I can’t hear his voice. We aren’t giving up.” 
 
    Ed only partially understood about the Power-Giver, whom Kyla called Alair. But sharing power made sense to him—it was what he had done in helping Abigail to heal Jerome. So he grasped Kyla’s hand, walking between her and Marta. Marta took hold of Leah’s hand, and Leah held Veronica’s. Kyla opened the door, and they went out to face the line of men arrayed against them. 
 
    Hardwick must have gathered every man in Carey, and only a few wore peacekeeper uniforms. In addition to the double line opposite them, men spread around the sides of the house, and Ed guessed they surrounded the entire large house. They carried long sticks topped with flaming rags. From the rear of the house came heavy black smoke, and sparks flew overhead. 
 
    All this Ed took in, along with the rifles the men in front had trained on them, in the few seconds before Kyla raised her free hand and called out to Hardwick, who was positioned front and center, “We mean no one any harm. Back off.” 
 
    “You can say you mean no harm after you killed my daughter?” Hardwick called back. 
 
    Someone fired a rifle. The ball whizzed harmlessly above Kyla’s head. 
 
    “Don’t fire! They have Veronica.” Ed recognized the shouter—Veronica’s father, Leo Crowell. “Don’t hurt my child,” he pled. “Let her go.” 
 
    “She’s not a prisoner,” Kyla said. 
 
    “Come here, Veronica. Come to me.” Crowell leaned forward, arms stretched toward his daughter. 
 
    The girl shook her head. “I don’t want you to hurt Miss Kyla and Miss Leah or anybody.” 
 
    “Just come here,” her father said. “I’ll take you home.” 
 
    Veronica clung to Leah’s hand. Ed read fear and distrust in her eyes. “I won’t come until you promise to let us all go.” 
 
    “You are not one of them,” her father shouted. “It’s not up to you what we do to them. Get over here to me. Now!” He moved toward her. 
 
    She let go of Leah’s hand and ran behind her, to crouch behind Kyla and Ed, grasping their arms. “I want to stay with my friends,” she yelled. 
 
    Crowell backed off a step or two and glanced at Hardwick. “I won’t have her hurt,” he said. 
 
    “Then get her, because I mean to avenge Genevieve.” 
 
    Veronica began to cry. “I didn’t mean to burn up Mistress Wirth. I only meant to scare her.” 
 
    Her father froze. “What are you talking about, Veronica? You didn’t kill Genevieve Wirth. The witches did.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “We tried to save her,” Kyla said. “Councilor Hardwick knows that.” 
 
    “You cast an illusion,” he said. “Crowell, get your girl and get away. I won’t wait any longer.” 
 
    Crowell approached them with his hands stretched out in front of them. “Give me my daughter,” he said. 
 
    “No, Papa, I won’t come.” Veronica stamped her foot. “You mean to hurt my friends. I won’t let you.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. Nobody’s getting hurt. Come here.” 
 
    Veronica lifted her hand and pointed her finger at her father. Kyla released Ed’s hand to grab Veronica’s and push it down, toward the ground, just as a flame streaked from it. Crowell jumped back; the flame scorched the soil in front of him. 
 
    Hardwick raised his rifle. “It was the girl. She did it again.” 
 
    Veronica let out a little whimper of fear. Ed jumped in front of her to shield her. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” a loud voice called. “How dare you set fire to my house!” Mother Esterville marched up to the men, Abigail following her. 
 
    The men grabbed them, thrust them away. Rifles cocked, fired. Ed felt a burning pain sear his right arm. Leah crumpled to the ground, blood streaming from her body. 
 
    “No!” Veronica screamed and jumped forward. This time Kyla did not stop her. A sheet of flame swept in front of them. Behind it rose shouts of pain and terror. 
 
      
 
    Hardwick saw the fire streak from Veronica’s finger. He could not be mistaken. He saw the witch grab the child’s hand and deflect the flame that would otherwise have struck the girl’s father. 
 
    He couldn't understand what was happening, but neither could he continue to doubt the evidence of his own eyes. But Crowell ignored his shout. Then Abigail and Mother Esterville arrived and confused things further. He was trying to get rid of them when his men fired without waiting for his order. He didn’t think Captain Wronson had given the order. Where was the captain? He needed to control his men. Though most of the men were not members of his peacekeeper squad, they’d had orders to obey the captain. Orders that they were disregarding. 
 
    It was too much to take in—the confusion, the deafening shots, the choking smell of smoke, the screams and shouts. He cried out commands, but the men either did not hear or ignored them. 
 
    The girl came forward again, and he aimed his borrowed rifle at her. She had to be stopped. But before he could fire, Crowell knocked the barrel to one side and yelled, “Don’t kill my daughter, you fool!” 
 
    Then it was too late. Not just a jet but a wall of fire rolled toward them. Most of his men broke and ran. He dragged Crowell back from the flames. “Your daughter’s the one doing this,” he said. “You must have seen her.” 
 
    “They’re making her do it,” Crowell insisted. “They have to be.” 
 
    Hardwick shook his head. “They tried to stop her.” It wasn't easy to admit how wrong he'd been, but he forced out the words. “They warned me about what she’d do to Genevieve, but I wouldn’t listen. I caused my daughter’s death by not letting them help.” 
 
    “You’re crazy!” Breaking loose from Hardwick’s grip, Crowell darted into the wall of fire. 
 
      
 
    Marta felt the jolt of the bullet that struck Ed and lost her concentration. She heard Kyla cry out something, but her attention was fixed on the bright red blood seeping from Ed’s shoulder. 
 
    “Marta, help me hold her,” Kyla shouted, but Marta was tearing open Ed’s shirtsleeve and trying to stanch the flow of blood. 
 
    “It’s okay, Marta,” Ed said. “Leave it and do what Kyla says.” 
 
    “But you’re hurt bad.” Marta tore another piece from Ed’s shirt to bind the wound. 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” he said. “Leah’s hurt worse. And Veronica’s got to be stopped.” 
 
    Leah lay on the ground, blood pouring from her stomach. Abigail (where had she come from?) was kneeling beside her, and Mother Esterville darted around the edge of the firewall to join her. 
 
    “Join your power with mine again,” Kyla said. “Keep the flames in check. We don’t want a massacre.” 
 
    This time Marta understood what Kyla wanted, but still she went on binding Ed’s arm. “They meant to massacre us,” she said. “They will if we give them the chance.” 
 
    “We aren’t like them,” Kyla said. 
 
    “Help her,” Ed begged. “I’m doing what I can.” 
 
    Marta yielded and lent her power to the effort to contain the flames. It was something like shaping the mage light, only much harder. The wind was working against them, feeding the flames and spreading them out. The mage light didn't burn, but the heat from Veronica’s fire sent rivers of sweat pouring down her face and arms. 
 
    “If we bring it any closer to us, we’ll burn up,” she said. 
 
    “I’m trying to dampen it, but Veronica’s still feeding it.” 
 
    Marta glanced at the child. The girl’s face was contorted with rage. She stood, hands on hips, glaring at the flames. 
 
    “Girl, you want to kill us all?” she called to her. 
 
    The child seemed not to hear. 
 
    A figure staggered toward them out of the fire, his clothing ablaze, his skin darkened. He reached toward Veronica and collapsed. 
 
    “Papa!” the girl screamed. 
 
    The flames died, leaving only a charred strip of lawn. 
 
    On the far side of that strip, Hardwick stood alone, deserted by his men. Marta thought she had never seen such horror and grief on a human face. 
 
    Then Veronica looked up from where her father lay, and her face mirrored the same grief and horror. “I’ve killed my papa,” she cried. 
 
    Kyla went to her, hugged her, and knelt beside Crowell. “He isn’t dead,” she said after a moment. “He’s badly burned, but— Ed, you told us Abigail healed Jerome?” 
 
    “She used a spell from your book—the Breyadon.” 
 
    “And I didn’t bring it with me,” Abigail sobbed, cradling Leah’s head in her lap. “I left it at home.” 
 
    “If you have the power to heal, you don’t need the book,” Kyla told her. “The spells are only aids.” 
 
    “But the materials—I don’t have them, either.” 
 
    “You don’t need any of that. The ability to heal comes from inside you.” 
 
    “If I could heal Leah, I’d never again call magic evil. I’d forgive you everything.” 
 
    “You can do it. Concentrate on pouring your psychic energy into her body,” Kyla instructed. 
 
    Marta watched closely. “If she succeeds with Leah, she’s needed for Ed.” 
 
    “She’s needed more for Veronica’s father,” Kyla said. “Though I doubt that she has enough power for that.” 
 
    “She can have mine,” Veronica looked up beseechingly. “But then she has to try to heal my papa too.” 
 
    “We can all feed her what power we have,” Marta said. “Though I don’t think that’s much right now. Where’s the Power-Giver now when we need him?” 
 
    “I think he’s channeling power to us even though he doesn’t mindspeak. Come on. Link with me.” 
 
    Marta stepped forward and gave Kyla her hand. Ed, too, joined them, though Marta noted how unsteady he was. He took Marta’s other hand. Pulling Veronica with her, Kyla led the others to Abigail and Leah. Marta, Kyla, Ed, and Veronica formed a circle around them. 
 
    Hardwick hovered behind them. Seeing no weapon in his hand, Marta ignored him and concentrated on channeling her power to Abigail. As she did so, she sent a thought-prayer: Claid, if you still have any affection for me, send me—send us—power now. 
 
    The blood flowing from Leah's wound slowed, then stopped. The gaping wound grew smaller, closed. Leah’s breathing grew more even. Her eyes fluttered open, focused on Abigail’s face. She smiled. 
 
    “Thank the gods!” Abigail cried. She leaned down and kissed Leah’s forehead. 
 
    “Come on now, help my papa,” Veronica urged, tugging at Abigail’s arm. 
 
    The woman rose reluctantly and walked to where Crowell lay. Her nose wrinkled at the odor of burnt flesh. “I don’t think—”  
 
    “Please, Miss Dormer,” Veronica said, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please, you have to.” 
 
    Abigail sighed and sank down beside him. “I’ll try.” 
 
    The others clustered around her, again linking hands. Marta noted worriedly that Ed was pale and trembling. He needed healing, and he deserved it far more than Veronica’s father did. But she could not deny that Crowell was in much worse shape. She doubted that he could be healed. 
 
    Abigail began moaning and trembling, and Marta tried to channel power to her, but the power she had sent for Leah’s healing was her last reserve. Unless Alair was able to channel some to her, Kyla couldn’t have much remaining, either. And Ed, she was certain, had all he could do to stay on his feet. 
 
    But Veronica … she had amazing strength. Marta reached out, grabbed the girl’s shoulder, and thrust her close to Abigail. “Touch Miss Dormer,” she said. “Send her your power.” 
 
    The girl concentrated, and Abigail seemed steadier. But Marta suspected that all the power being channeled to Abigail came from Veronica. For her father the child gave willingly. But would it be enough? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    PARTINGS 
 
      
 
    Ignored, perhaps forgotten, Hardwick watched the proceedings with great fascination. Abigail Dormer had joined the wonder workers. And they’d given her power. It was hard to believe. They’d rejected his request to be gifted with power, but had selected her. And Simple Eddie. The boy was right there, hand in hand with the wonder workers. As disheveled as ever, his hair its usual bird’s nest, his clothes filthy. 
 
    Hardwick, glancing ruefully at his own sooty and sweat-stained clothing, had to admit he looked little better, nor did any of those present. At least Mother Esterville had finally shed her dressing gown in favor of some more proper but ill-fitting clothing. 
 
    What a strange collection of people they were: a child, a simpleton, a dignified, middle-aged schoolteacher and her younger colleague, an eccentric old woman, and the two young witches. How incredible that they should be able to command a power that created the deadly fire, saving themselves from death, and now healing the wounded! 
 
    He no longer desired power after witnessing the destruction it wreaked. Now he desired a return to normalcy. He wanted as badly as ever to rid Carey of the wonder workers, but his hatred and rage were gone, burned away in the fire that had frightened off his men and nearly killed poor Leo Crowell. 
 
    The firebrands he and his men had wielded had accomplished little. They'd set the Esterville home on fire, but that fire seemed to have gone out; its smoke no longer rose above the house’s roof and he saw no sign of flames. Perhaps it still smoldered in the rear of the house, where they’d started it, but more likely the same power that had ignited the wonder workers’ fire had extinguished the one set by Hardwick’s men. 
 
    The fire in his soul had gone out as well. He had the rifle. With no one even looking at him, it would be an easy matter to take aim and shoot the two witches. But they were attempting to heal Leo Crowell, and more than compassion for Crowell, he felt curiosity. He would wait to see whether they could bring someone so badly injured back from the brink of death. 
 
    So he stood quietly off to the side, observing. 
 
    With Veronica standing next to her, clasping her shoulder, Abigail placed her hands on Crowell’s face. Her skin turned red and blisters rose on it, as though she was taking into herself his injuries. Her face contorted and she let out a high-pitched whine that brought Leah Wesson to her feet. A bit unsteadily, Leah moved to Abigail’s side and put her hands on the older woman’s other shoulder. “Courage, Abbie,” she said softly. 
 
    Ed sagged against Marta, who threw her arms around him and lowered him gently to the ground. “Ed needs healing,” she cried. “He’s losing too much blood. Look how white he is!” 
 
    “Poor Mister Eddie,” Veronica said. “But Miss Dormer has to save my papa.” 
 
    Abigail screamed and collapsed, the skin on her face and arms looking as burnt as that of Crowell’s. “I can’t do it,” she whispered and fainted. 
 
    “No!” Veronica screamed, and stamped her foot. 
 
    Kyla caught her around the waist and whirled her away from Abigail and Leah. “Anger won’t help,” she said sternly. “Miss Dormer has tried very hard, but she’s used up all her power and ours.” 
 
    “She hasn’t used all of mine,” the child said stubbornly. 
 
    “Then you heal your father and Ed.” 
 
    The little girl pushed out her lips in an angry pout. “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Neither did Miss Dormer, but she tried and found the way.” 
 
    Now Veronica began to cry. “I only know how to hurt people,” she sobbed. 
 
    “That’s because it’s the only thing you’ve tried to do,” Kyla said. “If you have the power to hurt, you may well also have the power to heal. You’d better try, because none of the rest of us has the strength to do anything right now.” 
 
    Two peacekeepers came sneaking back and sidled up to Hardwick. “Is it safe?” one asked. 
 
    Hardwick merely waved him to silence and continued to watch. 
 
    Wiping her eyes with her fists, Veronica walked slowly back to her father’s side. Marta had Ed stretched out not far from Crowell. Veronica knelt between them and placed one hand on her father’s chest. Her other hand stretched toward Ed until she could grasp his arm. 
 
    Her face screwed in concentration, the tip of her tongue visible between her lips, she stayed immobile for what Hardwick estimated must be half an hour. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” a peacekeeper asked. 
 
    “Quiet!” Hardwick ordered. 
 
    Slowly the blackened skin on Crowell’s face and hands changed to red and then to the color of normal flesh. Slowly the blood stopped seeping from Ed’s wound and his color returned. His eyes opened. He smiled at Marta, and she helped him sit up. 
 
    Veronica took her hand from Ed’s arm and shifted to place both hands on her father’s chest, her eyes closed, her face still taut with concentration. She didn’t move until her father opened his eyes and looked up at her. 
 
    “I’m sorry I hurt you, Papa,” she said. “But now I’ve made you well again.” 
 
    She turned and put her hand on Abigail Dormer’s arm as Leah held Abigail’s head in her lap. Again she concentrated, but only for a few minutes this time. As Abigail opened her eyes, Veronica collapsed. 
 
    Her father sat up and grabbed her to him. “What have you done to her?” he roared. 
 
    Hardwick stepped forward. “They let her save your life,” he said. “She was amazing.” 
 
    “She’ll be all right, Master Crowell,” Kyla said. “She’s just worn out. She healed you, Ed, and Abigail. I’ve never seen such power.” 
 
    Crowell looked from Kyla to Hardwick to Leah and Abigail, then gazed down at his sleeping daughter. “What is she?” he asked, his voice a mixture of astonishment and horror. “What will happen to her?” 
 
      
 
    Ed checked the wound on his arm. It was completely closed; only a scar, barely visible in the moonlight, marked where it had been. He no longer felt weak; in fact, he was certain his power had returned. To test it he rose to his feet and kindled a mage light cupping it carefully in his palms. 
 
    The light burned brightly. He was able to see plainly not only the faces of his companions but also those of Hardwick and his men. The stunned look on Hardwick’s face and the awe and fear on the faces of the men regrouping around him gave Ed confidence. First giving Marta a reassuring smile, he stepped forward and stood in front of Hardwick. 
 
    “Councilor Hardwick,” he said, “you tried too many times to have Marta and Kyla killed, for no good reason. You can see that what they want is to help people, not to hurt them. You need to let them go.” 
 
    Hardwick did not meet Ed’s eyes. Instead, his gaze fastened on the globe of light in Ed’s palms. “My daughter is dead because of their magic.” 
 
    “Not their magic,” Ed corrected. “It was Veronica, and she’s only a little girl. She didn’t know what she was doing.” 
 
    “They brought the magic,” Hardwick said sullenly. He reminded Ed of a dog who refuses to let go of an old bone. “They have to take it away again.” 
 
    At that Marta stepped up beside Ed. “We’ll gladly leave town,” she said. “The only way we can take the magic with us is to take with us those who have found power.” She looked at Ed in a way that made his heart sing. “I hope you’ll go with me.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “What are you doing, Hardwick?” Homer Farley pushed his way to the front of the growing group of men gathered around the councilor. “He’s meant to hang for what he did to my girls.” 
 
    “I never did anything to your girls, Master Farley,” Ed said. “They made up stories about me to keep themselves out of trouble.” 
 
    “Liar!” Farley shouted, pulling a pistol from his waistband and waving it about. 
 
    “Calm down, Farley,” Hardwick said. 
 
    But Farley steadied his weapon and aimed it at Ed. Ed tossed the globe of light into Farley’s face. It burst harmlessly when it struck him, but it frightened and distracted him. Marta darted in and grabbed the pistol from his hand. “There’ll be no more shooting,” she said. 
 
    Ed kindled another mage light, and Farley backed away from him, though he had no intention of throwing the second globe but only of using it for illumination. 
 
    Marta held the weapon she’d taken in a way that left little doubt that she knew how to use it. “Well, Hardwick, are you going to let us go?” 
 
    “Do you promise to get out of town?” he asked. 
 
    “Ed and I do,” Marta said. Looking back over her shoulder, she said, “Kyla?” 
 
    “I’m ready to go,” Kyla said. “But only if I can take Veronica with me. She has to be taught to control her power and use it wisely.” 
 
    “I’ll have to talk it over with her mother,” Master Crowell said, “but I don’t think …” His voice trailed off, and Ed read in his eyes the fear of his daughter’s strange powers. 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly not going anywhere,” Abigail said, joining the others. “I mean to reopen my school. Leah and I are needed here.” 
 
    “And a healer is a good thing to have,” Kyla pointed out. “You’d be very unwise to run Abigail off.” 
 
    “I don’t know as I ever want to heal like this again,” Abigail said, frowning. “It hurts terribly.” 
 
    “Abbie, you can start a school somewhere else,” Leah said. “If she goes with Kyla and Marta, Veronica will need a teacher. Along with the power she has, she must also have a good education. If her parents allow her to go, I intend to go with her. Will you?” 
 
    A look of fright settled over Abigail’s face. “Leah, Carey is my home. My roots are here; this has been my family’s home for generations.” 
 
    “Do you really think you could be happy here in Carey after all that’s happened?” Leah asked, taking her hand. “I think you should come with us. With me.” 
 
    “I’m too old to start over in a new place.” 
 
    Ed saw plainly now the fear that had always lain behind Abigail’s stern exterior. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Kyla said. “With your teaching skill and your power to heal, you’d be welcomed in most places. Here …” She didn’t need to finish her statement, only to glance at Homer Farley and Councilor Hardwick. 
 
    Crowell cleared his throat. “If Miss Leah is going with you, I'll feel much more confident about entrusting Veronica to your care.” 
 
    “But if I’m to open the school, I’ll need you, Leah,” Abigail said plaintively. “Must you go?” 
 
    “Abbie, can’t you see that things will never be the same for us here in Carey? Yes, I’m going. I have no future here.” 
 
    “I do. I have the school.” 
 
    “You could give the school over to Dorey and Corinne and Urcelle.” 
 
    “That school was my aunt and uncle’s house,” Abigail said indignantly. Turning to Ed, she added, “Your grandparents, Edwin.” 
 
    He felt a shock. All the time he’d worked in the school, and he’d never known. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    She flushed and could not meet his gaze. “I always planned to,” she said. “When the time was right.” 
 
    “And when would that have been?” he asked quietly, not expecting an answer. 
 
    Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I’ve been so foolish,” she said. 
 
    Leah put her arms around her, and she sobbed into Leah’s shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not angry with you, Miss Abigail,” Ed said. “But I think you should go with Miss Leah.” 
 
    Abigail lifted her head from Leah’s shoulder. “Well, I suppose I could,” she said. “I do have a lot of unhappy memories to leave behind.” 
 
    “There you go.” Leah slipped her arm around Abigail’s waist. “That’s the Abbie I love.” 
 
    Kyla said to Hardwick, “There, you see? For good or ill, you’ll soon be rid of all of us.” 
 
    “So you’re just going to let ’em all off?” Farley demanded. 
 
    “They haven’t been easy to get rid of, have they?” Hardwick said. “If they agree to get out of town, I think we’ll have to be satisfied with that.” 
 
    Mother Esterville came up then and shook her finger under Hardwick’s nose. “Who’s going to pay for the damage to my house, I’d like to know?” I’ve just had a look around back, and the back wall is all burned out. My whole house could have burned down, but, the gods be praised, when the fire reached my shrine the holy ones put it out.” 
 
    “The gods are good to you, Mother Esterville,” Hardwick said. “I’m sure they will find a way for your house to be repaired.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will, too,” Mother Esterville said. “The gods are pleased to use human instruments to accomplish their work. I’m certain that you and your men will wish to be instruments of the gods, Councilor Hardwick. I’ll expect all of you to donate your time and materials to rebuild the back of the house.” 
 
    Giving him no time to respond, she turned to Abigail and said, “I must get back to Jerome. We’ve left him alone too long.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Marta murmured. “We forgot about Jerome.” 
 
      
 
    Weary and sore, they all traipsed back to Abigail’s, Marta thinking only of the promised bath that waited at the end of that trek. Along the way, Leah, carrying Veronica, parted company with the rest to go to the Crowell’s home where, at Leo Crowell’s invitation, she would stay the night—or what little was left of it. Crowell was afraid both of and for his daughter; Marta was certain that was why he’d extended the invitation. Though Leah had no power, she was someone Veronica loved and trusted. She’d be more likely to keep her lethal temper under control with Leah beside her. 
 
    Marta, too, felt better about that arrangement. Veronica had too much power for a young child. And the thought haunted Marta that in some way she and Kyla were responsible for her having it. 
 
    They reached Abigail’s house at last. In the sitting room they found Jerome sleeping on the sofa where they’d left him. If he had stirred at all in their absence, they saw no evidence of it. Abigail installed Mother Esterville in Leah’s room and assigned the guest room to Kyla and Marta. Ed insisted on going to his shack to sleep. 
 
    The others wasted no time getting to bed, but Marta went to the kitchen, lit the wood stove, heated water, filled the big metal tub, and got at last the bath she’d dreamed of. 
 
    Finally scrubbed clean, the guardhouse stink scoured away, her hair washed clean of all the filth that had accumulated in it, she put on a dressing gown of Leah’s that was large for her, but was clean and sweet smelling. 
 
    By this time all the others were fast asleep. Smiling, she took a lantern and let herself out the back door. A well-worn path led her to Ed’s shack. She expected to have to pound hard on the door to rouse him, but at her first knock the door opened. 
 
    “I hoped you’d come,” he said and enfolded her in his arms. 
 
    But after that initial embrace he drew back shyly and said, “This isn’t much of a place. It’s not good enough for you.” 
 
    She put a finger against his lips. “Hush, Ed. It’s fine. But if you’d rather, we can go for a walk by the brook. I want to talk to you.” 
 
    “A walk. Yes,” he said, “I’d like that.” 
 
    She took his hand, and they walked together to the stream. She did want to talk to Ed, but for a time she was content just being with him, her hand in his, watching the moonlight play on the water. 
 
    He was the one who broke the silence, asking, “What did you want to talk about?” 
 
    "About Kyla. About our mission to return magic to all of Arucadi. I no longer believe in it as I once did. I can’t go on with it,” she said. "Do you have your heart set on going?” 
 
    “The only thing I have my heart set on is to go wherever you go. What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said slowly. “Go to some place where no one knows me as a ‘wonder worker.’ Settle down and lead a normal life with a man who loves me.” 
 
    He released her hand and slipped his arms around her. “I love you, Marta. I always will. I want you to be my wife.” Those words tumbled out fast as though he’d had to get them said before he lost his courage. 
 
    She smiled up at him. “If you’re asking me to marry you, the answer is yes.” 
 
    He kissed her and it was another long time before either of them spoke. But Marta had to be sure he knew what she intended. 
 
    “You do understand, don’t you, that I mean not to use my power, not to let people know I have it? Could you be satisfied with that?” 
 
    “I guess so, if it satisfies you. But—” he paused, looking pensive. “I wonder—can you just set aside your power? Not use it?” 
 
    “I could try.” 
 
    “So could I, but it wouldn’t be easy. I think once you have the power, you’re bound to use it. And people will know or at least be curious. And then, I’m not sure but that the power in you won’t flow out to others even when you don’t mean for it to. I think that’s what happened with Veronica and with Abigail. You and Kyla didn’t intentionally share your gift with them. Somehow your power woke power in them. I can’t help thinking it will always be like that.” 
 
    She stared into his eyes. “Ed, how or why did people ever think you were simple?” 
 
    He laughed and tousled her hair. “I didn’t know how to act around people,” he said. “That’s the main reason, I guess. My father made me fear everything and everyone. Until you came along and taught me I didn’t need to be afraid.” 
 
    She kissed him again. “I’d better get back to the house,” she said. “I’ll need some sleep before I can face Kyla and tell her my decision.” 
 
    “She won’t like it,” Ed observed. 
 
    “I know. But my mind’s made up. She’ll have Leah and Abigail with her, and Veronica, too, of course. So maybe I’ll just suggest that we can reach more people with the power by going our separate ways. We can take the magic to entirely different parts of Arucadi like that.” 
 
    “But I thought you didn’t mean to keep on with your mission,” he said as he walked beside her to Abigail’s house. 
 
    “I don't. I’ll only let Kyla think that. But you may be right about not being able to help sharing the power. If it happens, it happens. I’m not going to do it intentionally. I want to settle down with you somewhere and raise a family. If I have to share the gift of magic, let it be with our children.” 
 
    He slipped his arm around her waist and hugged her to him. “I like the sound of that,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Although it was late morning, Jerome pretended to be asleep. He heard them all, clomping around the house, exchanging loud whispers, gathering around the sofa where he lay. Talking about him as though he couldn’t hear. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” a woman’s voice asked. 
 
    “I can’t imagine,” his mother replied. “Abigail healed all his injuries, I’m sure she did. He doesn’t have a fever. His temperature seems normal, his color is good, and his pulse is steady. He ate all his breakfast this morning, but only because I fed it to him bite by bite. I think if I didn’t do that, he’d starve rather than bother to feed himself. It’s as though he has no interest in anything at all.” 
 
    She had the right of it. He didn’t understand it himself, and couldn’t be bothered trying. Nothing, not even life itself, held any interest for him. He wanted only to be left alone. 
 
    Kyla stepped next to him and took his wrist. He thought she was checking his pulse until she said, “The binding I put on his power is gone. Yet whatever his power is, I don’t think he’s used it.” 
 
    “Which is a good thing, I’m sure,” Marta said from somewhere behind Kyla. 
 
    “He didn’t act like he had any kind of power all the time we were in my special place.” Simple Eddie! What did he know? 
 
    But of course Eddie was right. He hadn’t been able to use his power then. Maybe he could now, but he lacked the desire to try. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. 
 
    “Here’s Leah, back with Veronica,” he heard Abigail Dormer announce. 
 
    More people to stare at him as though he were some kind of circus freak. Why couldn’t they leave him alone? 
 
    “What’s the matter with him?” a childish voice asked. “Is he sick?” 
 
    “We don’t know, dear,” someone said. 
 
    “Maybe I could heal him like I did the others,” the child’s voice offered. 
 
    “I don’t know …” That was Kyla. Maybe she would persuade them all to get out and let him be. 
 
    But no. His mother was saying, “That’s a wonderful idea, Veronica. Yes, please try.” 
 
    A small hand clasped his wrist, and he felt— 
 
    He felt anger. Ravening, unreasoning rage that drove him to his feet. 
 
    The child screamed and fell to the floor. Stepping over her, he faced his tormentors. Kyla bent and reached for the girl. That put Marta opposite him. Good. He didn’t care whom he started with. He would punish them all. 
 
      
 
    Kyla realized almost immediately that Veronica didn't need her help. The girl was conscious and looking around with a dazed smile. 
 
    Jerome, though, was shouting like a madman. “You kept me from getting power, all of you. And, you, Ed, took me to that desolate place of yours and left me in a rat-filled courtyard, and when I tried to get out, the stones fell. A voice offered to free me if I'd do its bidding, and I turned it down, but I’m sorry now that I did. I’ll take the offer.” He lifted his face toward the ceiling and yelled louder, “Hear me? I’ll do what you said. I’ll kill them all.” 
 
    He pointed his finger at Marta. 
 
    Ed jumped in front of Marta and grabbed Jerome’s wrist, but not before a flame spurted from his pointing finger. 
 
    In the next instant, Ed, Jerome, and the stream of fire all disappeared, leaving behind a thin trail of smoke, acrid fumes, and a transient heat. 
 
    “No!” Marta shouted. “Ed, come back!” She began to weep. 
 
    Kyla stood and put her arms around her friend. “Ed’s strong, Marta. He’s taken Jerome back to his ‘special place,’ wherever that is. He can deal with him there.” 
 
    Veronica struggled to her feet and tugged on Kyla’s arm. “Miss Kyla, what happened?” 
 
    “Yes, whatever made Jerome behave that way?” Mother Esterville asked in a shaky voice. 
 
    “I think …” Kyla spoke slowly, marshaling her thoughts. “I think that somehow Veronica’s touch awakened his anger. You did heal him, I think, Veronica. He'd lost the capacity to feel and you restored it. Unfortunately, what he felt was anger.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Marta suggested, “Veronica passed her anger to him.” 
 
    Kyla considered. “I suspect that the anger she’s been feeling somehow came from him, and she merely returned it to him.” 
 
    “Then perhaps Veronica has been using his power and really has none of her own,” Abigail said. “If that’s the case, she can stay here, and so can Leah and I.” 
 
    Kyla caught hold of Veronica’s hand and felt for the familiar vibration of power. It was there and strong. “No,” she said. “She gave Jerome back his anger, but the power is hers.” 
 
    “What does any of this matter?” Marta cried. “We have to find Ed.” 
 
      
 
    Beside the brook in his special land Ed tore off his smoldering shirt and scooped up water to cool his chest. He had deflected Jerome’s murderous flame in time to avoid being badly burned; his chest hair was singed, that was all. 
 
    “Not back here again,” Jerome said with a groan. Then, more brightly, he added, “But I have power now, too.” 
 
    “Yes, and you use it wrongly,” Ed turned to face his foe. “You had no cause to be angry with any of us. We saved your life, yet you were ready to kill us. Why?” 
 
    “You abandoned me the last time we were here,” Jerome said. “I hung upside down in a rock pile in that courtyard until the rocks fell and buried me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that, but I didn’t cause it—and I didn't abandon you. I came back and pulled you out of that rock pile and got you to Abigail, who healed you. Considering that I brought you here in the first place to keep you from murdering me, I don’t think you have reason to complain.” 
 
    “And now you’ve brought me back.” 
 
    “Again to keep you from murdering—not just me but Marta and Kyla as well. What’s wrong with you, that you have so much hatred inside you?” 
 
    Jerome scowled. “Kyla gave you power but bound mine. It wasn’t fair.” 
 
    “She knew you weren’t ready to use it wisely.” 
 
    “Pah! What right did she have to make that judgment? What made you more worthy than I was?” 
 
    Ed was tiring of this discussion. He wanted to get back to Marta. She’d be anxious about him. “You’ll have to answer that yourself,” he said. “You should have plenty of time to think about it. This time I am leaving you here.” 
 
    “Oh, no you aren’t!” Jerome pointed at Ed and flames flashed toward him. 
 
    They stopped as though encountering an invisible wall. Jerome stared open-mouthed as they spread out like a fan, then faded away. 
 
    “You can’t harm me here,” Ed said. 
 
    With a roar, Jerome charged him. Ed stepped aside and let Jerome’s momentum hurtle him into the brook. 
 
    Wet and dripping, he sat up and glared at Ed. 
 
    “You won’t starve here, Jerome,” Ed said. “There are fruit trees and nut trees and fish in the brook and game in the forest. Maybe being alone with yourself will teach you to be better company. Goodbye.” 
 
    “No, you can’t—” His cry vanished into the distance, as Ed focused on an image of Marta’s face and found himself looking into that face in reality. 
 
    “Ed! Thank the Power-Giver!” 
 
    It was the first time he’d heard Marta use that expression. Kyla used it often. Thinking of the being he'd met beside the old building on his world, he wondered whether by Power-Giver Marta meant the same thing that Kyla did. 
 
    “Where is Jerome?” Mother Esterville asked fearfully. 
 
    Ed took her hands. “He’s safe, Mother Esterville, but I’m sorry, I had to leave him where he can’t hurt others. Twice he’s tried to kill me, and he’s a danger to Marta and Kyla, and probably Veronica, too.” 
 
    Jerome’s mother sighed and tears filled her eyes. Slowly she nodded her head. “He’s my son and I love him, but I’m not blind to his faults. He’s always been angry, you know. Ever since his father left us. He stores his anger in a dark place deep inside him, where it ferments and poisons him. You did what you had to do.” 
 
    “I think it’s time we made arrangements to leave Carey,” Kyla said. “We promised we’d be out of town as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Oh, dear, I must pack. And see Dorey and Corinne and Urcelle about taking over the school.” Looking anxious, she bustled out, and Leah followed. 
 
    Ed looked at Marta. “Have you told her yet?” 
 
    She shook her head, took a deep breath, and faced Kyla. “Ed and I aren’t going with you and the others,” she said. “We’re going off on our own.” 
 
    Kyla’s expression was first startled, then hurt, then dismayed. “You can’t! I was counting on having both of you with me. I need Ed’s talent to try to break through the barrier that keeps Alair from communicating with me. I can’t do it.” 
 
    “You said Alair could still channel power to you,” Marta said. 
 
    “Yes, but I need to speak to him.” 
 
    “I’ve never been able to do that.” A bitter edge crept into Marta’s voice. “I’ve gotten along without it.” 
 
    “But you know what Alair means to me,” Kyla protested. 
 
    Feeling guilty, Ed wanted to comfort her, but Marta placed a restraining hand on his arm. “Because he means what he does, I know you’ll find a way to break through that barrier yourself. 
 
    “Look, Kyla, I’m not angry with you, or anything. I’m just not certain that how we’re going about restoring magic is the right way. Ed and I are going to find a place where we can marry, settle down, and live as normal people. If people discover our power and seek us out for it, and it seems appropriate, we’ll share. But we won’t go looking for people who can receive the power.” 
 
    “So you don’t think it’s right, bringing the magic back to Arucadi?” 
 
    “What I think is that most of the people of Arucadi don’t want it—and aren’t ready for it. They’re afraid of it. And I don’t think they’re wrong in that. I’m not sure that giving power causes more good than evil.” 
 
    “You can look at Ed standing beside you and say that?” 
 
    “I’m glad Ed was able to receive power and I know he’ll use it wisely. But for every Ed there’s a Jerome.” 
 
    “We didn’t give Jerome his power.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that, Kyla.” Marta sank down onto the sofa and motioned Ed to sit beside her. She looked up at Kyla, who remained standing. “It’s true we tried to keep him from using his power, but until we came, he didn’t know he had it. We awakened it.” 
 
    “It isn’t just Jerome and Ed—what about Abigail and Veronica?” 
 
    “Abigail hates her power,” Ed said, deciding he shouldn’t let Marta do all the defending of their position. “She only used it because she was forced to.” 
 
    “And Veronica’s still an unknown quantity,” Marta added. “You don’t know how she’ll use the power as she matures.” 
 
    “I think she’ll use it wisely,” Kyla said. “She’ll never forget what she did to Hardwick’s daughter.” 
 
    “Neither will anyone else here in Carey. They’ll always distrust and fear the magic powers.” 
 
    “But, Marta, people in other places won’t have that fear and distrust.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced of that.” 
 
    Kyla, looking crestfallen said, “So there’s no changing your mind.” 
 
    Marta merely shook her head, while Ed said, “I’m sorry, Kyla. I agree with Marta. I have to, after seeing what happened with Jerome.” 
 
    “That scare he gave me before Ed took him away was worse than anything Hardwick did,” Marta added. “I only wish I were as sure as Ed that we’ve seen the last of him.” 
 
    “Isn’t that another reason to stay together?” Kyla protested. 
 
    “No,” Ed said, “I think it’s a reason to be far apart. That way, if Jerome does find a way to return and still wants to kill us, he’ll have a harder time finding us.” 
 
    “All right, then. You and Marta pick a place you want to travel to, and the rest of us will go somewhere else.” 
 
    Ed looked at Marta, letting her decide. She considered a moment and said, “I don’t know where, but somewhere far from here. To the east, I think. Maybe somewhere in Castlemount Province.” She glanced questioningly at Ed. 
 
    “That’s all right with me,” he said. 
 
    “Then we’ll go west,” Kyla said decisively. “We’ll try a large city this time. Maybe even Port-of-Lords.” She took a deep breath and burst into tears. “Oh, Marta, I hate to think we’ll never see each other again.” 
 
    “We don’t know that we won’t,” Marta said, embracing her. “The separation doesn’t have to be forever.” 
 
    “Promise me it won’t be,” Kyla whispered. 
 
    “I can’t promise that. But I’ll promise to send letters after Ed teaches me to write. And maybe someday … 
 
    “Yes,” Kyla said. “Maybe someday. 
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 PROLOGUE 
 
    When he first came to the land, its bounty had satisfied his physical hunger. Heavily laden fruit trees offered tasty fruit the year round. He could gather an abundance of nuts fallen beneath the caronut trees. The fish in the stream were easily trapped. After he learned to make a fire using sticks and dry leaves, he feasted often on baked fish, roasted apples or peaches, and caronuts that burst from their shells when placed on the embers. Later he learned to trap and skin small game such as rabbits and squirrels to vary his diet. 
 
    The meadows and hills were fair with wild flowers the year round. They swayed in a gentle breeze sweet with their perfume. White clouds drifted gracefully across a calm blue sky. Birds sang from the trees; butterflies drank nectar from the blossoms. 
 
    With the passing of the years the land changed. The hot wind of his anger blew across it, withering the fruit trees, making barren the nut trees, turning the flowering meadows to fields of sharp, sword-like grasses and then to stubble. The stench of decay replaced the fresh scent of blooming trees and plants. A pall of dust choked the air. 
 
    Game became scarce and fish avoided his traps. He grew gaunt with hunger. But he had honed his power. The land proved bountiful in another way; it provided him with plenty of time to practice magical arts, to test his abilities, to experiment. And the less it fed his physical hunger, the more it fed his rage. 
 
    Soon, very soon he would have the power to flee this lonely land and return from whence he came. 
 
    Then he would hunt down those who exiled him here and he would take his revenge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    A GOOD IDEA 
 
      
 
    Veronica slammed into the house and threw her schoolbooks onto the nearest chair, a faded, floral winged-back armchair. She stormed through the sitting room and into the dining room beyond it. “Aunt Kyla,” she called. “Aunt Kyla, where are you?” 
 
    “In the kitchen,” came the answer. 
 
    She found Kyla, her guardian and honorary aunt, seated at the kitchen table, staring at a paper. 
 
    “Aunt Kyla, I can’t stand that school another day! Pleeeease, you have to let me quit. Aunt Abigail and Aunt Leah can teach me like they used to. I learn more from them than I do from the stupid teachers at the stupid school. And the kids all hate me. They make fun of my red hair and how short I am and they say I do funny things. If they only knew! But I haven’t done anything to them. I swear I haven’t. Not since I—” 
 
    Kyla had turned toward her halfway through her diatribe, and Veronica finally noticed her red eyes and tear-stained cheeks. 
 
    “Aunt Kyla, you’re crying! What’s wrong? You’re not upset with me, are you?” 
 
    “No, no. I’ve just gotten very sad news.” She swept her hand across the paper she’d been staring at. 
 
    “What is it? What’s the news?” 
 
    “This letter,” Kyla said. “It’s from Lisbet’s parents. You know I’d written to notify them of her death and ask them if they’d come here for their grandchild. This is their answer.” With thumb and forefinger as though touching something vile, she picked up the single sheet of plain white stationery and read from it. “We want nothing to do with the bastard child. You may drown it in a bucket if you wish. So far as we are concerned, we had no daughter, and most certainly we have no grandchild.” 
 
    “How awful!” Veronica gasped, her own troubles forgotten. “As sweet as Lisbet was, how can her parents be so mean?” 
 
    Kyla shook her head. “It’s the prejudice we too often encounter against the gifted,” she said. 
 
    “But their own daughter! And a granddaughter they don’t even want to see. That’s so hateful.” 
 
    “It’s more fear than hate, I think,” Kyla said. They’re afraid of what they don’t understand.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess it’s that way with the kids at school. But they aren’t as bad as Lisbet’s mother and father. The kids can be mean, but they don’t want to kill me. At least, I don’t think they do. But will they just get worse as they grow up?” 
 
    “They will if they don’t learn any different. But they can learn—from you. If they see that there’s nothing to fear from you, they may also decide there’s no reason to hate you. Let’s hope so.” Kyla picked up the letter and shook it. “But the question we have to answer right now is, what are we going to do about the baby?” 
 
    “We can raise her, can’t we?” Veronica asked eagerly. “Now that you found someone to nurse her, it shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    Kyla sighed. “It’s a bigger problem than you realize. I have no experience taking care of a baby. Neither do Abigail and Leah, even if they could be persuaded to move back in with us. And Mayzie can’t stay here all the time. Her husband wouldn’t like that, and her little boy wouldn’t either. He needs his mother. She’s only hired to nurse the baby. She will have to spend a lot of time here for a few months, but as the baby gets older and starts sleeping through the night, Mayzie won’t have to stay nights and can even go home now and then during the days.” 
 
    “Well, but we’ll be here,” Veronica objected. 
 
    “You’ll be in school most of the day,” Kyla reminded her. “And I have the responsibility of guiding the Community and teaching the new members to use their powers. Anyway, a baby needs a mother and a father, not a bunch of aunts.” 
 
    Veronica subsided into thoughtful silence, brooding over what Kyla had said. Inspiration struck, and she looked up, wiggling with excitement. “I have it!” she said. “You can write to Ed and Marta and tell them about the baby. They’d be the perfect parents for her.” 
 
    Kyla thought in silence a few moments, considering. Then she smiled at Veronica. “You know,” she said, “I think you’re right. That would give me the reason I need to bring Marta and Ed here to Port-of-Lords.” She rubbed her hands together and beamed. “Yes, that would solve several problems. It’s a very good idea.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOR THOSE WHO WANT TO KNOW MORE ABOUT ARUCADI 
 
      
 
      
 
    Arucadi is a large nation covering an entire continent. It is the largest continent of the planet Quintus, fifth planet of the sun Dor. Quintus is an Earthlike world. The planet has one large moon, Dora. 
 
    The country is divided into twelve provinces, each with a provincial governor elected by the provincial legislature. The legislature is made up of one delegate from each county within the province. The central government is ruled by a triumvirate selected from among the ranks of former provincial governors by vote of town and city councils throughout the nation. The triumvirate meets in Tirbat, the national capital. 
 
    The country has no army. Because it is an island continent with no near neighbors, and air travel has not been developed, its isolation makes an army unnecessary. Boats ply the oceans and make possible overseas trade with nations on other continents. 
 
    The national currency consists of gold dorins and silver triums, minted by the central mint in Tirbat and distributed throughout the country so that they are of equal value in all provinces. There are also copper coins in three denominations of lesser value. Each province mints its own coppers, and these are used for most routine transactions. The value of the coppers varies from province to province, so that travelers from one province to another must either use dorins and triums or must exchange their coppers at the local currency exchange. 
 
    Arucadi's political structure is based on the prevailing religious beliefs (or perhaps vice-versa). They have a great god and his consort, Dor and Dora, whose representations are, respectively, the sun and moon. Arucadians do not worship the sun and moon themselves, only hold them to be symbols of Dor and Dora, whose names they bear. There is a great temple to Dor and Dora in Tirbat, but elsewhere there is little organized worship of the great gods. All Arucadians pay them homage, but the temples and shrines are dedicated to the under-gods. The concept of the great gods is somewhat nebulous. They are seen as the prime creators, the rulers of the Universe, but they are never visualized as having physical forms, are never portrayed by statues or icons, never incarnate themselves. In fact, they are not viewed as taking interest in individual lives or as concerning themselves with day-to-day events. They are transcendent and unknowable; man is incapable of comprehending their ways. They are understood to be the Prime Movers, the ones who govern the motions of the heavenly bodies, the age-long cycles of life on the planet, and the broad, general plan of creation. 
 
    There are twelve under-gods, and each province has its special patron from among these, with a temple or shrine to that patron god or goddess in every city of the province. The under-gods are Liadra, patron of Castlemount; Mibor, patron of Delta; Ondin, patron of Port; Lufor, patron of Northpoint; Cerine, patron of Richland; Tetakor, patron of Crescent; Planor, patron of Plains; Elas, patron of Island Province; Nisil, patron of Northwoods; Harin, patron of Inland; Ixina, patron of Southpoint; and Arene, patron of Wide Sands. 
 
    The Dire Lords are the guardians of other planes of existence, alternate universes, and spirit realms. These include, in the beliefs of many, the realms to which the human soul travels after death. There are evil Dire Lords, beneficent Dire Lords, and indifferent or amoral Dire Lords. Normally none of the Dire Lords takes interest in the affairs of living humans. One objection to the introduction of magical powers is that they attract the attention of the Dire Lords, since those powers originate in and are drawn from the Dire Realms. 
 
    The Dire Lords are considered separate creations of the great gods, not intended by them to interact with humanity. The Gifted Community for the most part rejects belief in the gods but fears and/or reveres the Dire Lords and reveres the Power Giver as the conduit through which the Dire Lords channel power to the magically gifted. 
 
      
 
    A few of the important cities of Arucadi:  
 
    CAREY:  An important town in the wheat farming area of Inland Province, Carey is an old town, and its fortunes rise and fall with the price of wheat. 
 
    DABNEY:  A larger town than Lines End, Dabney is also a bit more open to new ideas. A single rail line runs from Lines End to Dabney. From there it branches off into three directions, going southwest, east, and southeast to connect with major cities of other provinces. Dabney is surrounded by apple orchards and caronut groves, and has lumber mills and furniture factories, but does not have the ore-processing plants that pollute the atmosphere of Lines End. 
 
    LINES END:  Lines End is a small town in North Woods Province. Its importance lies in its being the northwestern terminal of the railroad, and therefore important out of proportion to its size as the point from which lumber and ore are shipped by rail to points east and south. Though it has a few factories and ore-processing plants, Lines End is primarily a receiving station for the lumber and ore produced in the northern mountains, brought by mule and river barge to the town, and packed into box cars or on flat cars to be sent out by rail. Most of the train traffic to and from Lines End is freight, but there is usually at least one passenger car, very spartan in style and comfort, to carry passengers to and from other cities in North Woods and to connecting lines that go cross-country. 
 
    PORT-OF-LORDS:  Port-of-Lords gets its name from the shipping lords, heads of the big corporations that control the sea routes and international commerce. The capital of Port Province, Port-of-Lords is the center of the shipping industry on the west coast, which is the most important coast in terms of trans-oceanic trade. The "lords" are conservative and jealous of any power that competes with theirs. 
 
    RIVERVIEW:  Capital of Crescent Province and a river port, it is an old city with stately homes. It prides itself on gracious living and is noted for its cuisine, especially of seafood dishes. It is a favored vacation spot. 
 
    SHARPNESS:  A farming town and commercial center on the Plains River in Plains Province 
 
    STANSBURY:  The largest and wealthiest city of Arucadi, it is an ocean port with a fine harbor. The city is old, with a rich history. Its fine old houses are showplaces, known throughout the nation for their splendor. 
 
    TIRBAT:  The nation's capital, a city on the Tiros River, Tirbat is located in Delta Province. It is well designed and beautiful, built in seven tiers with the majestic and imposing government buildings on its higher tiers, along with the splendid Temple to the Great Gods, the only such temple in all Arucadi. The temple is an architectural marvel, a major tourist attraction, and a repository of great art and sculpture. The top tier holds the Palace of Government, where the ruling Triumvirate live, have their offices, and hold court. 
 
      
 
    ARUCADIAN CALENDAR AND CLOCK 
 
      
 
    The planet’s year is 361 1/6 days long. Arucadi’s calendar has 20 18-day months (360 days) plus one extra day, the day of the new year. On this day a celebration is held honoring Dor and Dora. Every six years there are two extra days instead of only one. In this case the second extra day at the end of the year celebrates the history of Arucadi. 
 
    The months are divided into three six-day weeks, five workdays and one free day. The days are Oneday, Twoday, Threeday, Fourday, Fiveday, Freeday. There are a total of 54 weeks in the year. The extra day or days are not part of any month or week. 
 
    The day is divided into 18 80-minute hours. (The days are longer than earth days—the minutes are not the same length as earth minutes.) The day begins the hour before dawn. 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 FLORA AND FAUNA 
 
      
 
    In addition to the familiar domestic animals, such as cows, horses, pigs, chickens, dogs, and cats, and the wild animals, such as wolves, bears, panthers, coyotes, and owls, there are animals exclusive to Arucadi. Noster Valley has several species of animals unknown elsewhere, but there are also plants and animals throughout Arucadi that are not known in our world. 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 ANIMALS 
 
      
 
    Arborbird – a small, long-tailed bird with a high, melodious song. Found in thick shrubs and low branches of trees. 
 
    Fellcats – large cats similar to tigers. Nocturnal. 
 
    Ferebeast – antelopelike herd animals. The males stand as tall as a person at their heavily muscled shoulders. Broader at the withers, the sleek body narrows to small haunches above which whips a wickedly barbed tail. At the opposite end a long, narrow head juts out on a sinewy neck. The glittering eyes sport a perpetual look of rage. Above small, tufted ears, sharp horns curve up, back, and forward like grappling hooks. Those horns are powerful weapons; no less ominous are the formidable jaws with large grinding teeth. The smaller females have straighter horns and lack the barbed tails, but they, like the males, can deliver deadly kicks with their cloven hooves, and they have the same crushing jaws. 
 
    Graufish — A freshwater game fish, abundant in the streams and rivers throughout Arucadi and often fished for with hand-thrown cast nets. 
 
    Shalkors – large predatory birds that can prey on small or newborn livestock as well as on wild creatures 
 
    Woolerees – burrow-dwelling mammals the size of a badger. Shy and non-aggressive, they do not hesitate to use their long claws and dorsal spines to protect their dens and their young against invaders. They’ve been known to disembowel large predators and walk away unharmed. 
 
      
 
    PLANTS 
 
      
 
    Babwood trees — trees grown for lumber. Their hard wood is used in building and prized for furniture making 
 
    Caronut trees — tall trees that produce a nutritious nut much favored for use in baking, cooking, roasting, and eating as snacks right off the tree. Animals love these nuts, so trees may attract bears and smaller mammals 
 
    Chirberry bush — a shrub with tasty berries that ripen throughout the summer 
 
    Fimble — a wild herb used in baking in former times, believed to have magical properties 
 
    Saddleberry bushes — low shrubs with berries loved by animals, both wild and domestic, but not used as food by people 
 
    Wistweed — a weed that grows along river banks and in marshland throughout northern Arucadi. Its small, delicate yellow flowers are sometimes gathered and used in making a tea believed by some to have medicinal powers. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
      
 
    E. Rose Sabin lives in Pinellas County, Florida, where for many years she taught Spanish and English to middle school students. During those years she used her summer vacations to travel extensively in Mexico, Spain, and other Spanish-speaking countries, but since retiring from teaching to become a professional writer of fantasy and science fiction, her travels are limited mainly to science fiction and fantasy conventions. She has had many short stories published, and her writing has won several awards, including, in 1992, Andre Norton’s Gryphon Award for the unpublished manuscript of A School for Sorcery, a novel inspired by her teaching career. 
 
    In addition to the Arucadi series of books, her published works include the science fiction Terrano Trilogy novels Shadow of a Demon, The Gift of the Trinde Tree, and Touch of Death, and stand-alone fantasy novels Seduction of the Scepter, Were House, A House Full of Dreams, Deathright, and The Twisted Towers, as well as a fantasy novel for young teens, To the Far Side of the Forest, and a children’s chapter book, Grandy’s Grand Inventions. 
 
    As the Arucadi books were originally published by different publishers and not in chronological order, they are currently being revised and published in chronological order under the Arucadi Enterprises imprint, with new volumes, never before published, being added to the series. To learn when new volumes appear, visit Ms. Sabin’s web site: http://www.erosesabin.com/ and sign up there to receive her newsletter? 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
__E. Rose Sabln






images/00001.jpeg





