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Chapter One ~ Avreal
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I walked on sky here, between pillars of cloud, and my feet felt so light that my heart should have had wings and I should have danced all day and all night.  Instead my heart beat heavily, a listless rhythm to match the quiet patter of my tears, the silent lament of my thoughts.  For endless hours I cried as I stared into Saranay's mirror, the beautiful chill of her wintry hall freezing me in place.  I prayed silently, exhorted all the deities of all the realms, for just one glimpse of my family, one glimpse of Elkanah.  

Then all at once they were there:  Elk, Mother, Father, Grandfather, all of them peering through the portal in the waterfall cave—I recognized the pattern of stones behind them.  Grandfather?  So he wasn't lost for good after all.  His spirit had somehow found its way back home.  The brief warmth of joy, like the sun breaking through snow clouds, sparked through me.  Then it was gone as I met Elk's eyes, night flames to smolder across the vast eternity between us.  Our babe kicked under my hand, sensing her father's longing for our return.  Then I noticed Mother had been crying, noticed how Father kept his arm tight around her shoulder, his face the grim mask of a gray hawk . . . The patina of vast distance silvered their edges, rendered them hazy and unreal, figures in a portrait from long ago and far away.  Yet, like the figures in a portrait, I could touch their likeness if not their actuality.  I tried to grasp Elk's fingers, a futile gesture, silently telling him how sorry I was, hearing his answer clear across the realms.  *You did such to rescue Dominic—do not be sorry.  I understand, sweet bird.  We will find a way to get you back . . . 

Then they vanished, and I might have collapsed in a fit of weeping, might have flailed at the mirror with ineffectual fists, if not for the worry it would scare my babe.  Unborn she might be, but unaware she was not.  She moved just as much as the twins had, responded to things just as the twins had, her spirit communing with mine in these months before her birth.  I wanted to protect her as much as I could, as long as I could.  When I considered her, I bitterly regretted what I had done.  But then Dominic would have ended up here—for keeps.  It had been such an impossible choice . . .

"It is because your grandfather opened the door to that realm briefly when he reentered it.  That is how you were able to see through," Saranay said behind me, and my shoulders jerked.

For the first time in what seemed like days, I turned away from the mirror.  "How long have you been there, spying?  And how long . . ."  Then I trailed off, gaping at her, grabbing my throat as I realized what had just happened. 

Her creepy eyes, silvery-purple as winter twilight, widened.  "Avreal, you just spoke."

I nodded and tried to say I know—now use the spell to show me my family again, you wicked, evil, no-good battleaxe.  But all that emerged from my throat was a wordless wail that faded to a pitiful peep and then to nothing.  D*** it.  My voice seemed forever lost.  Of course, aside from the obvious frustration of not being able to fully communicate, the loss of it here might not be such a bad thing.  If Saranay wanted me to utter spells, for instance.

She sighed.  "And now it is gone again.  You vex me, stubborn child."

I shrugged and raised my brows to show how little her vexation bothered me.

"Watch it, Avreal.  I can put you to sleep until you hatch the chick."

Now I narrowed my eyes and fisted my hands, daring her to try it.  I knew she wouldn't, no matter how much she threatened.  I knew she wouldn't because she had tried her sleeping spell on me when I had first arrived, and it hadn't worked then.  Then she had tried some other enchantment, spoken in a strange tongue, and that had failed too.  Hidden in the pocket of my clasped fingers, I ran my thumb over the slight ridge of my parents' troth ring.  It traveled with me always, even when I shifted between bird and woman, and it had traveled with me here.  I suspected its power protected me from Saranay's spells, a power that seemed to have increased in this realm.  After all, Elk, as Saranay's emissary, had cast spells on me in our realm, and they had worked—to a slight degree.  However, even in our realm, there had always been chinks in the successful spells cast by proxy, places where the ring's power had shone through.  I had woken up early from her sleeping spell, for instance, the night Elk had kidnapped us.  When Elk had made me particularly angry, I had managed to shoot sparks at him.  It surprised me that Saranay hadn't guessed at the ring's circle of protection.  But then she had never understood nor would understand the power of the love that ring symbolized. 

Saranay touched my arm then, and I jerked back with a shiver.  Her touch was cold, cold as a winter corpse.  She showed no response to my aversion, just regarded me steadily with those twilight eyes.  "Come, you need rest.  You have been here for hours."

Only hours? I mouthed in disbelief.  I thought it had been days, weeks even I had stood before the mirror, sifting through the endless play of images for a glimpse of my family.

Saranay smiled, a patient she-wolf humoring her prey.  "I am sure it felt longer to  you—you are still thinking in mortal hours, mortal days.  Indeed, a mortal fortnight has passed in your realm since you departed it.  Time passes there like a raging cataract, a tumult of mortal energy—they must fit so much into their brief, busy lives.  Here time passes much more slowly, one drop for every hundred there."

My mouth dropped open and stayed that way, dumb shock freezing me in place.  Dear God.  What if I was here for a year?  Would that be a century in my realm?  Nic-Nic, Kelene, Eden—all of them would be long gone.  And Muriel and Jukar would be fully grown.  I would miss their entire childhood.

Saranay seemed to sense my dismay and its cause.  "See?  It is pointless for you to even consider escape.  By the time you might discover the spell to reenter your realm, most of those you love will no longer be there."

Except my parents, Elkanah, Venessa, the twins—of course she didn't mention them.  I almost rolled my eyes at her thoughtless, ham-fisted cruelty, at how she seemed to think she could manipulate me like I was a child still.  Like I was Nisroch.  She should have known better by now, but clever as she was, she was blind in one important respect:  she possessed little understanding of the subtlety of adult emotions.  To her, with her distant, long-range vision of the centuries in many realms, us humans must have seemed to glow all primary colors, red passion, yellow fear, blue melancholy.  She had likely never gotten close enough to us to detect the full spectrum of tints and shades in between the basic hues, not even close enough to Nisroch's father.  From her perspective, he had only been here for the briefest of spans in her endless existence, a tool soon discarded when his usefulness abated with age.

My babe (Tahira, though Elk still hadn't settled on that name even if I had) kicked me then, and I grabbed my taut belly, feeling her movements under my skin.  That was one benefit—the slow passage of hours here might buy my family more time to discover a way to get me home before her birth.  If what Saranay had said was true about several weeks passing in the mortal realm, I would have been almost eight months along there by now.  However, here I was still only seven months into my pregnancy and would remain that way for awhile—at least from my realm's perspective.

Saranay misinterpreted the reason for my hand rubbing my belly, rubbing it like one might rub a lamp, hoping for a genie to emerge.  "You are thinking of your children, of Muriel and Jukar?" she inquired.  Well, she wasn't wrong about that—even when the twins weren't in the forefront of my mind, they were always in the background, had been since before their birth and would be forevermore.  

So I nodded, waiting for what rotten manipulation she might utter next.  Even though I mentally prepared myself, though, it was impossible to shield my heart from her offer.

"We could bring them here, if you miss them so much.  It would ease your sorrow, perhaps, to have them here with you?" 

Oh, what sly nastiness.  Of course it would ease my sorrow.  My heart and arms yearned for my children, a constant ache and worry for their well-being.  But Saranay had miscalculated yet again.  A child would have demanded her babies immediately.  But I was not a child, hadn't been for a long time when it came to the twins, even though I had only been sixteen when they were born.  Even then, I would have realized the folly wrapped up and hidden in her pretty words.  Much as I wanted Muriel and Jukar with me, I would be d****d before I gave her permission to bring them here.  I loved them far too much to let them anywhere near this icy sorceress, at least willingly.  God knew what Saranay would do with them.

So I shook my head, a decisive, swift cut of air, and Saranay sighed again, apparently disgusted with my waywardness in her languid way.

"Why did I even bother asking?" she queried.  "I do not need your permission, but I considered it courtesy to ask.  My courtesy is wasted upon you, it seems."

I nodded, then glared at her back as she turned away.  Empty threats—even if I had wanted Muriel and Jukar here, she couldn't touch them.  First, she would have had to convince Nisroch or some other emissary to seize the twins on her behalf.  Then that hypothetical emissary would have a devil of time breaching the heightened protection Elk and my parents had surely cast around the twins in the wake of my disappearance.  So there, Saranay!  I thought in her direction with the force of a punch.  She faltered in her perfect glide, just a little stumble, so small I would have missed it if I'd blinked.  But still a stumble.  I paused, suddenly unable to catch my breath—shock had stolen the very air from my lungs.  Had I really just done what I thought I'd done?

As if to confirm my wild suspicious, Saranay glanced over her shoulder at me.  Her gaze seemed thoughtful, though the last thing I should do was fall in the trap of assumption where this tricksy sorceress was concerned.

"You felt your power, yes?" she asked, and assumption became certainty.

I nodded, and she smiled, a thin icicle of a smile.  

"That is but a taste of the power you could have here.  You could kill me with a thought if you wanted."

She had my attention.  I stared at her and realized then how often I was tempted to blink or look away from her chilly, inhuman beauty.  Much as I might long to, I didn't dare glance away now.

She continued, "You can claim this power at any time."  Then she paused, drawing it out so long I almost bounded forward to shake it out of her.  Immortal I might be, but like my father, I suffered from the insane itch of mortal impatience.  

There had to be a catch—what was the catch?  I lifted my hands finally in a gesture of What?

"Without claiming this power, there is no way you can return home or go to any other realm from here."  Then she paused again, clearly relishing my eagerness for an answer.

How?  

"The only way you can claim it is to lower your defenses.  The circle of protection you have somehow cast around yourself may seem a shield to you now, but it is really a self-imposed prison.  As long as you shield yourself, you block your own ability to perform what you would call magic here."  She twirled, graceful as a swirl of falling snowflakes, and walked along a corridor of white pillars so high they seemed to join together in the hazy distance far overhead, a trick of perspective, as Sewell and Mother the artists would say.  I wondered suddenly what Wylan would make of the architecture, the mathematics of such a place.  Then I choked over these thoughts of my family and hurried along after Saranay, trying to remain stoic.  I couldn't reveal to her how much it tempted me to heed her and remove my parents' troth ring if it would give me a chance to strike at her.  If it would give me a chance to return home.  I couldn't succumb to that temptation.  That was just what she wanted me to do.  

I followed her, not because I wanted to or had to—after all, she hadn't forced me, just said that I needed rest, a point I wouldn't argue with.  Exhaustion and sorrow deadened my limbs, each footstep so heavy it seemed like I had walked across an eternity to travel here.  But I didn't dare rest, not yet.  I feared what might happen to me if I let down my guard.  

No, I followed her because I knew I should—I needed to learn everything I could about this place, to see for myself if what she said about my power here was the truth, and if it was, figure out how to escape without leaving myself and Tahira vulnerable to her.

The corridor opened to a giant hall, as vast in length and breadth as the corridor had been in height.  Dizziness briefly overtook me, and I stopped, sagging against a pillar as I closed my eyes against the physical impossibility of this place.  It mirrored the infinity of eternity in a way that my home did not, and it overwhelmed me.  

When I finally opened my eyes at a faint rustling, I almost shut them again.  Tall, slender shapes surrounded me like a hundred willow branches.  A hundred supple branches, swaying in a slight spring breeze.

"The source of the power I sensed," murmured one of the willow-wand forms, resolving herself from the others when she drifted forward.  She stood slightly taller than Saranay with the same silky catkin-colored tresses flowing around her shoulders, the same silvery-violet eyes, the same amber-hued skin.  Her face radiated curiosity and interest—and kindness, too, though of a detached quality, a distance that left me baffled even as she reached out and stroked my cheek.  "So much mortal vigor, yet she is as immortal as we are," she marveled.  

"A phoenix, you say?"  This voice thrummed on a lower register—a man's voice, I thought, though the designations of male and female didn't seem to fit these . . . beings.  One felt the enormity of all the mortal years they had existed, an enormity of time that ironed out the differences between them, even the difference of gender.  It didn't seem to matter so much when one had been around for a hundred thousand lives of humans and witnessed the rise and fall of many civilizations.

I glanced up—and up some more—to behold a narrow, ageless face peering down at me.  He reminded me a bit of Lord Rankin without the beard or the wrinkles.  He shook his head, a slow, vaguely disgruntled movement.

"You should not have taken her from her realm, Saranay," he said, looking toward my captor.  "To bring another immortal here, especially one so young, one with child no less—such an action defies our law.  And how did you break the warding around her realm to bring her here?"

Saranay shrugged.  "She is one of those rare immortals who lost her mortality at such a young age, months before her birth, that her spirit is most pliable, and the normal chains that bind immortals to their respective realms do not bind her.  She slips around the hard steel boundaries between the realms like water, flowing as a mortal soul does after death through all fences.  I know I should not have done it, but since I lost Nisroch's father, I have longed for the ring of mortal laughter, the sting of mortal tears, the life of mortal feeling waking up this arid place.  She possesses all the charm of mortality without the sorrow of mortal death.  Such a pet is a rare find, do you not agree?"

They nodded, all of them, even the one who I thought might be my champion, the one who reminded me of Lord Rankin.  Worst of all, the woman who had touched my cheek said, a subtle miasma of greed and envy souring her high, perfect voice, "What will you do with her child when it is born?  I still have that spell you wanted many eons ago, and we perhaps could reach some agreement for the young one.  I still miss my Helene—it has only been twenty mortal years since she passed to heaven, and her absence has left a terrible hole in my halls.  A baby phoenix, especially one of such vitality and power as this one, would do much to ease my sorrow."

I jerked back, clutching my belly where Tahira rested, and gaped at them all.  An inky black thunderhead of horror rose inside, blotting out all other thoughts in my mind.  I wanted to scream, but I had no voice, my mouth open in a soundless wail.  Then I wanted to yell and curse at them, but I still had no words.  They burst like bubbles on the edge of my tongue, my throat full of unuttered frustration that leaked out my eyes in the form of hot, angry tears.  Phoenix tears that steamed up into cedar-scented smoke as they trickled down my face.  How dare they treat me this way, haggling over my baby like she was a prize kitten?

They stared back, apparently fascinated by my tears.  "Such a tight bond already between mother and child," murmured the one who wanted my baby.  "She looks ready to kill for her chick.  Of course, I care for my offspring, but these mortals . . . all the realms, I can feel the energy.  It crackles off her like lightning.  Can you believe it?  She acts as if she understands us."

"That is because she does."

"Really?"  The woman's eyes darkened with seeming unease.  "Why does she not speak then?"

"Something has happened to her voice, and I am not sure how to fix it.  Nor will I yet.  Thank the realms she cannot shift into her bird form so far along in her pregnancy.  She has not accepted her fate, and I do not want to unleash the power of her phoenix voice here until I know what it will do.  And until I am certain she will not use it to retaliate."

I glared at her.  D*** the day I didn't use my voice to fry her into oblivion—when it worked again, that was.  But what if she manages to put me under some kind of spell before then?  Sensible Avreal whispered.  My defiance was a good start, but it didn't mean much if she breached the protection around me.

"You should have stopped me.  Or warned me before you brought her within earshot," remarked the Eldest woman who wanted my baby as a pet.  

"Warned you about what, Titania?"

Titania held up one hand, graceful as a lily swaying in the breeze.  "I did not realize she could understand me.  The mortals usually do not understand, at least at first, and I assumed she would be the same.  I would never have offered to exchange my spell for her baby in front of her if I had known.  It seems to have upset her."  Titania stroked my cheek with her petal-smooth, cool hand again, and I cringed.  A faint sadness seemed to darken her eyes even more until they gleamed like amethysts.  I had never sensed such compassion from Saranay.  "It is all right.  I am sorry to have upset you," she said in a low voice, low enough that perhaps she meant only me to hear.  "I wish both you and your baby could come live with me, sing in my forest glade, but it is against our laws.  You belong to Saranay—she saw you first.  Never fear, she will take good care of you."

The man who had spoken in my defense cleared his throat as if he had his doubts about that.  "Why have you not ensorcelled her yet, Saranay?  Surely it is cruel not to cast the spell of forgetfulness over her?  She will only pine for her home, her family, until you do.  It is our rule with mortals so they do not suffer needlessly."

"Do you not think I have tried, Orion?"  Saranay began to pace, long, deliberate strides.  "But my spells so far do not work on her.  It is most strange."

"Then you should send her back," he replied, just the slightest edge to his voice.  If this was the Eldest version of righteous anger, the Eldest version of fighting, then I was in trouble.  Father would have long since punched them all.  "Such a young phoenix—she looks well-loved.  No wonder she has such protection around her that your spells cannot breach.  She will be missed in her realm.  What of her mate, the one who sired the chick she carries?  It is cruel to separate them—do not phoenixes mate forever in their realm?"

"Nisroch is her mate," Saranay said.

I shook my head violently, and her gaze flicked ice in my direction.

Orion caught our exchange.  "But you just brought her here—we felt her power enter our realm mere hours ago.  And she is several months into her pregnancy.  You could not have hidden her for so long without us sensing her presence."

Saranay appeared to consider this carefully, and I wondered at her sudden hesitation.  So far she had had quick answers to their questions.  Perhaps she hadn't expected any of them to demand that she return me to my realm.  Many of them hadn't seemed to expect Orion's demand, as they exchanged glances, a few dulcet whispers passing amongst them like wind through willow leaves.  These beings didn't seem to have a king or queen in the way I understood leadership, but if I had to guess, I would have said that Orion possessed a certain authority with the rest of them.  Maybe he was the eldest of the Eldest.  There was a phrase to trip up one's tongue, wasn't it?

Finally Saranay answered, "It is my own fault.  I should never have succumbed to my desire for Nisroch's father."

"Perhaps not, but you are far from the only one among us to be tempted by a mortal, to lie with a mortal.  You are the only one, though, to conceive and bear a half mortal child."

"Yes."  Saranay hung her head in a show of shame—at least I knew it was a show.  If I could have spoken, I would have scoffed at her poor acting.  However, her fellow Eldest seemed to swallow her act without suspicion.  They accepted her false humility with nods and murmurs of compassion.  Even Orion nodded.  My heart sank like an anchor to the unfathomable depths of a dark ocean, and more tears sizzled down my cheeks.  These d****d Eldest, so complacent, so detached, so civilized.  They had forgotten how to recognize evil in their midst, if they had ever known how in the first place.  Nisroch had confessed once that the mortals considered this place the Garden of Eden.  Well, so far I hadn't seen any garden, but now I understood what he had meant.  Innocence, completely unspoiled—these beings had no concept of evil because they had never experienced it.  And their lack of experience made them stupid, for all their wisdom.  They were even more innocent than mortal children, who were often surprisingly clear-eyed when it came to sensing evil, sometimes more clear-eyed than the adults around them.  I wondered suddenly what had happened to Saranay to make her different from the other Eldest.  Had she been conceived power-hungry and rapacious, or had a serpent broken into this garden and bitten her, like in the old story?  Whichever it was, one thing was certain.  I was in trouble, and these beings couldn't help me because they were blind to the threat.  

"So what is your point, Saranay?" Orion prodded at long last.

"Nisroch desires a mate in a way that we Eldest have difficulty understanding, and he is alone, the only half-mortal amidst our kind, too young yet for yelaetine.  He has watched this phoenix-girl through my mirror, desired her, and I could not deny him."

"But she already has a mate in her realm."

"Yes, and for that reason, it was wrong of me to bring her here.  But Nisroch is my son, and there are so few suitable immortals in other realms that he could mate with—she is a most rare find.  You know, Orion, how rare such immortals are.  There is no other phoenix I have seen who can switch between bird and woman.  If there had been another, still a virgin without a mate, I would have brought that one.  But there is not another.  There is only Avreal, and he is sick with longing for her and her alone."

"But she does not pine for him in the same way.  At least it does not appear so," Orion stated, his tone dry with brittle sarcasm.  Likely he rarely used such a tone, if he ever had before.  Slight as it was, the wry note in his voice sent tiny moth wings of HOPE to flutter inside.

Saranay's cheeks flushed.  "She will pine for him in time."

"I suppose.  Until then, he must not touch her.  As you well know, we do not bring our pets here to mistreat them."  The others nodded at this, even Saranay, though I could see her eyes narrow to icicle slivers.  She was furious.

But she modulated her voice to a perfectly even keel, as Nic-Nic the sailor would have described it.  Too even, I thought, but the other Eldest didn't seem to pick up on this.  "Why, of course, he will not touch her until she is ready.  I fail to see why you needed to mention such a prohibition."

"I apologize if you took offense, but it is your son I thought of, not you.  Nisroch's mortal half makes him a puzzle to me at times—and to you as well.  And he is yet an impatient boy.  I just want to be certain that he does not forget himself in a moment of haste and do lasting harm."

Here Saranay looked at me, her gaze swirling with unreadable intent.  "He could not bring himself to harm her.  Besides, I will soon figure out how to cast the memory charm on her so she forgets her mate.  Then, and only then, will Nisroch approach her."

"Hmm."  Orion cleared his throat, a wordless unease—perhaps, like his brush with sarcasm, it was the first time he had uttered such a sound.  "I do not think it will be as soon as you think, Saranay.  The protection around her is strong, quite strong.  Besides, I must express misgiving at the thought of stealing another immortal's memories.  It is one thing with the mortals—no matter how young they are when they come to us, they so soon depart this realm for heaven that it seems a kindness to take their mortal memories for the brief time they are here.  After all, when their souls reach heaven, they will get their memories back, and this place becomes a dream to them.  But she is different.  She will be with us always . . ."

I shuddered at this, that horrid word always reverberating in my skull until I wondered if I had gone mad.  As if to remind me I wasn't alone, Tahira kicked me then.  No matter what Saranay did, I could never forget who Tahira's father was, never.  As long as I had Tahira with me, I carried a piece of Elk.  I felt his arms tight around me and Tahira, protecting us from this place.  Sobs rose in my throat and burst silently as bubbles against my teeth.

The Eldest fell silent, watching me.  Orion and Titania particularly appeared troubled, their eyes identical amethyst wells drawing me in, drowning me in comforting enchantment.  In the end, though, I surfaced with a mental sputter when they turned away, melted away with the fluid grace of snowflakes dancing on the first spring breeze.  Soon they had vanished, leaving me alone with Saranay.  She and I regarded each other for an endless moment—probably days passed in my realm before we broke off our stare.

I broke it first—I couldn't help blinking when she said, a slight smile curving her lips, "I am so glad Elkanah managed to sire a child on you.  I expected him to do it sooner, seduce you sooner than he did, but really, I have waited so long that few mortal months are nothing now, certainly worth waiting for a phoenix to kindle."

A hundred frantic questions crowded my throat until I almost choked, my eyes widening.  Saranay must have read at least a few of these questions in my gaze, for she waved her hand dismissively.  "Why do you think I allowed him to kidnap you as he did?  Why do you think I misled him when I told him he must seduce you in order to use your powers to claim his throne?  Why do you think I chose him as an emissary?  There are others, but he is the only one I knew to be a phoenix himself, albeit an unwitting one, at least until he transformed.  And he is charming, handsome, talented, brave, in the prime of his mortal life—I knew you could not resist such a man, even if he did kidnap you.  I knew because I could hardly resist him myself and almost lured him here when he was young, would have if I had not had other plans for him."

I reeled, certain I would vomit—my stomach rose, pushed through and around the questions still crowding my throat.  But nothing emerged except gagging.  Tears stung my eyes, and I shut them as I fell to my knees.  Blessed darkness behind the lids, no more hateful white palace, no more hateful sky.  I was in the dark, my baby with me, as Elk wrapped his warm, black wings around us and rocked us, the warm comfort of a phoenix night.  Saranay may have engineered the situation, but she could never have engineered us falling in love.  That had just happened when I least wanted it or expected it, the way love often did.  Apparently love had the puckish wit of a prankster at times.  No, Saranay could never have engineered love, this infinite force she would never understand, for all her Eldest wisdom.

Then she grasped my arm, her grip gentle and irresistible as falling asleep and freezing to death in the snow.  "My lovely, stubborn butterfly, if you would only surrender, lower your defenses, I could so easily take this pain from you.  It hurts me to see you suffer so, especially as it is unnecessary.  You are never going back, Avreal, not as long as you remain silent and refuse my help."

I shook my head, more tears hot on my face, as she smoothed my hair back from my forehead, pressed her cold lips to my temple.  Her words flowed in my ear, sweet as poisoned honey.  Her voice made me want to give in, made me want to stop fighting.  But I couldn't.  If I gave in to her, she would take all my memories away, and I wouldn't want to go home because I wouldn't remember home.  I shuddered—upset as I was to be here, to have brought Tahira here, thank God I had switched places with Dominic.  My presence as an immortal disturbed the other Eldest, but they wouldn't have batted an eyelash at my mortal brother.  How many mortals had they brought here as pets over the eons?  How many mortal memories had they wiped clean, like Wylan's slate wiped clean of figures and formulas?  It made me sick all over again to think about it, and I gagged, a sour taste in my mouth.

"Shh," whispered Saranay.  "You belong to us now.  You and your chick.  Many immortals long to switch places with you, Avreal, trapped as they are in limited mortal realms.  This is a realm made for immortals, where all the immortals are supposed to be, would be if not for the Great Fall and the splintering of reality into infinity.  If only you would allow me to help you, I could show you so much, teach you so much."

When I continued to weep, ignoring her, she sighed, then straightened, hauling me up with her.  "Avreal, I do not want to, but if you persist in being so stubborn, I will take your chick from you after she has hatched.  She will be powerful, powerful as you could be, able to walk amidst the realms, and I cannot afford for you to taint her with your rebellion.  I will also bring Muriel and Jukar here, whether you want me to or not.  They are still young enough to train properly."

That drew me up short, and I swallowed back my tears as best I could.  Bad enough I was here, Tahira with me, but I couldn't bear the idea of Muriel and Jukar here too.  Would Titania try to buy them with a spell like she had tried to buy Tahira?  And that was the best option—at least Titania had seemed kind, compassionate.  Saranay was only kind when she thought it would get her something she wanted.

So I shuffled along after Saranay, outwardly cowed and obedient while dark plots seethed in my rebellious heart.  Tahira turned over then and ran her tiny toes along the underside of my stomach—or at least that was what this peculiar tickling sensation felt like.  I clutched my belly, silently communicating my love and protection to her.  I'd be d****d before I let Saranay touch her.

The hard edges of the pillars, the hard sparkle of the sky floor softened, then dissolved, and I found myself trailing Saranay through a cloud.  I halted, mouth open, until she seized my wrist and towed me forward. 

"You would think a bird like you would be used to traveling through clouds," she said.  "Come now—you need rest."

Rest?  The last thing I should do was fall asleep here—what if Saranay used my vulnerable state to override the protection around me somehow?  But even as I thought it, I yawned.  It felt like an age since I'd slept.  It had been several mortal weeks, after all, if Saranay had told the truth about the time difference between here and home.

We stepped from the cloud and into a chamber of blue shadows.  My eyes, assaulted by all the white so far, drank in the change gratefully.  The walls here would have been white too in normal light.  But this was a sort of twilight, a room in perpetual gloaming.  Bas-relief carvings of the kind Sewell liked to do covered the walls—animals of all descriptions dancing around me in the shadows, foxes holding paws with cats, pigeons touching wings with dragons, unicorns prancing beside deer.  I liked it, the first room I had liked here.  

Saranay led me to a low bed, a swatch of cloud.  I sank down on it, burrowing into the soft billows.  Unlike a real cloud, it was dry and cozy, just the way I'd always imagined clouds to feel until I actually flew through one.  Saranay snapped her fingers, and a tray on impossibly thin, curved legs appeared beside me.  I blinked drowsily at it.  A glass flagon of wine, a porcelain pitcher of what I thought might be water, and a plate under a silver dome all slowly descended from the night sky ceiling to land on the tray.

"Sustenance for when you wake," she murmured.  Then she snapped her fingers again, and a large white tub appeared, steam rising from its surface, towels stacked beside it, a cake of creamy soap and a set of silver toiletries on top of the towels.  "The water will stay warm until you use it, even if that is hours from now, and then when you are done, it will vanish," she explained.  Then she gestured to a tri-fold screen in the corner, a simple frame covered in white cloth.  "Behind that, you will find suitable attire, a spider-silk gown and smallclothes.  I am sure Orion will return to observe your condition," here her mouth curled slightly, just the faintest sneer, "and I want him to be satisfied."  

I nodded to show I understood.  I was glad of all of this, including the gown.  I still wore the nightclothes I had been wearing that last horrific night in my realm, the night Grandfather had died and I had ended up here, a thin silken shift and a hastily donned robe of rain-colored velvet.  I loved the robe, a gift from Elk, and planned to wear it here as a sort of armor.  But it would be nice to have an alternative, and I had often envied the light airiness and opalescent shimmer of Nisroch's spider-silk shirts.  A gown made of the same stuff would be heaven to wear.

"Rest as long as you like while you contemplate what I have said," Saranay ended on a subtly ominous note sure to niggle me into insomnia.  Her tasks apparently accomplished, she vanished then.

I had intended to go right to sleep, but her parting shot had chased away my drowsiness.  So instead I ate the food (bread, creamy cheese, fruit, and leafy greens) and drank some water, followed by all the wine.  I had the vague impression it all tasted delicious, but it was wasted on me—my taste buds had gone numb from the salt of too many tears.  Then I shrugged out of my clothes and clambered into the bath.  I washed and scrubbed all over with a sudden energy that surprised me, given the flagon of fey wine I had just quaffed.  But I really needed to be absolutely clean, every crack and crevice and curve of me.  All those watching silvery-purple eyes, looking at me and my unborn baby like we were particularly intriguing pets, Saranay's new pets.  And Saranay herself, with her cold touch and even colder gaze, her beautiful voice insinuating itself into my ears and then into my mind and then into my heart, telling me to surrender and all would be well, all the while scaring me with threats of what would happen if I didn't surrender.  Maybe I should surrender, some tired traitor whispered inside.  After all, what if I never make it home?  What if Tahira is born here?

I shut my eyes and shook my head, scrubbing my palms over my face.  The pressure was painful but reviving.  The peridot of my parents' troth ring scratched my cheek, which really woke me up.  My eyes flew open, and I stared down as blood fell into the water, a bright scarlet teardrop.  Then I examined the ring, its golden swirl of metal around the smooth globes of pearls, the sharp green of the peridot, imagined my father as a young man sliding it onto my mother's still girlish finger, the parapet winds whipping around them.  They had no idea of what impossibilities their future together held, no idea of what strange challenges they would face, and I envied them that.  I envied them their youthful ignorance at that moment, an ignorance I had never possessed unless I counted those brief months before Mother and I transformed.  And I couldn't remember those months, of course, no more than a fire could remember the first spark of its existence.  It just knew it had always been burning.

Despite these grim ruminations, the tears really didn't start coursing down my cheeks until I lifted my other hand from the water and looked at the ring there.  The ring Elk had put on my finger the day we wed.  We had never really had a formal betrothal, so this band served as both troth and wedding ring.  A moonstone shaped like a crescent and carved to resemble a sleeping face, tiny black pearls all around with pinpricks of diamond in between for stars—it was the night sky captured in a ring I could wear on my finger, a bit of night sky I could carry with me always, even when I was away from him.

I stroked the surface of the ring with my fingertip, remembered the last time I had stroked his face, his jaw as we kissed.  Maybe if I touched our ring often enough, I could somehow touch him.  After all, his lovely black wings were like the night sky, his lovely black wings and his lovely black aura that he threw around us like a cloak to guard us from spying eyes while we made love.  His aura had become the night for me, and the night was fine, so very fine, a flight of ecstasy among the stars that ended in sleep among the clouds.  Would I ever find such contentment, such tender love again?  Only with him, and he was lost to me, along with everyone else I loved except Tahira, who was trapped in this hateful place with me.

Somehow, I stumbled my grief-blinded way back to the cloud bed, which, aside from its pale color, reminded me of Elk's wings around my body.  There I hugged my pregnant middle and sobbed myself to sleep, after which I knew no more, too exhausted even for dreams.

~~~~~
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When I awoke, turning over and blinking, I didn't even have a consoling moment of forgetting where I was and what had happened, for Nisroch sat cross-legged beside the bed, his dark eyes fixed on me.  I screamed, then clutched my throat when no sound emerged, remembering that I had no voice here as I stared at my erstwhile lover turned tormentor.  He still looked too thin and unkempt, deep shadows under his eyes, but I hardened my heart against pity.  After what he had done to my grandfather, he should look like he had missed several nights of rest.  Although I knew it would be futile, my fingers curved into claws as I longed to reach up and scratch his face, then throttle him, the petulant brat, the sneak, the murderer. 

"Avreal, do not be alarmed.  Please," he added, apparently mistaking my rage for fear.  That shouldn't surprise me—he really had no finesse when it came to detecting human emotions.  

I narrowed my eyes to slits, then scrambled for the farthest corner of the cloud away from him that I could get to.  There I crouched, glaring at him, daring him to try, just try coming any closer.

"You are upset," he observed.  When I didn't respond save to draw a shuddering breath or two, he continued, holding me with his gaze.  "You are angry."

I lifted my brows.  "You are very angry," he continued.  At this, I nodded in a series of tight chin jerks.  

"Ahh."  He exhaled, sank back on his heels, and broke eye contact.  He gazed down at the dark blue of sky floor, as if already defeated in the face of my rage.  All was silent for a long while.  

Just when I had decided he wasn't going to attempt speaking anymore, he said, still staring at the floor, "I thought perhaps when you came here and saw how powerful my mother is, I thought perhaps then you would understand.  But no, you still do not.  Maybe it is because of this strange protection you have around you.  It puzzles Mother, this shield.  I do not have such a shield from her.  I never have.  I envy you that."

Pity, rage, and suspicion roiled inside, an uneasy stew.  I wanted to believe him, wanted to believe that all his bad deeds had been because he was Saranay's cats-paw.  And I could understand him being upset with me for marrying Elk and perhaps taking some rash action of his own volition he now regretted.  But I didn't dare believe him.  Not after what he'd done to Grandfather.  He had been in my realm both times he had used his mother's spell to make Grandfather sick.  And when he was in my realm, he acted under his own will.  Certainly Saranay could influence him, mislead him, so that he carried out her orders, but it still was ultimately his decision when he was in my realm.  And he had decided to kill Grandfather.  And not even in a straightforward fight, but in a cowardly, sneaky way, a nasty, insidious spell that did its deadly work hours after Nisroch had left the scene.  He was a murderer and a coward, and he had no honor.

So I tried to steel my tender heart, remembering how Elk had cautioned me to be more careful of it.  It did, after all, belong to him now.  At the thought of him, I choked, my arms clutched around my pregnant middle as I rocked Tahira from side to side.  

Nisroch fell quiet, watching me.  Then he said, his voice quiet, "Do you hate me now, butterfly?"

Without stopping to consider the consequences, I nodded, then faltered.  What if I needed his help to escape this place?  I should have restrained myself, not let him know what I really felt and thought, held back so I could manipulate him.  I sighed inwardly.  Manipulation—that wasn't me.  It was a skill beyond me.  I could flirt and cajole, but there had to be some truth behind it in order for me to pull it off.  And I could lie, if doing so protected those I loved.  But I had never been good at it.  I was a poor actress, incapable of lying well, as Dominic, Elk, and others had discovered.  I watched Nisroch with wide eyes, waiting for the explosion.

But none came.  He merely continued to watch me, his expression abstracted, a little sad.  "I am sorry," he said at last.  Then puzzlement crinkled his features.  "But I also feel . . . how do I describe it, glad?  No, not glad exactly," he added hastily, apparently catching the fresh anger kindled in my glare.  "I am sorry for what I did, so I am not glad.  But I am—relieved, perhaps?—that we are having this moment together, even if you hate me.  I realize now I never have to wonder what you feel or think—you tell me.  Even when you cannot speak, you tell me.  And it is a relief, Avreal.  Mother is never so honest with me."

I pondered this, more pity welling up in my heart for him.  He was still such a child, and that was Saranay's fault.  I couldn't trust him.  I could never trust him.  But I could feel sorry for him and how emotionally crippled his mother had made him.

He looked on the verge of speaking again when Saranay appeared.  "Nisroch!" she yelled, her voice the shriek of the winter wind, and her face . . . oh dear God, her face.  She was so upset that her pleasant mask had slipped, and I saw her true face.  A skull, pale as snow, the mask fading to a transparent shimmer.  Except the eyes—her eyes remained the same, a swirl of wintry twilight, the mesmerizing lull of sleep before the cold did its deadly work. I screamed, but nothing emerged, of course.  I scrambled off the cloud bed and to the farthest corner from her, where I huddled in a tight ball.  Nisroch gaped at his mother for a moment longer, then slid down to the cloud floor, limp as a boned fish in a faint.

Saranay barely noticed, her gaze fixed on me.  Her mask appeared solid again, but I knew what lurked beneath.  She stepped toward me, the easy saunter of one who knows she has all the time she needs and then some.  I glanced around, frantic to get away, but there was no door.  She had apparently magic-ed it away.  So like a trapped child, I shut my eyes against the inevitable, shut my eyes to bask in the safe, warm darkness behind the lids, even if only for a moment.

Something icy gently touched my eyelids, first one, then the other, and I knew it was her fingertip.  A shiver of horror ran through me, my teeth chattering.

"Shh," she breathed, a hush like snow softly falling around us, a white death burying the world under its chill blanket.  "There is no need for such fear."

I shook my head violently, keeping my eyes tightly closed.  She would have to pry them open if she wanted me to look at her.  I wondered suddenly if the other Eldest wore masks like Saranay's, if all of them secretly possessed the true face of death.  Somehow, I doubted it—I didn't get the same feeling from the rest of them at all, at least not so far.  And I doubted any of them could see her this way.  Nisroch couldn't, I knew that much.  Only me.

"Shh, do not be afraid of the winter, dear child.  Do not be afraid of death—you have already faced it once and conquered.  You became immortal the hard way," she crooned, her fingers moving over my hair now, petting me.  "Touching you reminds me of touching a flame, the flame of pure life.  Why do you think I brought you here?  The more I touch you, the more I am around you, the less numb I feel, the easier it is to cloak my true form.  I cannot wait to hold your child, a phoenix fresh from the egg, and train her.  She will be able to travel between realms as you can, but she will not have this absurd shield around her as you do, this absurd shield that prevents you using your powers.  She will be too young to be so prejudiced and frightened."

I just kept shaking my head, and she sighed, her breath cold against my scalp.  "You should do away with it, Avreal.  Get rid of it.  It is no help to you but a hindrance.  It cannot stop me touching you.  It cannot stop me imprisoning you here.  It cannot stop me taking your baby after she is born.  It cannot stop Nisroch from lying with you.  And he will after the chick arrives, no matter what you want or what Orion thinks or what shield you have in place.  If you would but lower the shield, the power you could have . . . you cannot even imagine."

My hands fisted, a fire raging inside.  I longed to hit her, knock the hateful words from her mouth, break her teeth, rip out her tongue so she would be as mute as I was.  How dare she threaten me, threaten Tahira?!  I longed to open my beak wide in a phoenix battle cry, a cry to bring her to her knees and shrivel her to nothing, burning away her ghost from this place.  My fear charred to smoldering ash, I opened my eyes and glared at her.  An invisible force seemed to pass between us, for she stepped back, her hand sliding free from my hair as she regarded me.  Her eyes gleamed with bright interest, as if my murderous fury intrigued her.  She wanted me to lose control, waited for me to lower my defenses, so she could take all my memories away and manipulate me with her magic the way she manipulated Nisroch.  My gaze shifted briefly to his pitiful, still unconscious form.  If I lost my temper and tried to attack her, I would become her phoenix puppet.  But how I was ever to go home if I didn't attack her and vanquish her?  It seemed an impossible conundrum, but there had to be some way around it.  There had to be.

Let her think she has you right where she wants you—maybe then she'll leave you alone for awhile to stew murmured Sensible Avreal.  So I lowered my head, rested it on my drawn-up knees in a posture of despair. 

"All right, stubborn butterfly," came Saranay's voice, slight amusement hardening its mellifluous flow.  "I can see we will get no further at present.  I will take Nisroch and leave you to your rest and contemplation again.  I will also leave you a present, something to help you while away the long hours and perhaps make you see reason."

I refused to acknowledge this and kept my head down as she rustled about the chamber.  I caught a flicker of movement when she leaned down and grasped Nisroch's shoulder.  Then came more rustling which slowly faded away.  When all had fallen completely silent, I finally lifted my face and looked around. 

Saranay and Nisroch had vanished.  There was more food and drink on the small table, and the tub steamed with fresh water, clean towels stacked beside it.  And on the bed rested a huge book.  Slowly I rose, staring at that book.  It took up at least an eighth of the bed, and it wasn't even open.  I tapped the strange cover, which appeared made of ivory but was really a very hard leather.  A scrolled design of golden birds flew around the edges, moving like one of Mother's paintings.  

I started to open the cover, which was rather heavy, when an odd tingling shock ran from the book through my fingers, and I dropped the cover with a soundless cry.  Rubbing my fingertips, which still tingled, I stared at the book.  A gilt title slowly appeared on the front.  The Landers Saga, a Tale of Death, Transformation, and the Resurrection of Elder Magic in the Phoenix Realm.  I really stared at it now, as hard as I would stare a poisonous viper hissing in the corner, a stare of horrified fascination.  Whatever did it mean, Saranay having such a book about my family?
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Chapter Two ~ Eden

[image: ]




On the doorstep, Dagmar leaned closer and touched my forearm in an oddly intimate gesture, at least for her.  We would never be true friends—our temperaments diverged too far for that—but we would always be joined by the experience of witnessing Safire's fiery death and transformation.

"Are you certain you don't need us another day or two?" she asked, her tone brisk but her gaze softened by sympathy.  What she really meant was did I need her for another day?  Certainly not Selwyn, who was useless in his plodding, befuddled masculinity at the tasks demanded of the recently bereaved, particularly of widows.  To answer letters of condolence and send thank you notes to all the proper people, to receive well-meaning visitors and the curious gossip-vultures whom one hoped never to see again, to drown in an endless sea of papers, to comfort one's stunned children, to part with pieces of the beloved's life like favors at a grotesque party.  Dagmar had proven mostly adept at all these tasks, but Landers Hall required her management far more than I did.  Also, like me, she had welcomed her first grandchild not all that long ago, and I figured her arms ached (as mine often did) for that always fresh-faced, sometimes sweet-scented, half-unfurled bud of new life, especially after being in this house of death and loss for over a week.

So I reluctantly bid her and Selwyn farewell, waving as their carriage rumbled down the drive and through the gate.  They were the last of our northern family to depart, except for Sewell, who would stay with us for another fortnight.  I was glad for Sewell's steady, kind-natured presence—he was particularly good at soothing Nora and the twins in Avreal's absence.

When the carriage turned at the gate and left my view, I remained there a few moments, alone on the doorstep.  It was the first time I had been alone all day, I realized.  Even the grooms had quit the courtyard and returned to the stable to feed their restless charges.  The horses longed for the voice and touch of their master almost as much as I did and had no patience with lesser mortals.  But they would have to learn patience, as I would.  

I sighed, then pressed my hands to my face as I shed my mask of calm, collected sorrow, the mask of decorous widowhood I had shielded myself behind the last two weeks.  The only other times I had taken it off had been late at night, when I could weep and rage into my pillow until I exhausted myself into a few hours worth of fitful slumber.  The only people I had ever really cried around were Safire and Mordric, and Mordric had left me.  Safire, of course, would have come in a wing-beat to comfort me, but she had her own troubles.  Our own troubles.  I could barely contemplate the loss of Mordric, and I had known that would come one day.  From the first moment I had considered seducing him, I had known I would lose him.  We had started our marriage on borrowed time and had gotten far more of it than we had expected, either one of us.  

But the loss of Avreal . . . no, I couldn't fathom it, not now.  I straightened, swiped at my streaming eyes.  She and Dominic felt like mine, in a way Sewell, dear as he was to me, never had.  I supposed it was because I had known them both from infancy, whereas Sewell had come to us a readymade little boy.  And Dominic and Avreal both reminded me so much of their parents' vanished humanity that I had almost slipped up and called him Merius or her Safire a couple of times.  

Hooves clopped in the courtyard, and I started, realizing my solitude had ended.  Stifling a sob in my hand, then mentally tugging on composure like a suddenly too-small frock, I turned around and went back into the house.  The echo of my own footfalls in the cavernous front hall mocked me as my ears strained to catch the familiar sound of boot heels beside mine.  But there was nothing.  He was gone, gone where I couldn't follow this time, even against his orders.

~~~~~
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It shouldn't have surprised me when I wandered into the banquet hall after midnight and found Dominic sitting at the head of the table, drinking whiskey and reading.  But it did, enough that I uttered a faint cry like a ninny and sagged against a chair for support.  In the soft candlelight, he so resembled his grandfather in that instant, it startled me, almost like Mordric had returned from the grave to haunt us.  I sank into the chair and regarded him.

"Are you all right?" he demanded.  "You look like you've seen a ghost . . ."  Then he gulped, realizing in his sensitive warlock way how his words sounded in the context.  "I suppose we're all seeing ghosts this week," he muttered, taking a sip.  "You want some?"

I shook my head.  "If I start drinking now, I'll turn into a drunkard.  Why aren't you asleep?"

He shrugged.  "I soothed everyone else to sleep, then couldn't find it myself."

I snorted, more from a sense of tired irony than from amusement.  "Where do healers go to get healed, Dominic?"

"The whiskey bottle, apparently," he quipped, then sighed.  "It's too bad Jukar's not a little older—he could put me to sleep, but that's a last resort.  We shouldn't encourage him too much in that particular ability, especially not while he's too young to understand the consequences.  What about you?  Do you want me to heal you so you can sleep?  I don't think you've had a restful night since . . ."

I shook my head.  "Maybe in a little while, but not yet.  I want to be able to fall asleep on my own, even if it takes a few restless nights to do it.  Eventually, I'll be so tired I won't be able to avoid sleep."

"Maybe."  He flipped a page in the book, then pushed it away.  It was the Spider King's spell book.

"That doesn't seem like good bedtime reading, not if you're trying to fall asleep," I observed, my tone dry.

"No, I don't suppose it does.  Pretty grim, and that's just the parts I can translate readily. I don't comprehend most of it yet."  He brooded a moment, staring into his tumbler before he drained the rest of the liquor.  "I just can't stop thinking about her, how she shoved me out of danger.  I won't rest easy, healing or no healing, whiskey or no whiskey, until we have her back, her and her babe."

I reached out, covered his hands with mine.  "But, Dominic, you need your rest if you're going to achieve that—you can't help Avreal if you're exhausted.  Or drunk."

He smiled faintly.  "No, I suppose not, Evi-ma."  He patted my hand in return, and I took the opportunity of his distraction to snatch the offending book away.  "But . . ." he protested, clearly surprised at my impulsive action, even though, like his grandfather, his expression didn't change a whit.  "But Wylan and I need that book, if we're going to help Avreal."

"Not tonight, you don't," I said firmly.  "I'll give it back to you tomorrow.  In the mean time, you go to bed."

His eyes narrowed, a speculative look.  "Only if you let me soothe you to sleep the way I did the others."

"What, so you can just stay up all night, reading this wretched book and drinking?  I don't think so."  We contemplated each other across the table, two negotiators who had reached a snag, neither one willing to budge.

"I promise I'll go to bed, just as soon as you're asleep," he said finally.

"I don't trust you."  Another silence fell as we stared at each other, though I should have known, given whose grandson he was, that such a stare-down would never work.  He wouldn't quail or even blink, not at least until I had fallen asleep at the table.  Likely he'd still be there in the morning when I woke up, motionless and timeless and brooding as one of my sculptures.

"All right," I exhaled at long last.  "I'll tell you what.  I'll let you do your healer thing and put me to sleep.  But before that, I'm locking up this book.  Then I'm putting the key on a necklace that I'll wear to bed every night.  You can look at the book all day if you wish, but it's getting locked up every night from here on out."

"Yes, my lady."  He sounded like he spoke through gritted teeth, and I grinned, the first time I remembered smiling like that since . . . well, since that terrible night on the ship.  He was as stubborn as his grandfather and father, but unlike my interactions with them, I had maternal authority over him.  It was a subtle but vast power of persuasion.  

"All right, that's settled."  I scraped my chair back and rose.  "Tomorrow, I should have time to help you at long last—the burden shouldn't fall solely to you and Wylan and Tomas and Lord Rankin."  For the first moment in several days, I felt a surge of energy inside, and I realized that it wasn't just that I wanted to help them, I needed to help them in their quest to recover Avreal.  Taking action, even if it was the quiet action of a librarian doing research, was just what I needed to start containing the immensity of my grief.  I remembered how I had assisted Merius and Lord Rankin after Safire's transformation and felt a sudden nostalgia for the innocence of those days, tragic as they had been.  "Besides," I continued.  "I'd like to be there tomorrow when Elk comes to share his and your parents' findings at the weirplace.  Irrational as it is, there's a part of me that still doesn't quite trust him, truth be told."

"I know what you mean.  It will be good to have your help," Dominic said.  "Sir will be there—he's not going back to the academy for several days.  Lady Cyranea will be there as well—she's taking the day off from the council to help us.  Lord Rankin asked her."

"Council," I murmured.  I still hadn't been able to face going to council.  Evi came by almost every afternoon with little Circe to report what had transpired.  However, I couldn't keep avoiding it—I could just hear Mordric in my head, demanding why the hell I lollygagged about the house after all the strings he'd pulled to get me on the council in the first place.  Cowardly ingrate, that was what he would call me.  Perhaps all I needed was the prod of a truly important vote to push me through my reluctance to face his absence in that particular arena.  A truly important vote to ignite my stalwart maternal instincts to guide my daughter through that snake pit.  And Valkira—both she and Evi still looked to me as their primary role model at court.  And both missed Mordric terribly.  Thankfully, there had been little of interest happening on the council.  It was as if the whole court had joined us in our mourning, though I knew that was a polite fantasy.  We still had our enemies, would always have our enemies.

"Evi-ma?"  Dominic gently touched my shoulder, using his childhood pet name for me to ease me out of my reverie instead of jarring me.  I smiled at him and remembered the serious, intense little boy he'd been.  An imp, a changeling, a witch son, strong-willed and unnaturally sensitive to everything and everyone around him.  He'd changed little except to acquire a dry wit and a capacity for pranks that had to be witnessed to be believed, given his stolid demeanor.  Ghitana and I had spent countless happy hours last August and September planning Dominic's and Kelene's futures together, the adventures they would have, the joys they would share.  Narie of Rankin and I had rhapsodized the same way when Tomas and Evi married, most pleased our family trees had become so entwined.  But with Kelene and Dominic, there had been an edge to Ghitana's and my hopes.  Both of them had already endured tragedies and both of them were so tender-hearted . . . Ghitana and I cast fierce spells of protection over their future, the kind of spells only seasoned mothers knew about, spells I was sure Safire had reiterated as soon as she woke from her long sleep.

I locked up the Spider King's book in a trunk downstairs and pocketed the key in my robe so I wouldn't have to go into my and Mordric's bedchamber.  Dominic paused outside the door to the bedchamber, but when I kept going, he quickly caught up.  And didn't even ask any questions.  Thank God, because that would have been awkward.  When I crept into the nursery, he followed without comment, both of us reluctant to make any noise which might wake the occupants.  Muriel and Jukar slept on one bed, their wings gleaming in the glow from the nightlight, their little arms around each other.  From Muriel's flushed cheeks, I could tell she had woken up at some point and then cried herself back to sleep.

"Poor babies," I murmured, tugging the blanket back up around their wings and shoulders, then smoothing the curls back from their foreheads.

"Mama?" Jukar murmured, his eyes squeezed shut as if he concentrated really hard.  "Can't find her, Muri . . ."

"No mama," Muriel answered sadly.

"Are they sharing the same dream?" Dominic whispered as he stared down at them.

"It sounds like it, doesn't it?"

"But they don't have a mind bond."

"No, but they are twins.  And their father is from another realm, the same realm where their mother went.  And they both miss their mother so much it's all they can think about."

"It's just I thought they needed dragon scales under their pillows to share a dream like that, and if they have dragon scales, then we're all at risk like before."

"Knuckle Nic-Nic," Muriel said then, her thumb creeping towards her mouth as she slipped deeper into slumber.

"There are no more dragon scales, not here.  Safire checks every night when she sings them to sleep."

Dominic nodded, satisfied with this.  "Mother would know.  I suppose it is just what you say, that they miss Avreal so much that they share that intense focus, even when they're asleep.  Poor little birds."  He patted first Muriel's, then Jukar's head, using his healer touch to keep them from waking.

I sloughed off my slippers and settled onto the empty bed beside the twins' bed.  I had been gone from it long enough that the sheets were cold, and I shivered a little as I pushed my feet down.  It was a single bed, and it seemed too narrow suddenly, small as a magic bed in a fairytale, too small for an adult.  The covers had even shrunk in my absence, not wide enough to fully envelop me as I felt a phantom draft creep under the quilt edge and along my back.  Damn it, where was Mordric?  He was supposed to keep the drafts off me.  I yanked the quilt under my chin, only to leave my feet exposed.  Curse it all, I wasn't used to being in a bed by myself. 

"Do you need some help?" Dominic asked, and without waiting for an answer, he grabbed the quilt and sheet together at the edges and shook them over me so they covered everything.  "You just had 'em all knotted up at your back where you couldn't see it," he explained.

"Thank you."  It felt odd, having him tuck me in the way I had so often tucked him in when he was a child.  Not bad, exactly.  Just odd.  "You'll make an excellent father," I added as an afterthought.

He offered a slight half smile.  "Kelene would be glad to hear you say that."

"When it's meant to happen, it'll happen with you two," I said, not knowing why I said it exactly, just that he needed to hear it.

He paused, looked down at me.  "You always know what to say, don't you?"

"I'm a mother—of course I do."

The half-smile broadened.  "All right, close your eyes.  I'll say good night now, because you'll be asleep before you know it."

"Good night back."  Obediently I closed my eyes as he spread his fingers across my forehead, gentle circles of pressure and heat against my skin.  A beautiful darkness filled my mind, a starlit forest glade.  I danced across it, giddy as the innocent girl I had never been, and realized this was it.  I was asleep, the most content I had been in days as I twirled in my dreams.

~~~~~
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"You should remarry, and soon at that.  You never were a woman who could stand a lonely bed for long, you lustful cat."  So spoke my husband.

I swatted at his memory, only to have him grip my hand tightly in his.  "That may be true, but you spoiled me for other men," I replied.

He smiled, all gray and grim—and achingly familiar.  How could I share my bed with anyone else?  I'd rather sleep with his ghost than with any other man, ever.  Maybe this was why widows went into the convent and entombed themselves.  It seemed in some ways easier to confront a barren cell every morning than the chamber and bed we had shared, much less another man.  He was everywhere in that chamber, the echo of his strong presence impossible to ignore.  Right now, I could hardly bear to see the door, much less enter it, though hopefully the pain would fade to a vague sting in a few weeks.  Or not.  

It was strange to me, how my hand still shook too much for me to turn the knob of our chamber door, how the glimpse of his wardrobe the other day through the partly open doorway had made me faint.  That had been when Elsa and Evi had gone in to fetch my clothes and jewelry and toiletries for me, and I had been giving them instructions when the hallway suddenly vanished in soft blackness, and I had woken what felt like a lifetime later to find myself lying on the floorboards, anxious faces floating all around.  I had never expected to be one of those delicate creatures who couldn't handle reality.  I had always managed, no matter what had occurred, no matter what tragedy had befallen us.  But not this.

I would understand my weakness more if he had died in our bed here.  But he hadn't.  He had died on the ship, at least a day and half sail from this place.  We had just enjoyed one of the merriest evenings I could remember, dancing on the decks with our family.  Then we had retired to our cabin decorously like any other sedate, long-married couple.  Until we had shut the door and practically torn each other's clothes off before we fell on the bunk in a raw wrangle the likes of which brought back fond memories of our early days skulking about and snatching secret tumbles in strange places.  He had been on fire that night, for after about a quarter-hour rest to catch our breaths, we had made love again, more slowly, more tenderly, but no less fiercely.  It had been awhile since we'd tumbled twice in such quick succession.  Though we had still lain together at least a couple times a week, that damned thief Age had started lurking in the background more and more.  Inevitable, of course, but with his remarkable stamina and passion, we still would have had years left if not for Saranay the battleaxe and her plots.  It was almost like he had suspected it would be our last time together and had wanted to make the most of it.  

I blinked then, my face wet, the pillow damp under my cheek.  I had woken crying again.  The bed felt strange, too narrow and cold with no husband beside me, and I shook my mind to alertness as I propped myself up on my elbows.  A rainy dawn stained the nursery walls a deep gray to match my mood.

"Eden?" came a drowsy whisper, and I glanced over to find Jukar blinking at me as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes.  When he saw he had my attention, he asked, "Where Mama?" 

"I wish I knew, sweetling.  All I know is wherever she is, she'll be back, maybe sooner than we think."  I hoped to God I wasn't making the little bird-boy an empty promise.

He blinked again, this time his eyes glittering wet with tears.  "That why you cry?"

"Partly—I miss your mama too."  I swiped the edge of the sheet under my eyes to catch the last of my tears.  Then I held my arms out to Jukar.  He understood that gesture immediately and clambered over to me so quickly that his talons tore two slashes in the quilt he and Muriel shared.  Avreal feather fuzz spilled forth in a brightly colored cloud.

"Oh no—Mama feathers," Jukar murmured, frowning.  After Avreal had threatened to make them wear shoes inside, he and Muriel had been doing their best to keep from mauling the furniture with their talons.  But they still forgot at emotional moments, a lapse that distressed Jukar far more than it did Muriel.  After screeching lustily through her punishments, Muriel tended to shrug off her misbehavior with sassy good humor, while her twin brooded about his, to the point that Avreal hated to punish him.  I understood her reluctance, especially since Muriel was the one who instigated almost all of Jukar's misdeeds.  

When he started trying to push the feathers back into the counterpane, as if he desperately hoped I hadn't noticed yet, I said gently, "It's all right, Jukar.  It was an accident."

He looked at me with wide dark eyes.  "But Mama will be upset."

"We'll mend it before she returns.  It's easily mended."

He stared at me, feathers drifting at his feet.  Then he shut his eyes, inhaling.  "Smell like Mama.  Like apples."

"That's right—she stuffed her feathers in that quilt so you would smell her scent and think of her."  With a bittersweet pang, I remembered the nest Safire had built for Avreal, how Elsa had sewn a small quilt much like this one and stuffed it with the cedar comfort of Safire's feathers.  The echoes of the past never faded, but grew louder the older one became.  Mordric had sometimes found these echoes deafening, and I began to understand why now that grief had sharpened my memories, given them an edge that cut my heart.

Muriel awoke then and greeted the day with a raucous announcement.  "Mama feathers!" she exclaimed and jumped off the bed to roll amidst the plumage piled on the floor.  After gaping at his sister, Jukar joined her, evidently not able to resist the pull of those feathers.  If only for a moment, they could pretend their mother was here.  If only for a moment, they could touch some piece of her.  Thank God we had saved a whole bundle of her feathers.  I hated to consider that those feathers might be the only shred of Avreal left here for an eternity while that Saranay kept her captive.  We had to rescue her, get her back, we just had to.  Or the hope of spring would leave this realm with her, never to return.  I watched her beautiful children play amidst her feathers as I tasted fresh tears.  

~~~~~
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"Ugh," Cyranea said suddenly.  She was normally so articulate that I glanced up, surprised, just in time to see her lay down her quill pen beside the inkwell.  She laced her fingers together and stretched them, cracking the knuckles as a grimace crossed her mouth.

"Rheumatism?" I asked.  "Dominic's down in the banquet hall, I think, with Rankin and Renfrew.  I could summon him to heal your pain."

She shook her head.  "Don't bother him, not for this.  I won't deny stiff fingers from all the writing, but it's not the pain bothering me . . ." she trailed off.

"I'm sure the others are busy with their own projects, but maybe Nora could write down the translation while you read aloud.  That would save your hand, and if the reading aloud distracts me, I could work on this somewhere else."  I held up the book I studied, Merius's prophesy text for the witch and warlock academy.  

She kept shaking her head.  "No, I appreciate the offer, Eden.  But I couldn't bring myself to read this out loud, especially to an innocent girl like Nora."  She pointed at the spell book, apparent distaste pinching her thin face.  "I would feel like I spewed manure from my mouth with every word.  It's an evil book."

"Ahh—so that's the problem, more than the rheumatism."

"Yes."  She met my gaze, her spectacles flashing defiantly.  "I just translated a spell for turning someone inside out."

I gulped, lunch uneasy in my stomach suddenly.  "Oh."

"At least it's not easy to accomplish—it requires the cooperation of at least three witches or warlocks and the beating heart of a black wolf."

"Thank God, or Rainier would have used that one ages ago, probably on Mordric."

Cyranea barked a mirthless laugh.  "I never married, but sometimes, seeing how you and Mordric worked with each other on the council, I felt tempted to try it."

I smiled, a bittersweet taste curling my tongue.  "Thanks—that's quite a compliment to our marriage."

"Will you return to council soon?"

"I hope."

"I hope so too.  It's difficult, being the only veteran woman.  Evidee's done a good job cowing those men the way you would—you trained her well—but I know she misses you.  Her Highness Valkira too.  I'm not a good example to follow—I've never been one for speeches."

"Perhaps not, but we couldn't do without you.  You catch all the discrepancies in what others say, and I can't count all the times I would have been at sea without your notes."

"Just as I'm at sea without your sharp tongue to speak for us."

"I'll be back soon, Cyranea, I promise.  It's just been difficult . . ." I paused, not sure how to go on, until I caught her watching me, her face impassive.  If she had been openly sympathetic, I might have broken down in tears.  But for some reason, her scholarly detachment helped me regain my equilibrium, retain my court mask so I could continue.  "You know me—I've always been practical, a realist.  But this—it's as bad as when Safire transformed.  Worse, really, because I don't have Mordric here to help me cope with my grief.  I've never been comfortable with my emotions."

"Me neither," she said.  "This may be a stupid suggestion, and if it is, forgive me.  I'm just an old spinster who's never understood what it is to love a man.  But maybe it would be better if you came back to council soon, while the grief is still fresh, while you're still stunned by it.  I remember when my mother died.  It helped me at first to pretend she was merely at our house on the island, away but not gone, if you see what I mean.  I know it was a lie, and I normally hate lies—they're illogical.  But for some reason, that lie, illogical as it was, helped me go about my day.  Maybe you could pretend he got called away.  To Landers Hall perhaps.  It's happened often enough in the past, and you had to sit on the council without him.  Just pretend, just for the first few days.  No one but you need know."

I nodded slowly—with each dip of my chin, the idea seemed better and better.  "Thank you—that's just what I needed.  I don't know if it'll work or not, but having a strategy will help me get my foot out the door, and that's half the battle."

"I thought so.  We're more alike in some ways than our histories would indicate."  She gave a dry chuckle.

I laughed.  "Courtesans and female scholars both skirt the edges of respectability, so yes, I suppose we are similar.  Just like Safire and I shared disreputable unconventionality, her for her art, and I for my . . . skills.  Being a courtesan was good practice for politics."

Before she could reply, a large form swooped by the window.  We both glanced up, and she said, "I think Elkanah is here."

"Finally," I grumbled.  "That trickster better have something good."

"I hate to say it, but I'm glad to be interrupted.  I don't know if I can handle much more of The Blood Grimoire today.  Maybe Lord Rankin would be willing to work on it this afternoon."  Cyranea picked up her neat stack of foolscap and the spell book.

"The Blood Grimoire?  I didn't think it had a title," I remarked as we headed downstairs.

"That's my title for it.  It wouldn't surprise me if the pages were made from human skin, the cover dyed this color with blood.  And most of the spells require blood or body parts."

I shuddered—the battered cover glowed a deep crimson in spots.  It did indeed resemble blood.  "Do you think those spells will actually work?  Maybe it isn't worth translating."  I paused on the landing, and she paused with me.  The morning rain had passed, and afternoon sunlight flowed golden and warm through the windows.  Our shadows stretched long in its wake, as far as the wall opposite the landing.  I relished the sun's warmth on my back as I examined my shadow self—she went with me everywhere, but I barely felt her weight here.  The light cast its own spell, lifting my spirits.

Cyranea regarded me over her spectacles with pale-eyed intensity, pulling me back to reality after my brief freedom.  "Even if the spells work, do we really want to try any of them?  All the ones I've translated so far require horrific ingredients.  I can't imagine the rest are going to be any different."

I sighed.  "I share your reluctance, believe me, but Dominic is convinced there's something we can use in it, even if we don't cast any of the spells."

"That may be so," Cyranea conceded.  "I've always possessed more than my fair share of scholarly curiosity.  And when confronted with a task as monumental as this one, I agree with Dominic that it's best to have all available resources at your disposal, whether you end up using them or not.  It just seems evil, using my knowledge of ancient languages to bring this wicked book out of obscurity.  When we're finished, I think we should burn our translation and find some way to destroy the original."

"Perhaps.  If something in that book does help us recover Avreal, then maybe we shouldn't be so quick to destroy it.  Take heart—at least we have it now instead of the likes of King Rainier."

Cyranea nodded.  "I am glad it's out of his hands.  I just hope this is the only copy in existence.  If we do end up keeping it, I think Safire and Merius should hide it at the weirplace concealed by the Old Ones' glamour—that would make it almost impossible for unscrupulous sorts to find it."  

"Good idea," I said as we continued outside to the courtyard.

The big shape that had swooped past the window turned out to be Merius, not Elk.  I stopped short and crossed my arms, disgruntled.  I was always pleased to see Merius, of course, but I had really wanted to grill Elk (well, grill his human glamour) about what Safire and Merius thought we should do.  He was the only adult immortal left we could communicate with readily now that Avreal was gone.  So where was the trickster?  And why had Merius come in his stead?

Jared, Rankin, Renfrew, Dominic, and Wylan stood in a circle around Merius.  The late summer sunlight blazed across Dominic's and Wylan's hair.  They both needed haircuts, I decided—Dominic's hung long enough to be tied back in a stubby pigtail, and Wylan's had started to curl over his high collar in ringlets almost as pretty as Evi's.  I didn't even want to consider what Mordric would have said about that.  I had fallen down on my maternal nagging, that much was certain.  The house and its occupants hadn't looked this wild and unkempt in ages, not since the last time we'd left human Merius in charge for a fortnight.  

"So why can't Elk come?" Dominic demanded, sounding as irritated as I felt.

Merius ruffled up in a bird shrug, then plucked a scroll from thin air with his beak.  I stared—one instant, there had been nothing, and the next, a scroll.  Tied with a silky purple ribbon, no less.  One of Elk's glamours apparently.  I shook my head at the theatrics, though I couldn't help a furtive grin.  Elk and Avreal really were made for each other, at least when it came to putting on a show—whether it was on a stage or high drama in real life.

Dominic caught the glamour scroll with a muffled curse.  When he whipped the ribbon off and unfurled the scroll, it crackled like the finest parchment, and my smile widened.  Elk really did pay attention to the important details in his glamours, not just the look of a thing, but the sound and feel and smell of it as well.  I couldn't help but admire such a skilled performer.

Dominic read aloud, his mouth curling around the words in suppressed amusement, likely at the deliberately overblown phrases:

Dear Landers and other esteemed mortals,

I apologize from the bottom of my wretched being for not attending to your studies today as I had promised.  An unforeseen matter has delayed me at the weirplace.  Please know that I will return on the morrow under Aesir's gaze to elucidate further.  I expect to have tidings of immense importance to us all.

Yours in haste and the greatest sincerity,

Elkanah

"That reprobate—what mischief is he up to now?"  scowled my son, sounding so much like his father that I started.  

I had never known Mordric as a young man—he had been in his late twenties when I was born, and he hadn't roused my curiosity enough to pay significant attention to him until far later, when I was in my late teens.  Despite that, though, I strongly suspected he had most resembled some combination of Wylan and Dominic when he was young.  Strange how various traits mixed and matched over the generations, like pairing a Cormalen hat with a SerVerinese veil to come up with a new fashion.  Such rumination often ended with me wishing I had known my parents, then wishing I could have known the babies I had lost.  My life's pattern would never be complete to me until I did know them all, which I supposed would come in the vague shadowy reaches of the hereafter, a place my literal mind found impossible to grasp, like trying to hold smoke or shadows.  Mordric was there now, wasn't he?  That seemed ridiculous, a terrible jest, that he should be gone.  Gone to that other place, that place I couldn't even picture in my mind, much less picture him there without me.  Even though the summer sun was warm, I shivered suddenly, rubbing my hands over my arms.  Then, catching Dominic's brow-furrowed glance, I prodded myself to concentrate on the present.  The last thing he needed was to be distracted with trying to heal me of a grief that couldn't be healed when he had more pressing matters. 

"So, what mischief is he up to?" Wylan repeated, a sharper edge to his already sharp tone.

Merius shook his head and cawed, white feather fuzz floating down.  "Merius doesn't think Elkanah is up to any mischief," Rankin observed mildly, rearranging his beard in that fussy way that would have driven me to fits if I'd been married to him.  "Why do you think so, lad?"

"Because he's a blackguard," Wylan replied, earning another harsh caw from Merius.

"Now, Wylan, that's not logical, and you're the most logical fellow I know," said Renfrew with a mischievous twinkle in his dark gnome eyes.  I couldn't sense auras, but I could still tell that my old tutor found my son's rants highly entertaining.  Renfrew had always been perverse, one of his best qualities as far as I was concerned. 

"It is too logical . . ."  Wylan protested angrily.  He said more, but I didn't hear it—I had had too much of scholarly discourse and debate suddenly.  Unlike Renfrew, I could only take so much of Wylan's rants.  Listening to Wylan at times would exhaust the best-intentioned mother in the world.  I loved my offspring fiercely, but there were limits to my patience, and he had tested every one of them several times and leapt straight over quite a few, spouting numbers and rationales the whole way.  The best thing for me to do was retreat before I said something regrettable or Dominic tried to heal me, either of my sorrow or of the headache which now threatened to descend.

"I'm going inside," I said quietly to Cyranea.  "I'm taking my book to the solarium.  I suggest you join me there later—the surroundings are so pleasant after Kelene's labors with the plants that you might not even mind The Blood Grimoire so much."

"Sounds like excellent advice," she said.  So I strode back to the house, waving to Merius as I did so.  He nodded an acknowledgement, a quick jerk of his beak and crest that reminded me of a similar gesture he had made when human.  Dominic gazed after me, likely understanding with a warlock's perception why I left.  Otherwise, my departure escaped Rankin's, Renfrew's, Jared's, and Wylan's notice as they argued about the logical evidence of Elk's reformation or lack thereof.  How they could quantify such a thing was beyond me, even though I usually preferred numbers and hard logic to the unpredictable meanderings of intuition.

When I entered the solarium, I was surprised to find Kelene, Nora, Sewell, and the twins there.  I had thought Muriel and Jukar were at the weirplace, but apparently they had returned here with Merius.  Hmm—maybe the "unforeseen matter" Elk had mentioned in his missive kept Safire too preoccupied for distractions, even her grandchildren.  

The twins worked side by side on their personal miniature gardens, Muriel covered in dirt, even a smudge across one cheek, while Jukar seemed to be whispering endearments to his flowers.  They were both being so adorable at the moment that I had to stop myself from grabbing them both and kissing them, which would have interrupted their welcome preoccupation with their work.  Pondering over a half-finished carving in his hand, Sewell sat on the settle next to Nora, who was reading a book of Lhigat's poems.  Only Kelene noticed me, pausing briefly in her daily song to the orchids to glance my direction.  When I held up the book and claimed a seat on the bench near the door, she nodded and resumed her lovely melody.

I didn't open the book at first.  Instead I listened to Kelene's throaty soprano, admired the green beauty bursting into bloom and leaf all around me, and inhaled the scent of rich, mossy earth.  This had been my vision for years, but it was Kelene's reality.  She couldn't have come along at a better time, with her magic to bring plants alive, to make the verdant flourish even in the midst of our cold winters here.  I turned my gaze to her now as she went about her work, still singing, snipping off dead leaves and attaching stems heavy with orchids to stakes.  Her motions flowed, the unconscious grace of sea foam floating as the waves carried it hither and yon.  

When I considered the matter, it astonished me that Peregrine was her true sire, that such a life-giving boon as Kelene could spring from his wake of death and destruction.  I remembered the last time I had seen him, that day on the parapet before he fled—he had been so enraged at Safire's rejection, so vengeful toward Merius, that he had seemed more demon than man.  A very well-dressed demon.

Ghitana had spoken very little of him, though I knew she had often remembered him with understandable fear and loathing.  For the first month she and the infant Kelene had stayed with us, she had suffered nightmares about him almost every time she fell asleep.  My dear, serious friend, with her veils and her shy smiles and her sudden, rare laughter, like the sun breaking through the clouds briefly on a somber day.  I could see much of her in Kelene.  And though I would never breathe a word to Ghitana, I could also see traces of Peregrine in Kelene.  A fondness for fine clothes, a desire for adventure on the high seas, and a cutting wit that tripped off her normally sweet tongue when she was annoyed.  Her and Dominic's spats in particular amused me.  He needed someone with a steel backbone to keep him in line.  And pique his interest.  Kelene possessed just the right mixture of tenderness and toughness to hook him for a lifetime.

Suddenly my shoulders jerked as Tegrat raced into the conservatory, barking in canine excitement.  At his heels followed a disgruntled Evi, clutching Circe, who yelled at the top of her little lungs.  Tomas drifted in behind them, patting ineffectually at Circe's head, and I could tell, just from the stiff set of Evi's shoulders, that he irritated her at the present moment.  I had a sudden vision of them fifty years hence, him with a long, scraggly beard like his grandfather's, oblivious as he pored over some obscure book while Evi stalked behind him with a pair of gleaming scissors in one wizened claw, ready to snicker-snack the beard clean off.  It was what I would have done, if I had such a husband.

"Here."  I set aside the book and reached for Circe.

"But, Mother, her diaper needs changing," Evi protested, even as she handed her squalling offspring over with a heave of gratitude.

I rolled my eyes.  "As if I've never held a babe with a dirty rag.  Yes, you smelly thing, we'll get you cleaned up," I crooned to my granddaughter, who blinked up at me with eyes already beginning to shift to amber.  "Little stinkweed," I said with such affection that Evi grinned despite herself.

"Should have known you could get her to stop crying," Evi said as we headed upstairs to take care of the offending diaper.  Tomas, sensing his wife's ill humor with unusual perception for him, mumbled something about helping his grandfather and the other scholars and wandered off in the direction of the courtyard.  Kelene normally would have accompanied us—she loved babies, even when they stank and cried—but it seemed Kelene's hands were full, if Muriel's shouts and the other sounds of pandemonium trailing us from the solarium were any indication.  Apparently Tegrat, the wicked pad foot, had disturbed the twins at their work.

"So how was council today?" I asked as I put Circe on the changing table in the nursery and started unknotting the corners of her rag.  She frowned up at me, one finger at the corner of her mouth as she considered me.  Really, she seemed more like Nora at this stage than Evi.  Far quieter than Evi had been.  Mordric had remarked once that Evi, of all the children, reminded him the most of Merius as a baby, either screeching or laughing constantly with no quiet in between until she learned how to walk.  Mordric had been the only one who could calm Evi at that stage—all he had to do was tell her "shut up, Evi" and she had.  All at once I ached for him with a sudden ferocity that took my breath away, almost as if someone had knocked the wind out of me.  I sagged against the raised side of the table.

"Mother, are you all right?" Evi demanded, reaching for my elbow.

I gulped a breath, used the force of the air expanding my ribs to pull myself straight before I collapsed in a fit of weeping.  "Fine, I'm fine," I said through my teeth.

She arched one brow at me, clearly doubtful as she picked up where I had left off with the diaper changing.  "Really," was her single-word comment.

"Really, I'm fine," I threw back at her, then softened when I glanced at Circe, remembered Mordric holding Evi when she was only a few months old.  "Just thought of your father suddenly, that's all.  Do you know he was the only one who could get you to stop crying?  He used to tell you 'shut up, Evi' and you did.  Otherwise you were a demon as a baby.  A very cute demon."

She snorted.  "Somehow that doesn't surprise me.  Also doesn't surprise me that Father was such an effective exorcist—he could have banished Satan himself with a single look."  She wiped Circe's bare bottom with a damp cloth, and the baby kicked and burbled, happy to be clean again.  "So council," Evi went on, not looking at me.  "Those merchants are running rampant without you and Father there.  And today Cyranea wasn't even there—it was terrible.  King Segar dismissed us all without a vote, and you know he never does that unless it's at a complete impasse."

"What kind of impasse?"

"The kind where I yell and shake my fist at them," she answered brightly.

"Sorry I missed it—would have been a nice reminder of your infancy as a demon," I replied in a dry tone.  "So what was it an impasse about?"

"Ronceval Devons wants us to abolish the SerVerinese tariff entirely."

"Of course he does.  I have to admire that man's tenacity—he's ridden that same nag now for the last forty years, almost as long as I've been alive.  And of course, with me and Cyranea not there, your father . . ." I trailed off.  Here was a good time to try out Cyranea's advice.  He's at Landers Hall, I told myself firmly.  Holding that thought in my mind, repeating it to myself, I cleared my throat and continued, "I'll come tomorrow, Evi."

Her eyes lit up, golden as the thick summer sunlight.  "Will you?  Will you really?"

Not trusting my voice to remain steady, I nodded mutely, and she threw her arms around me.  "Oh, Mother, we'll be so glad to have you back—Her Highness and His Majesty ask about you every day.  I think they miss you as much as I do.  It's been so long, what with your trip to Numer and Father . . ." now it was her turn to trail off, gulp down her words.  "Anyway," she said finally, her voice determinedly upbeat, "I think it will be good for us all, what Father would have wanted."

"I know it will be good," I replied with more conviction than I felt.  Circe started fussing then, and Evi plucked her up with a brisk maternal efficiency that I would have never dreamed of possessing at her age.  

"Hungry," was Evi's pronouncement.  She carried Circe over to the rocking chair near the window and began to nurse her, nuzzling Circe's brown hair (far too thick to be called down) in a gesture of such unconscious bliss that my heart lurched.  

I sat down at the foot of the nearest bed and watched in silence, the creak of the chair rockers and the soft smacks of Circe's contented suckling the only sounds for several moments.  Finally I ventured, my tone deliberately casual, "You seemed annoyed with Tomas earlier.  Anything you want to talk about?"

Evi shrugged.  "He just fusses too much sometimes, and all it does is make Circe cry worse.  I keep telling him that all babies cry, that I can ascertain almost every time what's wrong just from how she's crying, but he's still a bundle of nerves.  Right after she was born, he read in some silly book that babies who screech a certain way are deaf.  So now every time she cries, he's convinced she's deaf, and he starts wringing his hands.  If he keeps it up, I'm going to burn his entire library," she added darkly.

I couldn't help a smile.  I could see why she was annoyed—I would be too—but there was something so sweetly naïve about a young father being overanxious.  "He'll settle down soon enough." 

"He better."  Evi grinned to show her threat was only half-serious, and I shook my head.  I still couldn't understand sometimes how she and Tomas had ended up together.  Aside from the usual minor squabbles with each other that plagued any marriage, they seemed quite content, sometimes deliriously so.  Glad as I was that their union seemed to be working out so well, it puzzled me how it had worked out so well.  At first I had thought Evi wanted him because she enjoyed bossing him, but she enjoyed bossing everyone, so that seemed too general a reason to settle on this specific shy scholar.  They both had brains galore, but again, there were other bright young men at court.  Yet the only one Evi had seriously considered was Tomas, from the time she was a flirtatious fifteen whom we had to keep on a tight leash and he was a gawky seventeen who dropped his practice foil any time someone sneezed.  The mysteries of attraction and love, I guessed.  Maybe she had picked him because he was so gentle-hearted and awkward, a marked contrast to the men of our family except Sewell.  I had to admit, he did have nice eyes behind his spectacles.  

And there burned more passion between them than anyone would have suspected at first glance.  I kept thinking Evi would try her burgeoning kissing skills out on him for awhile, then get bored with his adolescent fumbling and move on to other prey.  However, after I had caught them together in the palace library during a ball, her flushed and his hand halfway up her skirt—how damned embarrassing that had been—I had realized Tomas had picked up far more practical knowledge from his books than I had previously given him credit for.  I had lectured them both, scaring Tomas so much that he had dropped his spectacles.  After we found said spectacles, I decided his gentle soul couldn't take much more of my righteous haranguing (he, after all, had no practice with Mordric's outraged rants as Evi did), so I sent the poor boy scrambling away home before I dealt more thoroughly with my daughter.  

I had asked her if she was prepared to marry Tomas if he got her with child, expecting she would stammer a shocked no.  Instead, she had regarded me coolly and said yes, of course she would marry him, intended to marry him as soon as they were old enough.  Why else did I think she had allowed him to put his hand there?  Then she had drawn a stiletto from her bodice and informed me that her father and Dominic had shown her how to use it, that she would use it to stab any young man who touched her without leave, that Tomas knew about the stiletto (just how he knew, I didn't have the stamina at that point to ask), that Tomas followed her instructions about kissing to the letter, which was why he was so good at it, that he was the only man she'd kissed thus far who paid more attention to her pleasure than his, and that was why she loved him and would marry him one day, so there, Mother.  

I couldn't decide at that point if Mordric and I had gotten the adolescents we deserved or if God had a bizarre sense of wit, tasking a retired courtesan and a rough old soldier with the care of impressionable young souls.  We had tried to be good parents, and I thought we had succeeded for the most part, but sometimes I wondered.  We had such a strange collection of children.  Nora the youngest and Sewell the eldest, the two quiet, artistic, sweet-tempered bookends holding together the exciting library of Wylan, Avreal, Evi, and Dominic.  No wonder Nora enjoyed writing—there was so much to observe and wonder about from her vantage point in the family.  I sighed at the thought of my sensitive baby—I feared she, of all the children, would take the loss of her father the hardest, and it had been difficult to get much out of her the last couple weeks except tears.

"Do you think Nora will be all right?" I asked Evi.

Sadness darkened Evi's gaze briefly before she glanced down at Circe, almost asleep at her breast.  "I hope so—I worry about her and Wylan, how they're really taking all of this.  Actually, I bet Nora will do better in the long run than Wylan.  Whether she talks about them or not, she at least gets her feelings out in her stories.  It's a fight trying to get Wylan to acknowledge he has feelings at all."

I grimaced.  "He has thrown himself and his numbers into the mission of bringing Avreal back.  But I don't know what he'll do if they don't," I faltered "succeed, God forbid.  Self-combust in frustration while Dominic drowns in guilt?  Even if they succeed, Wylan's in trouble.  Either way, he's going to hit a stone wall of grief for his father eventually, and that worries me.  What if he runs off again and we can't find him?"

"He won't do that—he's matured since then," Evi murmured.

"I hope you're right, my dear."  I often ruminated over my peculiar son, worried about him like a canker sore I kept biting by accident when it was on the verge of healing.  When everything went smoothly, he seemed content, happy even with his numbers, and that was fine.  I suspected if life would just leave him alone, he would produce brilliant work, work that potentially could help future generations.  The problem was that life never left anyone alone, so Mordric and I hadn't been able to protect him, no more than we could have protected any of the children from reality.  And despite our best efforts, we had also failed to adequately equip him against life's vicissitudes.  Really, I doubted that anyone, even the best parent in the world, could have adequately equipped Wylan, but I still blamed myself.  If I had just noticed earlier how he felt about Venessa, maybe I would have been able to forestall the worst of their heartbreak.  

"You know, Mother, even if Wylan and Venessa had been able to marry, it wouldn't have worked out," Evi interrupted my thoughts breezily.  "You should quit blaming yourself."

"How did you know what I was thinking about?  Have you suddenly turned into a witch?" I demanded, feeling rather exposed, as if all my clothes had abruptly vanished while I stood in the middle of the main square.

"You're gritting your teeth, even grinding them a little—you always do that when you're worried about Wylan.  It's the most horrid sound, you know, worse than fingernails on a slate.  Ughh," she added for good measure, as if I was too dim to grasp her point.

"Oh."  I did have tension, even pain in my jaw, now that she mentioned it.  I yawned in an attempt to loosen the muscles and immediately felt better, though for the rest of the day, I was extremely self-conscious of my teeth, thanks to my wiseacre oldest child.  "So why do you say it wouldn't have worked out?"

"Not to tread on any hopes you may hold dear, but I don't think Wylan's cut out for marriage.  An affair, maybe, if the woman in question meets him on an intellectual plane rather than an emotional one."

"He fell in love with Venessa, and she's emotional."

"Exactly, and Wylan would have eventually broken her tender heart without meaning to.  Well, maybe broken isn't the proper word.  He would have ground down her heart, pulverized it slowly, and not realized what he'd done until it was too late, if he ever realized it.  He needs a woman with a tough heart like ours, sinewy as leather—the only problem with that scenario is he'd probably irritate her the same way he irritates us."

Cruel as it was, she had a point.  I sighed.  "My poor boy.  And poor Venessa."

Evi, quite adept at finding just the right gossip to distract me, said then, "Speaking of Their Highnesses, I glimpsed Valkira in a certain guard's arms earlier.  Let's just say he wasn't helping her up on her horse."

I sat up straight, gaping at her.  "Darsk?" I hissed.  "Did anyone else see them?"

She shook her head, grinning as she burped a practically dozing Circe on her shoulder.  "I don't think so.  The men were all still yelling at each other in the council chamber, and Gerard was distracted by the commotion."

I fell back on the bed and stared up at the dark blue ceiling, at the golden stars we'd painted there in honor of Jukar's wings.  The stars revolved through the constellations every night—Safire had imbued them with some of her old power, the same way she made the tiny ships on Ghitana's maps move.  Closer to the door, a silver comet shot across a sky of red and purple clouds, our homage to Muriel's wings.  Avreal had devised and executed the idea with our help as a way to celebrate her children's unusual beauty, a reminder that we loved them, wings, talons, and all, no matter how others reacted to their differences.  Maybe I should have painted little hearts dancing with numbers all around Wylan's crib when he was a babe—maybe it would have helped him be as astute about emotions as he was about formulas.  

"I wonder if Segar knows?" I asked the ceiling.

"I don't know, but maybe you should give Valkira the same lecture you tried to give me about Tomas.  I don't think she has a lot of experience, if any . . ."

"None—I told Segar once they were overprotecting those girls.  He agreed with me, but he wasn't sure how to lessen the protection without putting them in danger.  The last thing some of these courtiers want is a woman on the throne, at least a woman they're not married to."  I glanced over at my daughter as I asked, "You think Darsk really loves her, or is it a bid for power?"

Evi snorted.  "Good Lord, you're cynical, Mother.  Yes, I think he really loves her.  Avreal thought so too.  And Valkira loves him.  You should have been in the training salon the day Avreal challenged Valkira to fall in love with him.  I didn't hear all of it, but what I did hear . . . I think we've underestimated Avreal's powers of manipulation all these years."  Then she gulped, as if suddenly choking over her words.  "God, I keep forgetting," she whispered.  "It's just horrible, how I keep forgetting.  It's like she's at the weirplace or off playing with the twins or flying . . ."

"I know, sweet, I know."  I sat up and leaned over, gently enveloping Evi and Circe in my arms as she started to cry.

~~~~~
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"Finally, we got to talk about something besides the SerVerinese tariff," Her Highness Valkira exclaimed as she flung herself down in her favorite overstuffed chair in Segar's private reception room.

"Yes," Segar agreed dryly, giving me a sidelong look.  A speculative look, if I was any judge of my king's moods.  "Ronceval was so distracted by the reappearance of his favorite councilor that he seemingly forgot to expound on his bailiwick.  He'll remember again tomorrow, I'm sure."

"I'm sure he will," I said, suddenly uncomfortable as I remembered Ronceval was a widower.  Dear God, would I have to start refusing would-be suitors already?  That was what Segar seemed to be hinting at—rather wicked of him.  I pursed my mouth, my stomach suddenly sour.

"I'm sorry, Eden."  Segar touched my arm, offered me a glass of bubbly pink wine.  "I didn't think about how it sounded until it was out of my mouth."

"How what sounded?"  Valkira twisted her face around, frowning in puzzlement.

"How what . . ." Evi echoed, and then realization dawned.  "Good Lord, already?" she exclaimed, the color draining from her face as she glanced at me, clearly stricken.

"No, sweet."  Sometimes she really was too astute for her own good, especially when it came to me and her father.  Well, now just me.  I gulped down some wine, suddenly swallowing back tears with it.  Not here, not now, I informed myself savagely, jamming my sharp fingernails into my palm, using the physical pain to distract me from the emotional pain.  I had just made it through my first council as a widow and had managed not to cry.  To get so far and then lose my cool demeanor here, in front of Evi and Valkira—such was unforgivable.  His ghost would come back and haunt me . . . oh, how I wished he would . . .

"There now, it's all right," a kind voice murmured beside me, a voice from long ago.  A memory descended briefly, so vivid I heard the crackle of the fire on the hearth, caught a whiff of that dandy's cologne Segar used to wear two decades ago.  He and I were alone together in his chamber, laughing, drinking wine, and talking about men, the night he had confessed his hankering for Merius and I had hinted about my affair with Mordric.  Both so young, so trusting in our ignorance of the future, of the evil threatening us and those we loved.  I missed those days sometimes, those carefree days when I pretended to be a prince's mistress while I was really just his friend.

I came out of my fog to find myself sobbing, my eyes stinging as I clutched the wine glass, and Segar's arm around me as he pressed a handkerchief to my nose, my eyelids.  "There, there," he repeated, patting my shoulder with each syllable.  "I knew this would be the most difficult part of you coming here today.  The council chamber—you always wear your masks there.  You don't do that here, when it's just us."

I turned my face to look up at him.  "I don't want to marry again, Segar.  Never.  I didn't want to marry in the first place, and he was the only man who could have talked me into it.  I'm so glad I listened, that he could make me listen.  He had that power.  No one else does, not with me."

"I know.  I know you better than just about anyone else at this court, and I know what he meant to you because I know what he meant to me, and your pain right now . . . I can't fathom it.  Not only have you lost him, but Safire, Merius . . . you're the only mortal left of that group.  So many memories left for you to hold."  He kept patting my shoulder.  "We've known each other since our callow youth, longer than either of these ladies has been alive," he nodded to Evi and Valkira, who both gaped at us.  Truth be told, I had forgotten about them briefly, so beguiled was I by the forever-lost reality of a quarter century before.

I downed the wine, then lifted the empty glass in Evi's direction.  "Never fear—you won't have a stepfather any time soon."

"Mother, honestly, if you have to remarry for political reasons, I'm not the one you'll have to worry about.  I'll understand.  Nora will understand.  Father would have understood—he knew how hard it would be for such an eligible widow to remain free for long.  Weasel's the one who will have apoplexy—he can't abide change."

"Weasel?" Segar asked.  "Who's Weasel?"

"Wylan," Valkira answered for me.

"Oh."  Segar, appearing a bit nonplussed, drained his own glass.  After a brief silence, he said, "If he's Weasel, am I Skunk?"

I giggled, the wine going to my head—I never giggled except when I was tipsy.  "King Skunk?  Maybe if you still had that awful cologne you used to wear—made you smell like a docks brothel."

"Mother!"  Evi exclaimed, scandalized, while Segar grinned.

Pretending to be miffed, he pinched his nose and said, "You have terrible taste, Lady Landers.  All the other ladies of the court insisted that cologne made me smell most distinguished, thank you very much."  Then suddenly, we were both laughing, unrestrained as children.  

Later, as we all left the king's reception chamber, I motioned Valkira aside for a quick chat.  We ended up in a window alcove, Gerard and Cedric hovering nearby, just out of earshot.  The sunbeams through the glass flashed blue against Valkira's black hair, her gray eyes lustrous, filled to the brim with light.  Despite her round-cheeked youth, her beauty had the severe quality of a snow-capped mountain, lovely to look at from a distance but impossible to scale without the right equipment.  And even then it would be chancy.  I knew she had never thought of herself as beautiful, that she had been the tough tomboy, wading in to defend herself and her sister from all manner of threats, while Venessa had quietly developed a flirtatious, feminine persona for them both.  Now that Venessa had transformed into a hawk, Valkira was left on her own to figure out not only what it meant to be a woman, but a queen, a queen perhaps in love with her guard, the same man who had accidentally betrayed her twin sister to his villainous father.  It was a challenge to make a mature woman's head spin, and Valkira was still a girl.  A daunting girl who would one day be a daunting queen.  But still just a girl, an untouched girl who, no matter her diamond-hard exterior, likely quaked on the inside at the idea of falling in love.  Love left one so terribly vulnerable in this world of men, and if Valkira hated anything, she hated being vulnerable.  

"My lady?" she prompted after a moment of silence, a moment during which I struggled with myself on how to proceed.

"Evi says she saw you in this alcove yesterday, and you weren't alone."

A blush suffused her olive complexion, turning it a dusky rose.  "Oh," she stammered.  Then she threw her shoulders back, her spine poker straight as she said, suddenly imperious, "And what of it?"

I grinned.  "That's the spirit, Your Highness.  It's no one's affair but your own.  And Darsk's."

"So why do you bring it up?"  She raised the end of one brow, her eyes narrow.  The expression was such a strange combination of Mordric, Jazmene, and Merius that I had to collect myself before I answered, lest I respond as I would have responded to one of them.

"Because you're young, Your Highness, and you've had enough grief already for several lifetimes.  And pardon me if I'm wrong, but Darsk is the first man you've ever taken seriously enough to allow a kiss."

Her blush deepened to the shade of brick, and she glanced away, out the window as she chewed on her ragged pinkie nail.  Then she saw I noticed her and quickly stowed her hands behind her back, out of temptation's reach for the moment.  Although she didn't say it out loud, I could just tell she cursed silently at herself for such a lapse of royal demeanor, such a show of weakness.

"In all those things, you are correct, my lady," she said with endearing primness, still not meeting my gaze. 

"That's what I thought.  I also thought you might have some questions, maybe even concerns, that you don't feel comfortable sharing with your father the king.  Or even with your grandmother."

After a moment's hesitation, she brought one hand around to examine the nails with fierce intensity, a gimlet-eyed look that was so Mordric that I bit my lip, hard.  It was just too bizarre sometimes, seeing so much of him in this young woman.  Wylan and Dominic weren't anywhere near as jarring when they reminded me of him.

Then suddenly, she looked at me, her gaze so direct, so open, that I faltered back a half step.  "I'll tell you because I admire you a great deal, because I want to emulate you.  And because you're right—I do feel uncomfortable sharing these things with anyone, except maybe Ve-Venessa," she stumbled over her sister's name, "but I can't talk to her anymore, not in words, not until Avreal comes back, and anyway, I want an older woman's guidance.  A mo-mother's guidance."  Then she went on briskly, "At any rate, I mean to marry Darsk.  What do you think of that?" she demanded abruptly, almost challenging me.

"What do you think of his kissing?" I retorted.

Her mouth dropped open, then she closed it again, staring aghast at me.  Finally she said, "I enjoy his kissing.  A lot."

"Good.  That's a good start.  It would be terrible to be married to a bad kisser.  What about his conversation?  Do you enjoy that?"

She nodded.  "He's so blunt, you think you know everything about him within five minutes.  But then he says something, does something, that completely surprises me.  He keeps my interest."

"How?  Do you have examples?"

She nodded again, her eyes gleaming—apparently Darsk was a favorite topic of conversation, one she didn't get to indulge often.  "When we were in Sarneth, he braided my hair for me."

"Braided your hair?" I echoed, not quite sure I had heard aright.  

She reached back, touched the coil of braid pinned in a circle around her head.  "Avreal was a bird at the time, so she couldn't help me fix my hair.  Darsk was there and offered to braid it for me.  He said he knew how because he had braided his sister Coraline's hair when they were young."

I smiled.  "A skilled warrior, a good kisser, and he fixes hair.  Sounds like quite a handy fellow to have around.  I can understand why you want to marry him, Your Highness."

~~~~~
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The next day was a holy day, so there was no council.  This seemed like poor planning on my part.  Now that I had attended one council and gotten through it without hysterics, I wanted to maintain the momentum.  However, Dominic, Wylan, and the other scholars had missed my help the day before, and Renfrew could only stay for a week or two longer.  The witch and warlock academy required his insane genius to function, apparently.  Wherever would we find another such wild-eyed, cackling pied piper to lead the academy on its offbeat mission?  I side-eyed Cyranea speculatively.  

She and Lord Rankin bent over The Blood Grimoire (we had all started calling it that).  Cyranea ran her finger down the lines, speaking in a low, urgent voice to Rankin, who kept nodding his head in response.  He cleared his throat finally, straightened, started petting his beard, his rheumy eyes distant and wide behind rectangular spectacle lenses.  He pondered something for a moment, fisting his hand around the end of his beard, then leaned over the book again, pointing at something, some image on the page.

I drifted closer, curious about what they had found.  "Once an eavesdropper, always an eavesdropper," Renfrew hissed beside me in a mock stage whisper.

I glanced at him.  "Takes one to know one, sir."

"Indeed."  He cackle-coughed into the white billows of a handkerchief almost as wrinkled as he was.  "So what were you up to, curious cat?"

"Recruiting your replacement."

"Ha!  As if you could replace me.  I've already planned ahead for that contingency.  I drink a mixture of spirits, special herbs, formaldehyde, and cannon powder daily—I figure it'll mummify me from the inside out and keep me alive forever.  A bit desiccated perhaps but still canny enough to keep the adolescent dimwits and wiseacres in line."

I snorted.  "I'm glad to hear it."  Then I dropped my voice.  "In all sincerity, how goes it, do you think?"  I inclined my head to our gathering of scholars.  Cyranea, Jared, and Rankin still studied The Blood Grimoire, while Dominic and Wylan argued in fierce whispers, a foolscap littered with scribbled formulas before them, and Tomas and Evi pored over Merius's journals, comparing them to the academy texts.  Evi absently cuddled a sleeping Circe in one arm while taking notes with her free hand.  The long library table held an untidy banquet of papers, teetering stacks of books, even Avreal's nest and the shards of her egg, the sight of which made my eyes sting with memories of her riding around on Merius's shoulder as a baby bird.

Renfrew sighed, the twinkle in his eyes temporarily dulled.  "There's too much, but at the same time, not enough."  He tugged a handkerchief covered in scorches from his sleeve and honked his nose.  

"You always speak in riddles, don't you?  Used to drive Mordric to frothing fits."

"Old habits, my dear, old habits."  He patted my arm.  "No, you know what I mean.  We have all this information but no way to organize it, to prioritize it.  What we really need to do is start experimenting at the weirplaces, testing all our theories.  But, of course, the one person who could have carried out said experiments, the one adult poised between mortal and immortal, woman and phoenix, is the very one we're trying to rescue.  Wicked little bird, always getting herself kidnapped and going on these madcap adventures—doesn't she know we won't always be able to follow?"

Now it was my turn to pat his arm in solace.  "We'll get there somehow—I have faith in this crew."

"Me too, but in the mean time, it's a lot of pressure on our young sea captain, trying to fill his grandfather's boots, understand his father's notes, and heal all of Corcin with one hand while he saves his sister with the other."  He indicated Dominic, who paused in his argument with Wylan to regard Renfrew and me with narrow-eyed suspicion.  "He senses our auras, but he can't hear our thoughts.  Too bad Rorric's not here, the silly mind-reader—I've always enjoyed sending him on wild goose chases with a stray thought or two, usually about cake.  That lad loves cake." Renfrew chuckled, merry again at the idea of tormenting his students.

"What are you saying, sir?" Dominic called out.  

"Something about cake," Wylan answered, not looking up as he scratched out some numbers across the foolscap.

"What I said is you better watch yourself.  Sylvian told me how you've been burning the candle at both ends, and I don't like it, Dominic," grumbled Renfrew, suddenly serious again as he shook his head.  "You're not invincible.  You're quite vincible, actually, and you know it somewhere in that thick skull of yours."

Finally Wylan looked up.  "That's not a word," he observed in that flat, humorless way he had of letting us know he didn't get the joke.

I hid a grin as Renfrew replied, matching his tone to Wylan's while his eyes gleamed, "It's an imaginary word—just think of it like you would an imaginary number.  It's a word that's impossible but exists anyway to prop up limp vocabularies the same way an imaginary number props up limp calculations."

Although he didn't crack a smile, Dominic crinkled his eyes just like Merius used to when he was most amused.  He appeared on the verge on adding some witticism of his own, but at that instant, we all heard the familiar rhythm of huge wing beats outside, the familiar dark flash of a huge shadow across the sunlit rectangles of the windows.  Elk?

Dominic and Wylan hurried out the door, the thumps of their boots soon descending the main staircase.  By the time the rest of us exited the library in a sedate scholarly herd, I could hear the rise and fall of Elk's smooth baritone voice downstairs.  I fell under its spell despite myself.  I had always liked the sound of male voices, and Elk had a particularly nice voice, a bit hypnotic like Mordric's had been.  Mordric's voice resounded in my head now, in fact, angry, protesting any resemblance to that accursed jester, that damned scoundrel, as he had called Avreal's kidnapper-turned-lover-turned-husband.  I grinned to myself with a secret wickedness.  His ghost in my mind could protest all he liked, but I actually had observed many similarities between him and Elk.  None that I had dared state out loud, of course, especially in his hearing.  

But privately, I had often sifted through my treacherous impressions of Elk in the strongbox of my mind, at least after Avreal's protection of and desire for her former kidnapper became obvious.  Silly and giddy she might be, but I trusted her phoenix instincts.  Like Safire, Avreal could never care for any truly evil person, so I figured there must have been more to Elk than I had initially thought.  So I tried to see past my prejudice and observe Elk as he truly was.  And what I saw surprised me.  Under the glamour of his glib charm, he was far more like my husband than anyone would have supposed.  Both men were bold, both determined, both cunning, both politically savvy, both tricky in their own ways.  After all, if Elk hadn't possessed those traits, there was no way he would have escaped execution for his crimes, either at Tetwar's behest or our own.  

Really, I understood a little more each day why this man had attracted Avreal.  And now that I witnessed his grief at her absence, I grasped that the two truly had a mind bond, whatever our doubts at the dubious origins of their relationship, whatever our lingering mistrust of his motives.

When he spoke, his fine voice and SerVerinese accent gave the words a lilting rise and fall as smooth as water flowing over glossy pebbles.  I noticed everyone listened, even my grumpy son.  

Elk was saying to Dominic and Wylan as the rest of us entered the banquet hall " . . . so we saw Avreal for a brief breath of Aesir through the portal."

Evi gasped.  "When?"

"Yesterday morning, seralaza."

"Thank God," I muttered.  
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Chapter Three ~ Dominic
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I lay on a beach in utter darkness, listening to the soft roar of distant waves breaking.  Wet sand cushioned me as I blinked at nothing.  Well, not exactly nothing.  The dark felt thick as moth wings brushing me.  It had a presence, a watchful presence.  The darkness was alive.  The darkness was aware.

"Dominic," the darkness said finally, a familiar voice.  Grandfather's voice.

"Yes, sir?"  I tried to sit up but found I had no strength.  I couldn't move, aside from the rise and fall of my chest as I drew breath and spoke.  I was asleep, had to be.  "This is a dream," I said dully.  Of course it was—how else could I be talking to Grandfather but in a dream?  Not only was he dead, but Saranay had thrown his spirit God knew where.  I hadn't told anyone but Mother and Father about that—I had hoped maybe they had some knowledge of how to retrieve him.  I had kept the secret from everyone else, especially Eden.  She was already grieving enough for three widows, and I saw no need to compound her pain with the knowledge that Grandfather's spirit hadn't even made it to heaven but had gone missing.

"It's not a goddamned dream," said the voice irritably.  

"But I'm asleep, it has to be," I protested.

"Yes, you're asleep, but it's not a dream."

"That makes no sense."

"This isn't working—he's arguing with me, like usual," Grandfather said, but not to me.  It sounded like he spoke over his shoulder to onlookers.  Who?  This was the weirdest damn dream.

Voices, just on the edge of perception, seemed to answer him in mutters.  I couldn't make out their whispered words, but I had the sense I knew those voices.  Achingly familiar they were.  At least two, a man, a woman . . .

"Mother?  Father?" I called, and the voices suddenly went silent.

"Hmmph," Grandfather grunted.  "Safire says if you can hear her and Merius as humans that we're too close to the veil, whatever the hell that means.  It's not safe for you to be so close, though, that much I understand."  Something which felt suspiciously like a booted foot prodded me then, pushed me until I rolled over.  I sputtered, sand grainy against my mouth, and blinked as I landed on my back.

"Ah, that's better," he said.  I couldn't tell any change myself—still just as dark, still just as sandy.

"What's this about?  Why can't I talk to Mother and Father?"

"Just shut up and listen—we don't have much time."

"Why?"

"Because you're vulnerable to that blasted Saranay the longer we linger here, that's why."  Then his voice changed, became less harsh.  "We'll be able to talk again, and it won't be so dangerous after I adjust to being back and learn how to be a ghost who you can sense when you're awake.  First of all, I came to tell you I've made it back, that I'm no longer lost.  Safire said that was particularly important to tell you, that you had kept the secret of that battleaxe flinging me to the hinterlands to protect the others, but that you don't have to anymore."

"Ah, that's good," I replied, a bit toneless.  Some unidentifiable emotion surged under my surface calm like a dangerous riptide.  Certainly I was glad to hear his voice again, to talk with him again—these last couple weeks had been damn near impossible without him.  Everyone in the family except Kelene and Eden looked to me to provide the same authority Grandfather had, or at least that was how it seemed.  And everyone still missed him and Avreal so much—it was hard enough dealing with the burden of my own grief, but the weight of everyone else's . . . a riptide of anger ran hot through me.  That was what this was—anger.

"If you'd come back with me, let me heal you that night, you'd be alive now, and Avreal would still be here," I said before I could stop myself—the words just rose unbidden, a rough rope dragging me out to sea.

A simmering silence greeted this.  Finally he said, his tone pinched, "We don't have time to argue, not now.  I had my reasons for my decision that night, reasons you won't understand until you've lived several more decades.  I told you not to come after me the way you did, ordered you not to risk yourself like that.  And of course, you defied me.  Avreal would still be here if you'd followed orders."

"What else was I supposed to do?  Let you die?"

"Yes, that's exactly what you were supposed to do," he snarled.  "I lived three-quarters of a century—that's enough for any man, and more than most get.  I still had all my wits at the end, still could do most of the things I enjoyed, and I'd just vanquished that rotten spider.  What better time to go?"

"But it wasn't your time."

"And who are you, to decide that?  One of the Fates?  God himself?"

"No, no, of course not.  But damn it, we still need you here."

Another silence, this one less tense, more sad.  Finally he sighed.  "It's been difficult for you, hasn't it?  All of them looking to you to tell them what to do."

"And I have no damned clue.  King Rainier's book, Wylan's formulas, all of Father's papers—it's too much, too complicated.  There's no clear path to follow."

Again, silence.  No, not quite silence.  There came that muttering in the distance again, but much fainter this time—I couldn't distinguish any voices from it.  Finally, Grandfather said impatiently, "All right, all right, just be quiet for a moment and let me think.  Both of you chattering at once—I know you have a lot to tell him, but for God's sake, slow down.  No wonder he's confused, between your airy witch nonsense and your wild theories."

A single strident chirp answered him out of the darkness—clearly Mother was not pleased with his description of her "airy witch nonsense."  Apparently it was all right for me to hear her bird voice in this state, just not her human voice.  Never her human voice, it seemed.  The sudden grief that clenched my heart startled me.

"Sorry, sweet," Grandfather said, still sounding more impatient than contrite, "but we're running out of time.  What's your main point?  Can you nail one down out of all that mist?  Something to get him started, get him on the right path?"

A bird-ish squabbling followed, reminding me of an extended turkey call.  Then Grandfather stopped them by saying "That's good," and I could picture him holding up his hand for silence, cutting them off before he got confused again. "That's good—I think he'll be able to use that."

"What is it?"

"When you go down to the wharves and stand at the end of the pier and stare out over the ocean, do you see a clear path?"

"Of course not."

"But you wouldn't let that stop you from setting out."

"No, because I could use maps, the stars, navigational tools to chart my course."

"What if you had no particular destination in mind?"

"Like an exploration mission?"

"Yes, like that."

I considered this a moment.  Even on an exploration voyage, we had a destination—we just didn't know what it was exactly when we set out.  "Depending on what I searched for—knowledge, treasure, new lands—I'd follow my sailor's intuition."

"See, you have what you need.  Just look at the mission to rescue Avreal as a voyage.  We know where she is—in that other realm.  We've seen her through the portal.  We're just not sure how to get there yet."

A sailing metaphor—something I could understand.  Hope flickered inside, for the first time in weeks.  Really, this mission was no different than when we had rescued Avreal from Elkanah.  And we had succeeded then.

"I should read the cards tomorrow—I don't know why I didn't think of it before," I mused.  "It's just I've been so focused on scholarly things, books and ancient languages and formulas, that I lost sight of other methods."

"It's because you haven't had me there to forbid it.  You always hatch your wildest schemes in opposition to me," he grumbled.  "Just like your father."

I snorted.  There was more truth to what he said than I thought it respectful to admit, even if he would agree with me.  "What else, sir?  Surely you and Mother and Father have some other ideas."

"We do, but I'll discuss it no more, not until we see what the cards reveal."

The unbearable itch of the unknown, the same itch I felt at the beginning of every voyage into the wild blue yonder.  I lived for it, lived to satisfy my insatiable curiosity to see what was over the next wave, beyond the next hill.

"I'll leave you now—we've spent too long as it is."  He paused, cleared his throat.  "If you want, you can tell the others you've seen me, that we've talked.  It may offer some comfort, especially to Eden.  She's not a skeptic exactly, but she always likes to gather every scrap of proof she can."

"Then you should try to see her yourself, sir—that would be the surest proof of all for her," I suggested quietly.

"I don't know that I'll be able to do that with her.  She's not a witch, hasn't a shred of witch talent."  Then he stopped, and I heard that distant mutter again.  "Your mother just corrected me," he continued, his voice gruff even for him.  "Apparently Eden has more talent than she or I credit—after all, she was one of the first to spot movement in Safire's sketches.  But enough to sense a spirit, I don't know."  More muttering ensued.  "I'm not being overly grim, just realistic," he said, clearly irritated, and I knew he spoke to my parents.  "Feathered happy-go-lucky fools," he added for good measure.  

My tongue tripped on the edge of another question when a violent wind suddenly whisked me aloft and away from that place, too quickly for me to say farewell to him.  I blinked and found myself in the comfort of my bed, two pairs of worried eyes, one set midnight black, the other cornflower blue, peering down at me.

"He's awake," Sylvian exclaimed.  "Thank goodness."

Kelene kissed my forehead, then my mouth, her lips tasting salty with tears.  "Thank Aesir," she murmured.  Then she turned to Sylvian.  "And thank you, dear one, for healing him."

"What?"  I struggled to sit up, only to find my limbs heavy with exhaustion, the weakness I experienced after the worst healings—and hangovers.  I sank back on the pillows with a groan.  

"You wouldn't wake up.  I tried to rouse you, but nothing worked, even cold water," Kelene said.  "Then we summoned Sylvian."

"What time is it?"  I glanced at the windows but couldn't tell much from the cloud-shrouded skies.  

"Aesir is almost at his zenith."

"Ah, no wonder I'm so hungry."  I looked at Sylvian, clasped her hand.  "Thank you, sweet."

She gazed at me with steady, sad eyes, her usually bright teal aura a blackish-green like the sea before a hurricane.  "I didn't know if I could do it, but I had to try.  At first, it was impossible.  I almost despaired—it was like trying to pull someone back from a long way away with a rope that kept slipping from my hands.  Then suddenly, something gave way, I don't know what, and I couldn't pull fast enough—the rope kept slackening in my hands.  Then you awoke."  She smoothed the hair from my forehead, not blinking as she said,  "You know, we can't stand to lose you too."

"I know."  I touched her aura with mine, tried to draw away some of her upset as best I could with how weak I still felt.  A blue-green lightning bolt cracked the darkness around her, like a vein of emerald suddenly flashing in a dull stone. 

A slight smile creased her mouth, and she shook her finger in mock reproof.  "You're supposed to be resting—your aura looks gray as dishwater."

"Such is so—behave yourself, husband," Kelene reiterated from my other side, and I couldn't help a smile of my own at her half-serious, half-teasing, all-relieved tone.  I slipped my free arm around her and drew her down beside me, her aura soft and sweet-smelling as a desert rose petal, the cool refreshment of her plum taste reviving me every time I inhaled.

Sylvian continued to watch me, her hand still tight around mine—she seemed afraid to let go, as if I was in danger of drifting away again.  "Where were you, anyway?" she asked.  "Any word about Avreal there?"

"As a matter of fact, yes.  How did you guess?"

"You have that look you get, almost transparent with distance."

"I'm as solid as you are."  I squeezed her hand.  "See?"

"You know what I mean, Dominic."  There was no jest, no mockery in her tone this time—she was deadly serious.  "Sir, Lady Esmeralda would be lecturing you this minute, if they were here."
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