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Maerva opened eyes to a darkness, not only of her room, but of the soul. The sense of a presence held her motionless, even though she knew no entry was possible through the closed door or shuttered window. Air whispered over her skin as if someone touched her cheek. A breath later, the impression of an intruder vanished.

The roar of waves crashing against the cliff, something she had heard since birth, comforted Maerva and pushed away the residual fear. Deep breaths removed more of the tension from her body, even though her skin remained clammy from perspiration. The moon reappeared from behind its filtering curtains of haze. No longer obscured, the low-hanging globe sent a shaft of white light streaming through the window. The beam moved up the wall beyond her bed, turning the darkness into a shadowed frame. Glimmering letters written by a ghostly hand resolved into words.





They are coming.

I can sense the presence of the Brethren.

They murdered my son... my wife.

They are coming–the ones who killed me!






A gasp escaped Maerva’s lips. There had been someone in her room... someone in unbearable agony. She strained her senses beyond her room to no avail. Only the sounds of the sea and the night reached her ears. Tears burned her eyes at the depth of the pain imbued in the frantic message. She blinked to clear her vision and the message vanished.

An overwhelming urge to run to her parents’ quarters gripped her. Nothing in her seventeen years had prepared her for this. Even before she threw off the quilt covering her body, she knew Ruadhan and Suliceen would be of no use. Her father was too busy running the village to bother with his next-to-youngest child, and Suliceen fretted about Maerva’s unusual interest in things beyond the customary place of a woman. Arcil, the oldest of her brothers, always listened. To Maerva, he seemed the only one of her family who understood what made her so different from her three sisters and four brothers. But, Arcil was out at sea.

“Tomorrow he returns,” Maerva reassured herself. Her voice added to normalcy of the surroundings. “Tomorrow, I’ll tell him about the dream.”

With a fearful glance at the wall to make sure nothing marred the surface except the charcoal sketch of the rocky coastline she drew a year ago, Maerva rolled onto her side and pulled the quilt over her head. Her fitful sleep provided little rest. Every time she sank too far into slumber, she remembered the dream and the threat it contained.

~ * ~
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If anyone noticed her remoteness the next morning, they did not say anything to Maerva as she helped serve the pre-dawn meal. Instead of following the rest of the village down the tunnel carved through the cliff to the mooring beach, she ran along the narrow path on the top of the bluffs. The light babble of the younger children reached her. Lengthening her stride, she ran ahead and reached the steep switchback leading down to the water long before the others.

With a hand, she shielded her eyes from the glare of the rising sun. Maerva gave a sigh of relief at the sight of Arcil’s two-masted sloop gently bobbing at its mooring alongside one of the long docks. Several large bins lined the wooden planks of the pier, showing that despite the early hour, the crew of Wayward Bound were well along with unloading the ship.

“Arcil,” Maerva yelled. His wave sent her racing down the steep switchback trail at a breakneck speed. Her pace slowed on the loose gravel between the dunes and the tide line, then picked back up into a runner’s gait once she reached the hard packed sand. Minutes later, Maerva stood alongside Arcil. She moved to an empty spot on the rope to help pull the heavy nets of striped yellow fish from the hold. After each load, she shifted into the snatch and toss routine used to get the fish into the waiting arms of the villagers who now lined the dock.

The morning passed quickly and by the mid-day break, Wayward Bound’s cargo covered the huge tables outside the storage caves. After a quick cup of soup and a cold meatroll, Maerva slid into an empty chair next to Arcil. Farther down the line, a dozen old aunts and uncles sang a sea chanty. Their hands moved in rhythm to the tune as they gutted and prepared the fish for smoking and later shipment to the western provinces.

“Guess what, Maerva.” Arcil said.

“Mmmm,” Maerva muttered.

Arcil’s glance showed concern, even though his knife flew in well-practiced moves to fillet a large striper. When Maerva did not respond to the bait of the challenge, he whispered, “What is wrong, sis?”

Her brother’s voice broke into Maerva’s reverie. He leaned over and whispered in her ear. “I got permission from Ruadhan to let you work on Wayward Bound next week. Don’t you like sailing with me anymore?”

Maerva glanced around to see who might be listening. Suliceen was down at the far table, supervising those wrapping the fish in leaves for smoking. Ruadhan paced up and down the line, but Maerva did not worry about her father overhearing. He only had ears for the count passed to him by the heads of the various teams slicing the fillets or piling the whole fish into man-high stacks in the smoking caves.

“I had a strange dream last night,” Maerva said in a low voice. In between calls for more fish, she told Arcil about the unseen presence and its ghostly message.

“Don’t tell anyone,” he hissed. “Especially not our parents.”

His tone reminded Maerva of Arcil’s position. He captained a ship and knew many things beyond her ken. Why he wanted the dream kept private seemed strange, but she would do as he asked.

Several long moments of silence continued between them, then he spoke as if nothing had transpired. “I hear Draoch Tralin is coming. Later today, or tomorrow morning at the latest.” Arcil nudged Maerva’s shoulder with his elbow. “You probably don’t remember her,” he said. “She hasn’t visited for many years.”

“I remember,” Maerva answered, a hint of heat in her voice. “She came and great-grandmother passed over the veiled bridge.” The fake anger left her tone. “Aunt Beatreas is not doing well. Does the wizard’s visit mean she will die, too?”

“Don’t worry, stripling,” Arcil said. The use of his pet name for her warmed Maerva. Her brother’s words added to the feeling. “Tralin’s just coming to see an old friend. Notice how animated old auntie is this morning. She has so been looking forward to the visit.”

Comforted, Maerva pushed her worries away. It was just a dream, she told herself. Not a portent.

~ * ~
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The mage did not arrive that afternoon. Taking advantage of the harvest moon, Ruadhan ordered everyone back to the gutting tables after the evening meal. Fish oil lamps and the gibbous moon lit the beach. Maerva relaxed and carted yet another basket of filets to the smoking cave. Unlike the previous night, stars sparkled in the clear skies. No hint of danger accompanied the moon’s rising from the waves.

Wearied from the heavy work, Maerva slept well. So much so she awoke to discover the lamp still burning. Her usual custom of trimming the wick before bed forgotten. “I was just tired,” she told herself. “Not because of the dream.” Reassured and the lamp tended to, she headed down to the kitchen. Preparing the batter for the pancakes had been her task since childhood.

Noise in the doorway pulled her gaze from the bubbling pan. A tall, slender female casually leaned on a walking stick. The hem of her robe was dust-covered from travel as was the heavy sword that hung alongside her leg. Suliceen rushed over to greet the newcomer. “Greetings, Mistress Tralin. Would you like to break your fast?”

The woman Maerva now understood was the expected mage shook her head. “Thank you, Suliceen, but not at the moment. Perhaps, after I’ve seen to Beatreas. However, I could use someone to help me?”

Suliceen’s glower scanned the room as if searching for someone. Maerva held her breath and tried to become invisible. When needed, she assisted with the nursing, and everyone said she did it well, but it did not come easy. How could she help in a healing? Especially with a female who called herself a draoch–the traditional title for a wizard? Suliceen taught that magic belonged to men. That a woman’s only power was the ability to bring life into the world. The contradiction always confused Maerva. If a girl could sail as well as a man, why couldn’t she do other things as well? So engrossed in her reflection, she forgot her surroundings until she heard her name.

“My daughter, Maerva, will help you,” Suliceen said. “She’s almost done with her chores.”

A sudden spurt of fear rippled through Maerva.

The newcomer’s soft, “Relax, child. I don’t bite,” broke through Maerva’s paralysis. “Gather a bowl and fresh water. And, a kettle of hot water to make tea and a poultice.”

For the rest of the day, Maerva was too busy fetching herbs or water for the wizard to worry about the dream. This time as she climbed the ramp to the elderlies’ wing, instead of pots of hot water, two heavy platters containing an evening meal for her aunt and the wizard weighed down Maerva’s arms. Pushing open the door with her foot, she noticed how much healthier her aunt appeared. The blue tint to the old woman’s skin caused by the lung ailment had been replaced with a rose color.

Tralin’s sharp appraisal of her took Maerva aback. It was the same piercing look the wizard had made several times during the healing.

“Aunt Beatreas, Mistress Tralin, mother sent up some dinner for you,” Maerva explained. “Unless you would rather eat with the rest of the family downstairs.”

The wizard softened her expression. “Thank you, Maerva. And express my appreciation to your mother for her thoughtfulness. Go and eat your own dinner. I’ll come find you shortly.”

From her usual spot against the back wall, Maerva marveled at the change in the dining hall. The night before her kinsmen had bolted down the quick meal of cold meat and bread and hurried back to the gutting tables. Tonight, Suliceen and the kitchen workers cut wedges of fruit-laden pie and handed them out. Animated conversation raised the noise level in the large room until it buzzed in Maerva’s ears. Arcil’s catch had filled the smoking cave and Ruadhan expected to get a good price for the haul. To celebrate the occasion, he released bottles of wine from the storage caves. Arcil and his crew sang the old songs with a special gusto. Everyone joined in, even Ruadhan stomped his feet in time to the music.

Although Maerva wanted to enjoy the evening’s frivolity, sadness tainted her mood. Rather than ruin the good humor in the hall, she slipped out the door and followed the rim path down to the beach. The setting sun colored the sky a crimson that only made the full moon rising from the sea seem brighter.

“There you are, Maerva.” The wizard’s low tones blended so perfectly with the sounds of the sea, they failed to startle the sea birds pecking at the sand. “Your aunt is resting well.” For several minutes she watched the gentle waves, then returned her attention to Maerva’s face. “I have to ask you something, my dear. And I need you to answer me truthfully. Do you see the blue marks on the lintel and frame of the hall door?”

Maerva shrunk into herself, but she could not resist the command in the mage’s tone and answered with a simple, “Yes.” Encouraged by the older woman’s expression, Maerva blurted out the question that had haunted her from her first sight of the glittering symbols. “What do the ciphers mean?”

An unrestrained anger flickered from Tralin. “It means Ruadhan has much to answer for.” It disappeared so quickly Maerva thought she had imagined the rage. “Follow me,” Tralin brusquely ordered.

The wizard’s wake pulled Maerva up the tunnel ramp and into the main hold building. Her footsteps slowed when she realized Tralin was headed to her father’s office. Wild thoughts roiled in Maerva’s head. She had only asked a question. Why was the wizard so angry? Even if Suliceen continually said “questioning things not related to the household was not a woman’s place,” Maerva did not see any harm. Panic at her father’s reaction ripped through her mind.

Tralin pushed open the door and stalked in, leaving Maerva standing in the hallway. Before the wizard shut the door, Maerva glimpsed her parents huddled over the black ledger book of village supplies. Worry added to her fear. What had she done to merit the censure of both Suliceen and Ruadhan?

The loud voices filtering through the door failed to lessen her growing nerves. She imagined one transgression after another–and their punishments–until she clasped her hands together to stop them from shaking. The creak of the door’s opening sent her back a step. Tralin’s gesture had Maerva moving into the office before her mind could override her muscle and hold her in place. A soft rustle of her robe brought the wizard to Maerva’s side, glaring at her parents. Tralin’s voice rang with authority. “Maerva sees the runes of protection I placed on the main door. They should have faded, but the spell is stronger now than when I cast it.”

Her mother’s skin paled to an icy translucence. Maerva hung her head awaiting the beating that would be her punishment when the meeting ended.

“There is only one way the spell’s power could change,” Tralin growled. “Someone with gifts has re-spelled the doors.”

Maerva glanced at her father without lifting her head. Ruadhan did not look afraid. He looked angry that someone would challenge the authority he held over his kin and village.

A light hand on her shoulder shifted Maerva’s gaze to the wizard at her side. “Child, did you touch the marks?”

Suddenly afraid, Maerva wanted to run away and hide. Tralin’s humph brought with it a reminder the older woman awaited an answer. A deep breath later, Maerva squared her shoulders. “At first I traced them, one by one, and each mark brightened. Now, I just touch one symbol when I would go out or come in and the entire arch glows.” Maerva’s voice faded beneath the wizard’s glare.

She gulped when Tralin spun and pointed a finger at the village leader and headmistress. “You knew.”

“No, I did not,” Suliceen objected. “My daughter never said anything to me. Tralin, I always thought your spell was the reason we had so few accidents in the village, and I believed your blessing protected our boats.”

Ruadhan rose to his feet. His cheeks turned ruddier. “My wife did not know about Maerva. I only suspected the last few years.”

The cold fear that had gripped Maerva’s heart melted in a flare of anger. She could have been a mage. Her parents kept it a secret from her.

Tralin’s glare shifted from one parent to the other. “I know your feelings about women and magic, Ruadhan. That still does not excuse your actions. You should have called me. All those lost years. Time in which Maerva could have learned the ancient ways.” A few stray hairs escaped from the gray braid as she shook her head in a visible action of control. “All is not lost.”

Maerva felt the glower Tralin had used on her parents soften.

“My dear child, you have done nothing wrong,” Tralin said. “In fact you have given me a wonderful gift. I had not thought to find a new apprentice at my age.” She reached out; her hand encompassed Maerva’s trembling fingers. “Would you like to come live with me and learn the ways of magic?”

Warmth filled Maerva’s body, the same feeling as when she touched the runes.

Maerva waited with a held breath for her parent’s response to the wizard’s offer.

Tears glistened in Suliceen’s eyes. “If it is your desire, Maerva, you have my blessing. Arcil sails with the morning tide to deliver a shipment of fish. I was going to set aside part of this last haul as your dowry.”

The word ‘dowry’ burned in Maerva’s mind. They would marry her? Without letting her go to sea?

Ruadhan waved in dismissal. “You will do as you wish, regardless of what I say, wizard. Take my daughter if you must.”

Her father’s words stunned. He had always been a hard taskmaster, never one to show affection, but his blunt dismissal, as if she was just a hired hand sent a wave of anger through Maerva’s frame. However, her mother’s red eyes cooled the anger.

In contrast to the cold action of her husband, Suliceen swiped away an errant tear. “Tralin, if you and Maerva journey with Arcil, she will have the coins to ease her life with you or as a dowry. Whichever she wants.”

Maerva took a breath. Her mother really did care for her. It made the questions swirling in her heart even harder to answer. Could she leave her parents? Her family?

From deep inside the truth roared. What future did she have if she stayed?

Images of making the breakfast breads and serving the elderlies changed to standing behind the ship wheel during a late watch on a moon-lit sea.

“Mistress Tralin?” Maerva whispered.

A nod from the wizard and a soft, “We sail with Arcil,” was the final answer Maerva needed. She fought the flutter in her chest. Forcing her voice to steady, she fixed her eyes on the expectant Tralin. “Mistress, I will be your apprentice.”
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Maerva leaned back against the logs and let the book fall into her lap. The cottage wall released the last of the day’s heat and provided warmth against the chill of the late autumn afternoon. Despite the isolation of the high mountain valley she now called home, the three years since she left her family had been the happiest of her life. She closed her eyes and repeated the incantation from the open page. The white mist that heralded a contact thickened and an image appeared within the depths. Although she had never before spoken to Fiodh, Tralin’s description, especially of the northern mage’s sparkling blue eyes, made it easy for Maerva to recognize the visitor. After giving her name, she described the purpose of the call. “We’ve received word from the villages along the southern pass about a sickness working its way through the Brynton Mountains. Tralin is having me contact the local healers to warn them and offer assistance if needed.”

Fiodh’s voice, strong with a hint of the dialect common to the high-peaks, came into Maerva’s mind. “A pleasure to finally meet you, Maerva. Tralin has spoken highly and often of you.” His smile conveyed a welcome beyond that of his words. It flickered and his expression sobered. “I am familiar with the wasting sickness. The usual herbs had no effect. Donnelle, a skilled potioner from the Cothrom Desert, sent several remedies created from rare plants.” Even before he gave the results, Maerva felt the pain the other mage failed to hide. “Nothing I tried, including my magic, halted the disease. Three children and two elderlies succumbed.”

A second mind joined in. His face shimmered next to Fiodh’s in a ghostly duet. Similar features between Fiodh and the newcomer hinted at a family resemblance. “I hope you don’t mind, Maerva, but I invited my brother, Gareth, to join us,” Fiodh said. He laughed in a private joke. “I had to drag him into our link. My younger brother has only minor powers.”

“Greetings, Maerva.” Gareth’s soft tone and shy smile answered a loneliness Maerva had long fought to control. For several moments, she bathed in the special connection. A vow to visit Gareth–to meet him in person–formed.

Gareth’s expression darkened to match his brother’s. “I took healing potions to several of the stricken villages and checked each of the huts where someone died. There existed a hint of magic, like the aftermath of a spell without a proper dispersal.” His pause conveyed his own depth of emotion. “My skills may lie more as a weaponsmith than a mage, but I can tell you the sickness is not natural. It strikes those families who have a history of powers, even if their magic has not been active for generations.”

When Gareth spoke again, Maerva heard a warrior’s orders. “Tell Tralin to strengthen the protective spells around those who might be a target. And Maerva, be especially careful. You are the youngest of us.”

Despite the sense of danger carried by the words, Maerva warmed. She looked forward to meeting Gareth in person. Preferably without his brother along.

~ * ~
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Awareness returned. Not in the gradual clearing of a gray fog, but in an explosion to full consciousness. With it came yet another cycle of the torture Dylan had suffered for countless years. The memory of his dead wife, Ethne, and their son, Fallon, brought with it a glimpse of the happiness that once was theirs. Pain at the loss of everything he once loved followed.

The murderers of his family once again stood before him, as they had time and again. Dylan prepared to fight. His hand closed around the hilt of his sword. Nothing was there. A moan grounded in despair echoed through Dylan’s soul. His spirit was still bound to the stone... his powers still chained by the magic of his enemies. He was helpless.

“One day,” Dylan vowed. “One day, I shall be free of this rock... and have my revenge.”

The sound of the ancient chant speared the silence. Louder and louder it rose until the magic imprisoning him strengthened into shimmering links of unbreakable chain. Unlike the other times, when the leader just dumped the enspelled water over the black obelisk and left Dylan alone, the ritual changed. A high, thin voice spoke out.







“Vision without body, 

Sight without light,

Be granted the bound one,

For the length of a night.”







Although he knew it was meant as an additional torture, Dylan grabbed at the ability of magesight now given him.

Pale shards of sandstone marked the spot where Ethne’s body once lay. Dylan wrenched himself away from the sight and focused on the one whose magic summoned him. A name surfaced–Beven.

No, not Beven, Dylan realized. Gray streaks lighten this one’s hair. And, he does not bear the scar along his jaw, a scar I gave him when he tried to rape a village girl.

“Welcome back, mage,” the not-Beven said. “I, Cuhlwch, descendent of Beven, am now in charge of the Brethren. As my ancestor ruled, so do I. All those with power will obey me.”

Cuhlwch dribbled water over the stone. Each drop sent a wave of pain through Dylan. Dylan fought the urge to surrender to the darkness looming just beyond the red haze. Again and again, his tormentor utilized the link between Dylan’s soul and the stone that trapped him until muscles, although no longer of sinew and flesh, trembled in agony.

Cuhlwch emptied the bucket with a flourish. “Unlike your fate, witch, I have other plans for anyone who does not submit to my will. The rainbow bridge will be closed to them. They will fall into the abyss. In the finality of true death, their souls will never cross the veil to join loved ones.” The face that leaned close to the stone, twisted in a smile. “In that way, they will be much like you.”

A berserker fury flared in Dylan’s mind. He struggled against his bonds. The bolt of flame he cast touched the shimmering chains and exploded into nothingness.

“There is no escape for you,” Cuhlwch said with a laugh. “I have no preference for an eternity without release. It is just that killing is easier than binding, and I tire of these visits. But there is one thing I will do for you. A sentimental request from my great-grandfather.”

With swift steps, Cuhlwch crossed through the circle of hooded figures and picked up a shard of sandstone. He walked back and brandished the rock in front of the black obelisk... in front of Dylan. “Come, wizard,” Cuhlwch snarled. “Don’t you want to see your wife again? I can show you Ethne.” He whispered a command and the stone’s flat surface turned into a mirror.

The reflection of the trees overhead faded. Now a small creek separating a pasture from an apple orchard appeared. Sunlight danced over a pond. Dread filled Dylan’s heart. He knew the place. He had built the dam across the creek and lined the narrow watercourse with rocks he found while plowing the field.

Cuhlwch tilted the rock and the static image came to life. Two figures dragged a third between them through the grass. Even though he could not see the captive’s face, Dylan recognized the blonde hair. No one except for their son had the same honey-color as Ethne. Curses from his military days leaped to his lips. His anger fed the magic holding his soul to the rock, tightening the grip into a hangman’s noose. He could not free himself, could not save Ethne.

The closer she came to the water, the more Ethne’s struggles increased. More hooded members of the Brethren joined the procession. Their voices raised in a summoning of power. Dylan again heard Ethne’s screams above the men’s rhythmic chant. Ignoring their captive’s frantic efforts, four men lifted her and walked out until the water reached their waists. Slowly, they lowered their prisoner into the pond until only her blonde curls remained visible. One man looked up, and at the leader’s nod pushed even those beneath the surface.

“No,” Dylan moaned.

~ * ~
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The serenity of the setting sun along with the physical effort required to maintain the contact with Fiodh and Gareth lured Maerva into a light sleep. Her eyes felt heavy enough she could not open them. She remained slumped against the wall, content to listen to the sounds of the birds singing overhead.

An icy touch chilled her skin. A dark taunt, the whisper of “Dylan... wizard,” broke the stillness. A rage, not of her own, flared through Maerva’s being, followed by a soul-wrenching grief she knew came from the loss of someone’s great love. A name came into her mind, Ethne. With the soul’s passage over the rainbow bridge, forgiveness, for what she didn’t know, added to the sadness. Tears burned Maerva’s eyes. The extreme emotions paralyzed her mind–and her body.

Tralin’s voice broke through the haze. “What is the matter, child? I heard a scream.”

Maerva looked up into the wizard’s worried gaze. “It was only a dream,” she stuttered.

“Tell me,” Tralin ordered.

Under the compulsion of her voice, Maerva blurted out the story. “Ever since I turned thirteen, I’ve had a dream during the new or full moons, usually when the night sky burns orange.”

“Maerva, why did you not tell me?” The sternness of Tralin’s expression warmed and Maerva was surprised by the depth of concern she saw there.

“It has not bothered me in the months since I came here.” She hesitated while she debated whether or not to tell her mistress about the ghostly handwriting. “Draoch Tralin, there is something else. The night before you arrived, when the blood moon was at its peak, I sensed a presence in my room.” Maerva relived the first ghostly touch. A chill ripped through the warmth of Tralin’s hand. In a weak voice, Maerva described the earlier vision.

Tralin’s stare raked Maerva and penetrated to her soul. “It means your powers are maturing,” Tralin said in a soft voice. Yet, Maerva heard a sharp edge beneath the quiet tone. “What you described sounds like an earth-bound spirit.”

A moment later the older woman continued, the hardness in her voice now almost visible. “I once heard about a spell that bound in such a way, but it was only used on rogue wizards–on those who did not obey the tenets of The Way. Those who rule our kind needed a punishment against mages who were so powerful they could not be killed with weapons of magic or iron.”

“Dylan is not evil,” Maerva cried. She glared at her teacher. “I know it in my heart.”

The older woman gave a slow nod. Encouraged Maerva divulged more of the vision “The handwriting mentioned the murders of his wife and child.”

“We will find the truth,” Tralin vowed. “And, if this Dylan is unjustly imprisoned, we will find a way to free him.”

Maerva searched for comfort in her mistress’ words. Finally, her gaze rose from the distant mountains to the sky and the rising crescent that peeked above the rocky crag. She calculated how many weeks remained before the harvest moon loomed over the meadow. Could she and Tralin solve the riddle in time?

“Who are you, Dylan?” she whispered. Unbidden the thought rose. And what was your crime?

~ * ~
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A siren call lured Dylan from the blackness. The water Cuhlwch used to bind soul to rock, and which gave temporary consciousness to the one so imprisoned, had all but evaporated in the summer heat. Dylan could feel his awareness fading away. Only heartbeats remained. Instead of sinking into the abyss of forgetfulness, he fought to retain some memory of who he was. His pain-wracked mind grasped at the hope the unknown voice represented. A cool hand brushed his fevered brow in a benison of peace. “Ethne, my love, you have returned.”

A flash of clarity ruined the fantasy. No, it was not Ethne. My wife is beyond the veil. He put all his energy into a summons. “Who calls me?”

Into Dylan’s mind whispered a single, soft word, “Maerva.”

The gray fog surrounding him thickened. Dark fingers reached out and clamped across his nose, cutting off his air. His chest heaved. Clinging to the name, Dylan slipped toward the darkness deeper than sleep.

“I will not forget Maerva,” he swore. “She hears me.”

Dylan fed the dream. If she hears me, maybe she can free me.
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Tralin’s call from behind the now-leafless grape arbor carried an urgency not usually heard from the wizard. Maerva pulled her cloak around her shoulders and ran to her mistress who nodded toward the snow-covered mountain peak. “My weather sense predicts a blizzard will hit this entire area.”

Maerva stared at the thickening clouds hovering above the mountains. Her thoughts raced ahead to what needed to be done to get the cabin ready for an extended period of confinement. Although it was still early in the season, the air smelled of snow.

Tralin’s touch shifted Maerva’s gaze from the upcoming storm. “Maerva, you remember Eirean, the stallion we watched galloping along the shores of the ghost lake? The storm will trap him and the herd he leads before they can get through the pass to the lower pastures. We must help them.” Tralin waved a hand at the stone hut used to store the winter grain. “We don’t have enough feed for the mares and colts, let alone the rest of those with Eirean. I want you to go with the herd to the south vale. The tall cliffs will blunt the worst of the snow.” Wind blew a stray hair into the older woman’s face which she brusquely pushed away. “I’ve already summoned Eirean. He and his will be here around dawn.”

A fast calculation filled Maerva with confusion. “How can they get here that quickly? To cover the distance takes half a moon at a full gallop.”

Tralin’s smile reached more than her lips. Her expression held a quickly hidden desire. “Eirean and those who run with him are not what they seem. They may look like horses, but they are seisag. Supernatural speed is one of their magical qualities. If you set out a salt lick and fill the water trough, I’ll get several bales of hay out of the barn.”

Suppressing the rest of her questions, Maerva went about preparing things for the arrival of the seisag–and the upcoming expedition. A night spent on the floor before the fire, hunched over the map left her both physically and mentally exhausted. Upstairs in her bed, not even the heavy quilt kept away the chill. She spent the night alternating between bouts of fitful sleep and periods of tense alertness where she heard the distant rumble of hooves. Each time she awoke, just before she slipped down into the velvety blackness, a longing whispered into her head. At one point, third hour she decided by the stars, she swore someone called her name. She lay motionless, listening, but the sound was not repeated and she closed her eyes.

Rolling thunder jerked Maerva to full awareness. She sat up and swung her feet over the side of the bed. The wood floor chilled her feet. In swift movements, she quickly slipped out of her nightgown and pulled on breeches and a tunic. Boots and heavy socks added more insulation against the early morning cold. Soft singing and the scent of brewed fern leaves told Maerva her mistress was up and making breakfast.

“Hurry, Maerva,” the older woman’s light tone called up the hall. “We should have enough time to eat before Eirean arrives. That is if you don’t take too long.”

Maerva raced down the narrow stairs. Plates of honeyed bread and steaming mugs sat on the counter. Before she finished half of her first slice of bread, loud whinnies could be heard above the low rumble of hooves. Following Tralin, Maerva swallowed the last three bites of her meal. She looked longingly at a second slice, but the older woman’s call prevented eating anything more. After a quick detour to stuff a handful of carrots from the storage bin into her pockets, Maerva sprinted outside.

The smell of crushed grass mingled with the early dew tickled her nose. Flashes of silver and trumpeting neighs announced the herd’s arrival. “Welcome,” Tralin called. With a wave of her hand, she signaled Maerva forward. “This is my apprentice, Maerva. With your permission, she’ll accompany you to the southern vale.”

A deep sense of timelessness filled Maerva when the stallion turned large dark eyes on her. The animal moved toward Maerva and nudged her. With a bow, she whispered, “Hello, Eirean.” She rose from her obeisance with a carrot balanced on her palm. It disappeared in a single crunch while Maerva stroked the soft mane.

“Dear child,” Tralin said, “Did you think to bribe the seisag with that?”

“No, mistress. I brought it as a show of respect.”

The stallion nodded, sending its black and silver mane flying.

“A smart move, my dear.” Tralin patted the muzzle Eirean lowered. “Thank you for coming, old friend. I am afraid I need your help. Would one of the younger stallions agree to be my mount? A woman in the next valley is with child and having a difficult time of it. I want to be there in case the babe decides to arrive during the blizzard. Maerva is skilled enough to divert the winds if the storm gets too strong. You don’t need me.”

Eirean snorted an order and a brown colt trotted over to Tralin, who turned and led the way to where a pair of saddles rested on the fence. Eirean’s rough nudge sent Maerva stumbling several steps. Recovering her balance, she looked up into the dark eyes of a younger version of the head stallion. “He says his name is Rascal,” Maerva exclaimed. She fumbled in her pocket and pulled out the last of her carrots. “For you, kind sir.” She laughed again when white teeth flashed and the treat disappeared.

Rascal nodded toward the water trough, his snort an obvious order to fill the wooden tub. With quick steps, Maerva led the way to the hand pump. Pail after pail of water spurted out to quench the thirst of the waiting seisag. Muscles no longer used to such heavy work echoed their discontent with each movement of the iron handle. By the time, the last animal lifted his glistening muzzle from the trough, Maerva was reduced to using a two-handed grip to keep the water flowing. Exhaustion forced her to sit on the edge of the wooden bin until the aches eased enough for her to move.

The brief rest ended when Tralin asked Maerva to assist in healing scratches the herd incurred on their race from the alpine meadow. At mid-day, she brought her bowl of hot stew outside and sat on the bench to watch several golden mares and their colts graze in the pasture beyond the cottage. She managed to finish eating before the meal cooled. After sopping up the last of the meat juice with a slice of bread, she returned the bowl to the kitchen. Turning, she saw Tralin standing in the doorway. A pair of knapsacks lay on the floor at the woman’s feet, a sword hung from her hip.

“If you’re ready, we need to leave,” the older woman said.

A deep breath to control her racing nerves, Maerva snatched her heavy cloak from the peg by the door and draped it over her shoulder. She bent to scoop up her bag and walked outside. The door closed with a soft thud followed by a louder one when the lock bar, moved by magic, dropped into place. Eirean’s trumpeted command brought the rest of his herd gathering around. At his whistle, they formed up for travel with the youngest colts on the inside surrounded by the mares. The half-dozen stallions provided yet another circle of defense.

Rascal and the brown seisag Tralin was to ride trotted over to be mounted. With a whispered, “You will do well,” Tralin gave Maerva a hug and stepped into the saddle. Maerva watched the older woman ride away before putting her foot into the stirrups and swinging up onto Rascal’s back.

Before she gave the signal to depart, Maerva looked over her shoulder as a dark fear shadowed her mind. Will I ever return?

~ * ~
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Snowflakes froze to Maerva’s eyelashes. The closer they drew to their destination, the harder the snow fell. Once again, as she had for the past two days, she tugged the collar of her cloak higher and slumped farther down in the saddle. By her calculation, the seisag would arrive at the quarry a candlemark before sundown.

At the head of the herd, Eirean slowed and bugled the command for a slower pace. Rascal’s abrupt stop shifted Maerva’s gaze. Down below them, the quarry showed a lush carpet of thick grass. She knew that all too soon, snow would cover the area. The sight of the steep path they had to navigate to reach the safety of the quarry floor threw a spurt of fear into her heart. She closed her eyes and dropped the reins to allow Rascal to pick his own way. Her tight grip on the saddlehorn helped counter the pull of the earth that tried to yank her from the saddle.

Rascal’s motion stopped and Maerva dared open her eyes. They had made it safely down. Her gush of relief sent a puff of white frost into the air. Once her legs stopped shaking, Maerva slid to the ground. Heartbeats later, after the strength returned to her legs, she felt able to walk to the well formed by a shallow dip in the rocks. The foul odor and dark color, deeper than the shade justified by the stones forming the low wall, showed the water was not drinkable.

“Magic can fix that,” she muttered. It only took a few moments search in her bag before she found the clump of twigs bound by a green ribbon. Keeping her voice soft so it wouldn’t echo, she held the whisk by the ribbon and swirled the sticks in the water.







“Strength of oak, bark of dalen,

Cleanse the water, animals now harken,

Take your drink, until day’s end.

So mote it be.”







What had been a black abyss turned into the crystal clear water of a mountain spring. No taint of poisonous seepage left over from the quarry remained. A sense of satisfaction warmed Maerva. The spell worked. Just by looking at the water, she knew she would not have to re-cast the incantation.

“Eirean,” Maerva called. “The water is safe. Tell the seisag to go ahead and drink.” She kept to herself the thought that at least this time she wouldn’t have to pump.

One task done, she hurried to set up a camp. The leaden clouds hastened her steps toward the maw of the small cave that would be her shelter. Maerva wondered how she would gather enough wood for a fire before the snow soaked it through. Rascal and another stallion came into view. Each held a thick branch and behind them dragged a log. The scent of wood filled the air after they released their hold and their burden dropped with a thud. The pair rose in unison and stomped to snap off the smaller limbs. Crack after crack resounded off the tall rock walls. Again and again, the seisag’s iron-hard hooves acted as powerful cutting tools. A not-so-neat pile of wood grew. The echoes died away when Rascal nudged several pieces toward her.

Maerva’s joyful lilt rang through the air. “Thank you,” she said with a laugh. Another problem solved, she explored the cave. Her magesight showed evidence she was not the first person to camp there. Some traveler in the distant past had set up a rock to reflect heat from the fire back into the cave. Quickly arranging several pieces of wood into a small tower, she slid a smaller piece for kindling into the middle. Holding her hand over the pile, she called fire to come forth. A spark blossomed, flames grew to engulf piece after piece until the area took on a homey warmth. Outside, shadowed lumps showed where the seisag lay in a windbreak so snow didn’t block the entrance. The younger colts lay within the protective circle of their dams.

Howling winds pulled Maerva from her light sleep. A thick white fog beyond the fire showed the blizzard in full rage. Her pulse raced. She had to harness the storm, to save the seisag. Fear of the unknown chilled her soul as much as the air cooled her skin. This would be her first real test as a mage. With an effort she forced herself to calm, to slow her racing pulse, she visualized the words of the spell. Uncomfortable being seated, she rose and moved beyond the reflector rock.

So as not to disturb the resting seisag, she whispered the incantation. Nothing happened. The wind still roared like a wounded bear. What had been fear soared to dread. A remembered warning in Tralin’s soft tone whispered in her ears. “To control the wind, one needs a weather stone.”

“You idiot,” Maerva cursed. “I forgot to pack the crystal.”

Eirean’s nudge turned her around. His dark eyes held a message. Maybe Tralin packed one for you. The confidence he exuded helped slow the rising panic. After a quick paw through the knapsack and finding nothing, Maerva forced herself to do a careful search starting with the small pocket sewn inside against the side seam. “Thank you, Tralin,” she cried, holding up a white crystal. “And thank you also, Eirean.”

By the light of the fire, Maerva examined her find. Unlike the clear crystals of healing, this one was clouded as if a storm was captured within its heart. Three steps took her back around the stone windbreak and past the seisag. She stopped and raised her arms, her hands together, fingers pointed towards the wind. A spark of heat flared from the rock held between her palms.

Maerva threw strength into her magic and the fire spread to form an orange glow that rose up her arms to encompass her entire body. The radiance expanded out in a wedge. The winds broke apart like a wave going around a headland. Closing her eyes in concentration, she held the protection. Behind her, she sensed the resting seisag, their individual auras miniature versions of the brilliant red that marked Eirean’s being.

Hour after hour, Maerva stood, a bulwark against the weather. She wavered on her feet from sheer exhaustion. Like a living thing sensing weakness, the storm pounced. The wind picked up intensity forcing her to retreat. One step led to another until she came up against an immovable object. The smell of wet hair filled her nose. Eirean!

Deep in her desperate fight to regain control, Maerva felt a reassurance... and something more. She leaned against Eirean, pulling strength from the stallion’s presence. Her trance deepened. Soon, nothing existed save the spell.

A whisper tugged at the edge of Maerva’s being. It grew louder until she could no longer resist answering the seductive call.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Four

[image: ]




Gareth rubbed the bridge of his nose with two fingers, hoping to reduce the stabbing fire in his head. Between the conversation of those huddled around the long tables and the wind outside, the noise level in the large room narrowed his perception until the walls closed in. Wind-whipped rain not only trapped him in the main hall of Iolair Creag, only moments before, Arcil had given the bad news. Seas were too rough to set sail, but he hoped the weather would clear by morning.

Tiring of the forced frivolity in the room, Gareth rose and with his mug of wine, he headed upstairs to the room provided him by Suliceen, the headmistress of Iolair Creag. Wickless lanterns cast shadows on the curving steps of the narrow staircase. The sense of unease that he had at first attributed to the howling wind grew stronger the moment he entered his room. His thoughts flickered from one person to another until they settled on Maerva. He didn’t know if it was because he was in her ancestral home or if she was in danger.

“There is one way to find out.” The sound added to his determination even as it made the room seem less empty. Stoking the fire, he lay down and turned on his side to watch the flames dance. Maerva’s image formed in the glow of the coals.

“Something is wrong,” he muttered. “My powers may not be that strong, but hers are enough to sense my call.” He tried a second, and a third time. After the fourth unsuccessful attempt to contact her, he tried a different spell. That one also hit an impervious wall.

“She is trapped in a spell,” Gareth moaned. “I can’t break through her shield.”

His head throbbed with the effort that fueled his call to Fiodh. “Brother, I need your help.”

The other man’s instant response worried Gareth as much as the effortless way he submitted to his brother’s will. Their combined magic created a river of light that soared through the darkness until the loop settled around Maerva. Gareth surged forward and pushing Fiodh aside in the link took over control of the spell.

“Wake up, Maerva,” he whispered. Over and over, he repeated the call.

The tension left the magical cord. It collapsed and a moment later disintegrated into a shimmer of sparks that faded until they blended with the darkness. Maerva had returned to awareness. She was safe.

Somehow, he staggered to a chair and collapsed bonelessly into it. Confusion at the mental strength he exhibited rippled through his mind. In a game of powers, he had never beaten his brother. He wondered if it was because Maerva needed him that his magic flamed. Maybe I should meet this new apprentice of Tralin’s in person.

~ * ~
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Releasing control of the spell, Maerva returned to awareness of her surroundings. Snow drifts reached several feet up the far wall of the quarry, yet the area where the seisag lay remained under only a light coating. Joy rippled through her soul. My spell worked.

The support against her back moved. She tottered on legs benumbed by the cold and spun toward the ground. Her hands reached out to encounter Eirean’s ice-slicked coat. He moved and Maerva tightened her fingers in his mane to stop from falling. Step by step, she let the stallion pull her toward the comfort of the cave.

Her toe caught on a stone, and stumbling, she fell to her knees. Eirean dropped a small branch in the smoldering coals. The dry edge caught fire and Maerva bathed in the warmth. Moments later, she looked skyward.

“It can’t be,” she breathed. The overhead sun meant she had held the spell for ten hours. Lost in the thrall of battling the storm, she knew neither passage of time nor human needs. Ancient tales recounted lives lost when a mage failed to awaken on their own. Memory of an elusive whisper surfaced. Who called me? Who saved my life?

For the next ten days, the pattern repeated. White walls of frigid air that sucked the heat from the small fire in the cave alternated with brief periods of sun. Maerva huddled within the stone shelter during the storms until the winds grew too strong. Then she crawled out and using her magic blunted the worst of the weather.

Finally, she awoke to a clear sky. No storms impinged on her senses. Gentle breaths coaxed the embers back into life. The flame caught in the dry grass and she added several branches until the blaze warmed her small space. Shrill whinnies forced her to her feet. She raced outside and scanned the small bowl formed by the quarry walls. Moments later she found the cause for the unhappy cry, a young colt nudging its mother for more milk.

One by one, the seisag rose and shook off their coats of thick snow. Mares pawed the ground, revealing the last few sprigs of autumn grass for their colts. The lack of food mirrored Maerva’s own. Something needed to be done–and soon. And it seemed Eirean had made plans. He moved among the mares and colts. One by one, they followed the younger stallions down the trail toward the southern pastures until only Eirean and Rascal remained.

“Safe journey, Eirean to you and all who travel in your shadow,” she said to the stallion. “Good bye, Rascal. I will miss you.”

Rascal’s mane flew as he tossed his head. His message was clear, he was not leaving Maerva. He planned to travel a time with her.

Clutching her cloak around her shoulders, Maerva leaned against him and watched the rest of the seisag disappear through the cleft in the rocks. The warmth of the morning sun pulled her from her reverie. Swift movements packed what little remained of the supplies. Swinging the knapsack over her shoulder, she gave one last look around, then stepped into the saddle.

“Let’s go, Rascal,” she said with a flick of the reins.

Lulled into a half-sleep by his smooth gait and the warmth of the late morning sun, Maerva listened to the sound of hooves. All too soon the dull white globe sank below the horizon plunging the area into the twilight. Unlike the other nights when there was the comforting presence of the herd, the forest seemed cold and forbidden. Darkness forced a halt to the day’s travels. Exhausted, Maerva curled up in her cloak. The occasional swish of Rascal’s tail mingled with the usual sounds of the woods. In the comfort of the seisag, she slipped into the silence of a deep slumber.

A suffocating sense of despair jerked Maerva awake. Someone was dying... someone with powers. Bright amber tinted the aura–it was a woman.

“No!” The scream of terror tore from Maerva’s throat.

~ * ~
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Curses in a deep male voice mingled with high-pitched screams. They overwhelmed the soft rustle of wind in the leaves and the louder chants of the dark-robed figures that lined the glen. Dylan winced in sympathy at the kick that lifted the bound woman off the ground. He tried to recall the name Cuhlwch, the one he still thought of as non-Beven, etched in the dirt. Donnelle. That is the woman’s name. The one Cuhlwch hoped to bind to the stone. Another moan escaped from the limp figure and a silent prayer formed in Dylan’s heart. Ancestors beyond the veil, end Donnelle’s suffering and ease her transition to the next world.

Cuhlwch pressed his boot heel to the dying woman’s hand. Unlike previous times, there was no sound, only the sigh of her final breath escaping.

Donnelle may be dead, Dylan reassured himself, but her ending was relatively quick. Her suffering is over, he rejoiced. Cuhlwch failed yet again. He failed to take away my sight... and he failed to chain an innocent soul to the earth.

Sadness mingled with relief when the rainbow bridge shimmered into existence. A shadowy figure glided over the shimmering passageway, then stopped in the middle and raised a hand in farewell before hurrying to the far side where a man and young boy awaited.

Rage blinded Dylan. He pictured Ethne and Fallon greeting him on the other side of the veil–a reunion that would never happen. Cuhlwch and his family have robbed me of that joy.

“The spell should have worked,” Cuhlwch muttered. “I followed Beven’s instructions.” Spittle flew from his lips with every word. “Donnelle might only be a potioner, but according to her aura she had enough magic to share a mage’s fate. Her soul should be trapped on earth.” His hands waved back and forth in a marionette dance of anger. “But, the stone remains lifeless.” His voice rose to a scream that bounced off Dylan’s stone. “It is your fault, mage. You blocked the spell.”

A moment later, he shook his head. The anger visibly retreated and coldness now emanated. “Mage,” he whispered at Dylan, “I will not be thwarted. You will pay!” He bent and dabbed a finger in the rivulet of blood oozing from Donnelle’s lips. With a flourish, he traced a bloody rune on top of the stone.

Dylan braced himself for the agony to come.

~ * ~
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Maerva bolted upright. Chills from something other than the approaching winter raked her body. Instinctively, her hand grasped for her sword. She searched through the tree branches to find the moon. As years earlier when a dream ruined her sleep, clouds obscured the features of the moon turning it orange like a scene from an All Hallow’s Eve tale. A still breeze shifted the haze allowing sparkling rays to dance across the sheltered glade.

“It was not real,” Maerva repeated over and over. Rascal’s nudge on her arm helped push away more of the terror. Gently stroking the seisag’s muzzle, Maerva breathed deeply to calm her nerves. “Thank you, Rascal. I’m better now. It was only a dream.”

His low whinny told how worried he was. With gentle strokes, she reassured him once again. The dream refused to leave her mind. This one was even more vivid than the others. Where the earlier nightmares had a definite male personality, Maerva was sure she had just witnessed a woman’s death. Step by step, she watched an old woman cross over the passageway between this world and the next to where a man and a young boy stood in welcome. At the veil she changed. Years dropped away. Silver hair turned to a shining gold and ragged clothes changed into a silken gown.
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