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The silence of the evening,
broken only by the thundering gasworks two miles distant, settled
on the hedge like mist on a grave. Last season's dried holly twigs
crunched beneath the hand-cobbled leather shoes—the thin coating of
snow did nothing to muffle it. A pair of wintering jays squealed
and scattered up into the greying gloom, the late fall storm clouds
glowing pale from the endless gaslight.

“Chrissakes, Audrey, keep it
quiet wontcha!” Tosha ducked behind the second stage of the hedge,
keeping watch. All seemed to be quiet.

“Oof!” Audrey muffled a
scream.

“Cummon, sissy, what's wrong
witcha now?” Tosha abandoned her post and turned to see her smaller
friend crumpled on the ground holding her ankle.

“Thinks..gah...thinks I broke
it.” Her breath came in gasps, each one drawing a small cloud
against the darkening brick wall that served as a fence for this
forbidden world. Now that they were down, Tosha didn't know how
they were going to get back up. It didn't matter anyway, if they
had to they could sneak out through the garden gate after the power
was turned off.

“Lemme see...ah, here.” Tosha's
fingers found the sore spot on Audrey's ankle and gently rubbed it
away, loosening it up with a bit of the warmth that her friend's
natty stockings and sewn moccasins were too thin to lend her by
themselves.

“Owie. Careful there, Toshi. It
hurts!”

“Okay, here...” Tosha closed
her eyes and moved more gently, remembering the healer's hands
ritual that she spent her days rehearsing with her mother. “That
should doya there.”


“Oh...ooh...ow...ah...oh...yeah, that's much better.” Audrey let go
her foot and looked fondly up at her friend. “Tanks, T.”

“No worries.” She smiled, glad
that it seemed to work, even if she wasn't good enough yet to do it
without cheating a little stick of camphor up her sleeve to help.
One of these days, she'd be able to do it for real, once she
learned the proper way to give the healing touch. “Up witcha now.”
Tosha stood and took Audrey by the wrists and hoisted her up. She
was too small for her age. Fourteen years old and still looked like
a boy, or would have without the schoolgirl blue dress she wore
during the days.

The two girls peered over the
hedgerow, looking for any sign of life. There was still a light on
in the upper room, so someone might be home. That light burned
every night, even after the power got turned off for the rich
folks. The owner's power was never shut off. No one would dare. So
the light was on, like it always was, and maybe it didn't mean
anything.

The lit window was inside the
courtyard, and they could only see it by its reflection off the
other windows that peered out between the notches in the
battlements. The old Tudor manor had been fitted with them when the
new owner moved in. The owner who no one would speak of, for fear
he would hear them.

The wizard.

Tosha had first seen him last
year while hauling wood for the gasworks past his mansion. He was
out in front of his estate, lighting the incense bowls—no one but a
wizard was allowed to light the incense bowls except for the
Sacrifice festival in the spring, when they cooked the rabbits that
had lasted through the long winter and prayed for a long summer—and
this wizard was elegant. He moved with purpose and authority, all
willowy and long in his blue coat that came down almost to his
knees. Ever since then she'd wanted to get in with him.

It wasn't allowed. Landowners
and landowners' children weren't allowed to mix with the learned.
The learned were dangerous, they told her. No human mind could bear
to see the things they saw, to understand the things they
understood—things that unmade the world. That's why all the wizards
were mad.

Mad enough to seduce the young,
twist their minds, send them off to parts unknown. No one taken by
a wizard was ever the same again—if they were ever again seen
alive.

Without young backs and young
minds, the city would starve.

And besides, her parents told
her, it's against the law. They protect secrets
that could destroy everything. The police will come. They'll take
you away. People who go to his palace don't return.

With a reputation like that,
who could resist? When the curfew bell rang an hour ago, Tosha had
stolen out of her bedroom, being careful not to wake her siblings,
and crawled around the tenement ledge to find Audrey, and
the two had
taken the fire escape to the cobble-broken street. Keeping always
to the shadows, which were many in the gas-lit worker's quarter,
they'd managed to find their way past the thieves and slave
prowlers to the forbidden walls behind which so many had
disappeared.
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