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Chapter One


Arlen meant to be home before now.


He’d wanted to be home before
now.


With the Lorakan Mountains looming on the western skyline
and Anfeald Precinct far, far to the east, he reckoned the time remaining until
Jaime’s next visit.


He wasn’t going to make it.


From one world to another she would come, from Earth’s Ohio
to Camolen’s Anfeald, and she’d find him...


Absent.


Not that anyone would be able to tell her why. Not Carey,
his close friend and head courier, who thought Arlen had gone off to the
special Council of Wizards in nearby Siccawei Precinct. Not his two
apprentices, who thought the same.


Not the Council itself, with its renewed emphasis of
confidentiality after the previous summer of rogue wizards running amok in
Camolen—a summer in which the Council had also learned to take action sooner
rather than later.


So here Arlen stood on the road inn porch, taking action. Quietly, clandestinely... more than a
little dangerously.


Even if for the moment he found himself gazing at the
moonrise over the Lorakan Mountains with an outland jacket over Jaime’s gifts
of silk long underwear and an OSU sweatshirt. His breath frosted the air, riming
his grey-shot mustache.


I should be home.


Contacting Anfeald through the wizard dispatch would only
reveal his location to the nervous mage lure-runners he’d come here to thwart. The
old border guard spells had worked against them once and—thanks to Arlen’s
recent efforts—they’d soon work again.


But not until he made it home. Back to warmer Anfeald in
south-central Camolen—to the winter-burnt pastures and hills, the turned-over
garden fields, the familiar deep respect for his wizardry from Anfeald’s
landers and the equally familiar irreverence from Carey in spite of it.


And Jaime. Commuting between worlds... rearranging her life
to spend time here with him.


Like most powerful wizards, Arlen rarely pulled himself up
into a saddle. Mage travel with transfer booths, town coaches, shoe leather... they
all came more easily.


Even so. Come morning, he’d secure a horse and ride to the
nearest transfer booth, three townlets down the road in Amses.


Jaime would be waiting. And for once, he thought, Camolen rested
quietly around him.


~~~~~


Branches warp and ooze, merging into one another. Fallen leaves
compress into a blanket over the earth and melt into the roots of the tree,
swirling old golds and dulled crimsons into silvery bark to obscure the small
den-hole there. An uneasy ground squirrel bolts for the hole.


Half the squirrel makes it home.


Rich brown fur merges into the mangled red-gold-silver earth
where its life ends, following twisted eddies of matter.


Hoofbeats sound in the cold winter air. Dun mare, deep
buckskin with black points, a black line down her spine, and wiser eyes than
most. Alone, unhindered save for the padded leather girth and chest band
holding a courier’s pouch over her withers, she prances to a stop, sampling the
air with widened nostrils and the raised neck of a wary posture—alert for
movement, for scent, for something on which to pin her attention. To define the
wrongness she feels here... the faint scent of
corruption.


After a moment, she snorts and moves on, her equine vision unable
to perceive the tiny frozen patch of distortion by the side of the trail. Too
still, too close for her to see out of that eye at that angle.


With a flick of her tail, Dun Lady’s Jess leaves the birth
of death and destruction behind her, and never knows it was there at all.


~~~~~~~~~~





Chapter Two


Suliya swept the main aisle of Anfeald Stables with a
stomp of boot and brisk, angry strokes. She should have been out on a courier
run today, Guides-burn it, not stuck with clean-up
chores. Inspecting stalls, re-wrapping bandages, mixing a warm winter mash... and
sweeping the inevitable clots of icy mud and wasted hay. Half the horses still remained
on the road, slowed by conditions despite seasonal maintenance spells.


No doubt their riders were wind-chilled and more than ready
to come in for the day, but Suliya still longed to be one of them. Only Carey
made fewer runs out of Anfeald than Suliya—and he didn’t have any choice, not
since Calandre had turned her magic on him a year and a half earlier.


Suliya was the last of the couriers hired to rebuild the
stable after that summer, and initially she’d counted it a rare opportunity. Anfeald’s
reputation was spotless, the horses impeccably bred and trained. Working here provided
the opportunity to watch Jaime Cabot apply her unique Earth riding theory—and
to watch others take lessons under her, a bonus earned by the top-performing
couriers. Working here meant being in Arlen’s hold, and Arlen’s reputation as a
man of power had risen considerably these past few years. Working here meant
being one of the best.


If she ever got the chance to do
anything.


Her spellcorp father hadn’t believed she could make it here.
“Try one of the smaller barns,” he’d advised her. “Someplace they might
tolerate your lack of discipline.”


At three years old, she’d wandered his giant SpellForge work
suite unchecked. At ten, she sat in on his meetings, met her tutor’s
requirements, took riding lessons, and charmed everyone she met. By sixteen,
she’d been bored and jaded and knew the best way to reclaim her privileged family’s
distant attention was to act out in all ways.


And at nineteen, her father overrode her mother and did what
she’d never believed possible.


He kicked her out.


Not without SpellForge money in her pocket, but without
direction, without—other than her ability to ride—discernible worldly skills.


But with a goal. She’d show him he was wrong. She could find
her own success, make her own way. If she ever got the
chance.


If Carey ever took her seriously.


She shoved the broom over the traction-spelled cobble floors,
and knew exactly why she’d gone overlooked.


Carey’s girlfriend, that was why.


Carey’s girlfriend Jess, who’d decided to move from Kymmet
Stables to Anfeald, arriving shortly after Suliya herself. If it weren’t for
Jess, Suliya would certainly have been moved up to a more meaningful position
by now, maybe even to a junior courier. But Jess had arrived, taking on the
young horses, taking on the occasional run, turning Suliya into the distant backup
rider.


And leaving her sweeping the aisles.


The sound of raucous laughter echoed down the hall from the
job room; four of the couriers had returned to warm themselves over
exaggerations of their past exploits. Envy tugged Suliya.


They’d all been here before her, some of them since the
summer Carey was hurt and everyone else had been killed. But still...


She wished she didn’t feel so left out. Or that she even
knew how to join in.


At that choice moment, one of the massive front doors eased
open before the rising night wind.


“Ay!” Suliya exclaimed, jumping to place her broom over the
pile of sweepings—but not quickly enough. The swept hay scattered along the
length of the aisle and settled back into the corners from which it had come. A
lone dun mare walked into the stable—elegant even in her winter coat, ice on
her whiskers and the back of her fetlocks, ice weighting the end of her tail,
and a unique harness carrying a bulging courier’s pouch just behind her
withers.


Carey’s girlfriend.


Suliya glared at the mare unnoticed as she ran to the door,
securing it behind the slight bump in the floor. The dun—Lady, they called her,
when she was her horse self—stopped in the middle of the aisle, shook
vigorously, and lifted her head with perked ears to scent the air.


“He’s not here,” Suliya said brusquely, taking a hank of the
dun’s mane up behind her ears and giving a slight tug. There, Lady’s
spellstones clinked along their braids. With them, she could return to her
human Jess form—but not here in the middle of the aisle. There was a special
stall set aside for the transformation, where Jess kept a change of clothes.


Lady hesitated—but Suliya gave another tug, perhaps not as
gently as she might have, and Lady followed her into the stall.


The wrong stall.


Suliya realized it immediately—they’d moved the stall only
days earlier, and she’d entered the old one—the one with hay in the corner and
finely shredded wood on the floor... and no clothes.


But something wicked spoke within her... something tied to
resentment and envy. She slid the stall door closed and walked away.


After a moment, Lady gave a short, sharp snort of annoyed
objection.


Suliya went back to her sweeping. Let Lady change to Jess;
Suliya would bring the clothing when she was asked. And then maybe someone
would notice that she existed at all.


She couldn’t feel the magic when Lady changed, but she heard
the bedding rustle and knew it had been done. She kept a sharp ear out for that
husky voice as she dumped her recaptured hay sweepings into the waste bin.


Instead, after a long, considering silence, the door slid
open.


Jess stepped out into the aisle without a stitch of
clothing, the courier harness dangling from one hand. Barefooted on the cold
cobbles, she gave no sign of discomfort—or embarrassment—as she headed for the
correct stall door. She appeared not to notice Suliya’s near-gaping
consternation, nor the startled reaction of two grooms at the far end of the
stalls.


She carried herself with absent dignity, and she was
beautiful—long lean legs and flanks, erect carriage, masses of dark sand hair
spilling down her smooth caramel back, the striking black centerline echoed in
a faint dark line down her spine. Suliya was struck by the feeling that this
was the first time she’d actually—truly—seen the woman. Seen that she was so
human...


And so obviously not.


As Suliya stood frozen with the broom in her hands, she
heard Carey’s cheerfully teasing call to the two stupefied grooms—and he cleared
the corner into the aisle just in time to see Jess disappear into her stall. Even
at this distance, Suliya could see his eyebrows shoot up behind the
uncontrolled fall of his dark blond hair. Without hesitation, he came on.


For a moment, Suliya held out the hope that he’d aimed for
Jess... but a few strides told her otherwise. Slightly uneven strides, another
leftover from the summer that had torn through these stables—but otherwise the
perfect image of a courier rider. Tall enough and substantial enough to withstand
rough, long rides; lean enough to keep unnecessary weight off the horses’
backs. Old enough to run these stables with an experienced hand, and young
enough to make his own traditions.


Suliya thought him to be a hard thirty—and she, at just under
twenty, intended to be running her own stable by his age as well.


Or earlier.


But as he approached, she winced inside, thinking of his
reputation—uncompromising standards. An eye for detail. And the willingness to
do what had to be done, no matter what it was, to accomplish the job—be it
delivering a message or saving Arlen’s life.


He wasn’t likely to offer quarter to the lowliest of his
couriers.


Then again, she’d only made a mistake. Nothing more.


“What,” he said, nodding his head at Jess’s stall, “was that
all about?”


Poot! Fess up. Fess up now.


But instead she said, “I must have put Lady in the wrong
stall. We just changed them—”


He gave her a look, one that expressed his protective
annoyance—but he didn’t berate her about leaving Jess to walk naked from one
stall to another. Then again, he knew Jess best. Maybe he
would have anticipated her decision to stroll from one stall to the other. Suliya
certainly hadn’t.


Jess emerged from the stall, clothed from head to toe in
winter layers—a deep green underlayer beneath brilliant turquoise, the color
offsetting the permanently tanned shade of her skin to perfection. Her hair was
still wind-tossed, her cheeks still flushed, and the courier harness now
settled over her shoulder like a natural extension of her clothes. She stopped
once to wriggle a foot more comfortably into its ankle boot; she often fussed
with her shoes, and just as often went barefoot within the warmth of the hold
itself.


“What happened to that famous horse’s memory of yours?”
Carey said, his voice teasing as he held out a hand for the harness. “And how
was the run?”


Jess shrugged the harness off her shoulder and handed it to
him. “This is my first change since the stalls changed,” she said, glancing at
Suliya with larger than normal walnut brown eyes. More perceptive than normal,
too, it seemed to Suliya at that moment. She tossed her head in a minute
gesture, one Suliya had seen often in the mares at paddock.


“You,” she said, “will not take advantage of my good nature
as Lady.”


“I don’t understand,” Suliya said, afraid that she did. She
abruptly regretted the wicked impulse that had allowed her to close the wrong
stall door and walk away, for she wasn’t accustomed to any of it—the envy, the
bitterness, the impulses... she didn’t know how to manage it.


“You do understand,” Jess said. Despite
almost two years of human experience, she still handled the junction of vowel
and consonant with an awkwardness of tongue—never quite stumbling over the
words, but often giving the impression she might. “Going to the stall may have
been a mistake. Closing the door wasn’t. If I had been human, I could have
hesitated at the stall without breaking rules. I could have refused to go in. I
could have pushed my way out before you closed the door. When I am a horse,
Carey’s people trust me to do none of those things. And I trust them to treat
me honestly.” Her eye flashed annoyance. “If you cannot do that, you will not
handle me as Lady again.”


Carey’s hands paused at the pouch fastener. “Braveheart—it
was a mistake.”


Jess didn’t reply... but she didn’t remove her gaze from
Suliya’s.


It wasn’t a gaze Suliya could hold, not when she realized
she’d done more than put a woman in the position of asking for her clothes. She’d
broken a trust.


And from a horse’s point of view, trust was everything.


Suliya dropped her gaze to the gleam of the cobbles. “I’ll
make sure it never happens again,” she said, struggling with unfamiliar
capitulation.


Jess merely said, “Yes,” and somehow managed to encompass a
plethora of unsaid words. Most of all, Suliya heard the threat to her position
here. Surely not... not over such a small thing.


A small thing like trust...


Carey cleared his throat, capturing Jess’s unwavering gaze
from Suliya. “And how,” Carey said, “was the run?”


Jess said, “You are changing the subject.”


He grinned, unrepentant; he had a lean face, prone to
intensity and sternness of expression; the grin turned changed it entirely. “I’m
changing the subject,” he agreed, his words no more repentant than his expression.


Jess thought about it a moment, and lifted a shoulder in an
eloquent shrug. “Siccawei was right—part of the river bank caved in. I couldn’t
have made it with a rider.” Neither could any other horse,
she meant.


Burnin’ poot wrong. Suliya
clamped her mouth down on the words. If she’d been
the rider, she could have made it. The run to Siccawei was a tough one in bad
weather, but most of the couriers made too much of it.


“That bad?” Carey said, flipping through the papers from the
pouch. He glanced at Suliya and she suddenly realized that she didn’t really
belong in this conversation any more—but she couldn’t quite bring herself to
walk away.


Jess said, “Arlen should tell Sherra we can’t make any more
runs until a road team fixes it.”


“Bad, then,” Carey agreed.


“Dayna is well,” Jess said suddenly, and smiled—for this
particular run had gone to the newly established sub-hold between Siccawei and
Anfeald, where Sherra’s young wizards practiced—carefully—the
use of raw magic. “She rolls her eyes at the others. Timid,
she says.”


Carey snorted. “I think they’re there specifically to slow her
down—Sherra’s no dummy. Dayna doesn’t have the advantage of growing up with
fear of raw magic.”


“Disadvantage?” Jess said, frowning.


“Advantage,” Carey said firmly. “She’s never been frightened
into caution.” He jammed the papers back into the pouch and tucked the tangle
of leather under his arm to hold the other hand out to Jess. “C’mon. Natt and Kesna
are waiting for these. And Jaime’s coming early tomorrow—you wanted to make
sure the housekeeper had things ready, didn’t you?”


Jess stood visibly straighter at the mention of Jaime’s
arrival, brushing hay off her sweater as though Jaime would arrive any moment. One
hand found her hair; she made a face. “Groom this?”


Carey laughed. “C’mon. You might just talk me into it.” His
open hand still waited; he wiggled the fingers.


Jess reached out, and Carey lifted their joined hands to
Suliya by way of a parting gesture. She stood in the middle of the aisle with
her broom, watching them head for the job room, heads tipping slightly closer
as Jess murmured something that made Carey laugh out loud. “Later,” he said
easily, as if he’d grown comfortable with the outrageous things Jess could say.


Suliya and her broom and her bitter envy. She could have
made that run, she knew it. She could be one of them.


But she needed to make sure they gave her a chance.


~~~~~


In a northern precinct of Camolen, frigid water lapping
the edge of a lake suddenly became solid, and then grew tiny, brittle
stalagmites that wove together and spired toward the sky. Just over the
Lorakans, along an ancient trade road into Solvany, solid rock dribbled down
along the side of the craggy mountain, revealing a hibernating burrowdog just
long enough for melting rock to merge with it, killing it in its sleep.


South of Anfeald, a road maintenance scout headed for the
unexpected mudslide by the dry riverbed and never made it. His partner returned
with a babbled story about swirling leaves, melting trees, the hind parts of a
ground squirrel sticking out of solid ground—and a man lost to the astonishing
explosion of a nearby bush, wood turned to sharp-edged metallic shrapnel.


She bore the wounds to back up her story. Wounds bearing
metallic shrapnel made of twisted hazel bush bark.


~~~~~


“He’s not here?” Jaime said,
sounding every bit as unhappy as she looked. She peered outside the world
travel chamber as if Arlen might just be lurking.


“I’m here,” Jess pointed out. She
stood by the door of the dedicated chamber, deep in Arlen’s stone-carved hold
and waited for Jaime to give up on finding Arlen.


Jaime looked good—but then Jaime always looked good to Jess.
Even when she had an unusual haircut that made her look like she’d just gotten
out of bed, short and mussed and almost certainly on purpose since she’d never
failed to groom herself before. The first glimmers of grey showed among the
dark strands, silver peeking out from her bangs.


“And I’m glad to see you,” Jaime said to Jess, running a
hand through her ruffled hair. “But if you were expecting Carey and you got me, you’d be disappointed, too—”


“Teasing,” Jess interrupted, and grinned.


Taken aback, Jaime just looked at her a moment. Then a smile
crept in at the corners of her mouth. “You’ve gotten better at that.”


“Yes.” Jess held out her hand to take the overnight bag
hanging from Jaime’s grip. “Carey says Arlen has been out doing Council
business, and Natt says the Council just called him in for a rush meeting to
investigate something strange.”


“They have changed from last
year,” Jaime said, giving up the bag and emerging from the booth. “Used to be they’d
take reports and consider their options for at least a month or two. Now they’re
out on an actual field trip?”


Jess remembered the look on Natt’s rounded face when he’d
relayed the news; her amusement at teasing Jaime faded altogether. “Things have
not changed all that much.”


Jaime caught her meaning right away. “So this is something
pretty alarming.” She followed Jess out into the main hall of the first floor,
an asymmetrical floor plan that had never confused Jess as it did everyone else.
Carved within a steep rocky hill with the entrance at the bottom and Arlen’s
private rooms rising just above the natural surface, the hold was solid,
dependable, and just a little bit quirky.


Like Arlen himself, Jess thought.


Carey waited for them by the stairs, close enough to have
caught Jaime’s words. “Alarming,” he agreed, “but new enough that no one seems
to know anything about it.”


Jaime sighed. “It’s been quiet for a while now. Too much to
hope it could last forever.”


Jess petted the deliberate disarray of Jaime’s hair, a
soothing gesture from her own days of training. “It is
quiet. Dayna has not panicked Sherra for days now. Did you bring new pictures
of Sabre? Is Mark happy bossing the barn while you’re gone?”


“Happier than I thought he could be,” Jaime admitted as they
headed up the stone-carved stairs. Large windows lit the stairwell with soft
skewed shadows, spelled with an invisible barrier to keep the cold out and the
clumsy in. “He’s really settled into the role. He’s grown up a lot in the last
year... and he’s not that skinny guy anymore, either.”


“Then you should bring pictures of him, too,” Jess said
wistfully. It had been a long time since she and Carey traveled to Ohio—to
Jaime’s barn on her family’s old dairy farm property, The Dancing Equine. Jaime
was the only one with free dispensation to move between worlds, much to the
Council’s disgruntlement. Had the Council not owed her so much—and owed Arlen
so much—Jess had no doubt they would have told her to choose a world and stick
to it.


As it was, Jaime split her time, and Jess could well
understand why she was unhappy to find Arlen gone.


“We asked the cook for the black deer venison you like so
much,” Carey offered as they topped the last of the stairs and headed down the
hall—past the apprentice studies, past Arlen’s five-walled workroom with its
giant window overseeing the gardens and pastures of his domain, and on to his personal
rooms.


“Quit trying to cheer me up,” Jaime said. “I intend to pout
for a while longer. Maybe until Arlen gets back.”


“Oh,” Jess said, disappointed. She led the way into Arlen’s
common room, a welcoming place of layered rugs, bookshelves, and a sitting area
that often disappeared under his various needlework projects. She left Jaime’s
bag by the end of an overstuffed couch and sighed. “Maybe I should go work on
my reading, then.”


Carey laughed out loud, and Jaime said gently, “That’s one
of those things people say when they don’t want you
to quit doing something, Jess. I am sad that Arlen’s
not here, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want to spend time with you. How about we
try a lesson, after dinner? Is that new covered ring still heated?”


Jess straightened to attention. “Yes! Both things!”


“Good,” Jaime said. “I’m starved, and now that you’ve teased
me with that venison—”


“No tease,” Carey said, helping himself to the rocking chair
by the window and stretching his bad leg out with a wince.


Jess frowned—but only on the inside, where she’d learned to
keep such faces. Winters were hard on him, and she well knew it by the way he
accepted warm packs and liniment rubs in the evening.


A sound of astonished delight drew her attention back to
Jaime, who peered into the extra little room that now held some of her things—her
custom dressage saddle, a wooden wardrobe full of essential clothes so she didn’t
have to fully pack each time, a collection of books by Camolen’s riding
masters, past and present...


“There’s a light in here!” Jaime said. “It almost looks like
a fluorescent bulb!”


Carey absently kneaded his thigh. “You’re one of the few in
the hold to have a SpellForge permalight.”


“Permalight,” Jaime mused. “Someone on Earth could have come
up with that name.”


“Invoke the thing, and it stays lit—even when the invoker walks
away, falls asleep, whatever. Thousands of starter spells in the same stone,
too—right there at the base of it.”


“Wow,” Jaime said. “All those hours I put into learning how
to keep a glow going when I wasn’t really giving it my full attention.” She sent
Carey a wry look. “Or maybe I should say, trying to
learn.”


“Oh, the old school wizards are scandalized.” Carey pushed
the calico cat from his lap, guiding the demanding creature toward Jess where
it repeatedly bumped its head against her leg.


She sat cross-legged on the thick carpets and tugged gently
at its tail until it stood foolishly on its head, purring. She said, “They’re
jealous.”


Carey snorted. “They think such devices will ruin the next
generation of wizards—that children won’t learn the proper discipline to hold those
first glow spells, and that’ll spill over to the rest of it. In any event,
Arlen thought you’d like it.”


“He would have liked to see your face when you noticed it,”
Jess said. “But I saw, and I’ll tell him.”


“I’m sure I can find a way to express my appreciation when I
see him.” She tossed her bag inside the bedroom. “One nice thing about spell
travel... no need to freshen up. Now, what about that dinner?”


Jess followed them, but couldn’t help a glance back over her
shoulder into Arlen’s empty quarters.


The hold seemed just as empty without Arlen, no matter how
many people lived here. She would be as glad as Jaime when he returned.


~~~~~~~~~~





Chapter Three


South of Anfeald, midway between Siccawei’s new sub-hold
and the dry river bed, the ground heaves like thick molasses going into a boil—and
then settles, as solid as it has ever been.


Sherra stands off to the side, looking for the exploding
hazel bush.


It has melted into something else.


Tied at a distance, her palomino mount rattles air through
its nose; it is as wary as she. It lifts its head to call to the empty woods, a
stallion’s cry.


“Hush,” Sherra says absently. She knows only as much of
horses as she must, and in this place she has other things on her mind. Keeping
an eye on the quiescent earth, she gathers her concentration for the spell that
will tag this spot, allowing the Council wizards to transport without a
formally established booth.


The horse calls out again, craning his head against the
halter lead; this time he sounds less demanding, more welcoming—a lower call,
more musical.


Sherra ignores him, finishing her spell, unaware of the
subtle creep of earth.


Almost immediately the rest of the Council begins to arrive.
Seventeen of them altogether, the very best of Camolen’s best...


Everyone but Arlen, who is too far away to accomplish free
transport.


They are all of the wizards who oversee Camolen’s magic—policing
their own, protecting everyone else.


None of them have ever seen anything like this growing
miasma in northern Siccawei’s woods. None of them know what has caused it. They
throw a tentative identifier spell at it to identify it as benign or malignant.
They don’t truly expect it to work.


It doesn’t.


But the ground heaves at the offense, and a tree trunk spits
out what was once a bird.


They eye each other in alarm.


Sherra invokes the most gentle of healing spells, the most
benign of magics. All stumble back in alarm as pebbles spurt up from the
muddied, melted patch of woods.


The palomino snorts alarm.


There will be no more magic used here, they decide. They
will fetch null wards to contain this spot while they try to understand it.


The palomino nickers; even Sherra recognizes it as a
greeting. But they see nothing. No one.


And then they feel the magic.


It is not of their making.


It is raw magic—magic without control, without signature. It
brings the disturbed woods to sudden, violent life.


The ground reaches for them—


~~~~~





Chapter Four


Carey shifted his weight, gave his leg a subtle stretch,
and leaned over the rails of the indoor ring to watch the growing frustration
on Jess’s face—an interesting contrast to Jaime’s patience. Jess chronically expected
too much of herself as a rider—expected to understand new things right away,
expected to do them right the first time, expected to figure things out before
she was told.


Carey knew, and Jaime knew, that even a riding student who
started life as a horse had a learning curve. But Jess hadn’t yet accepted that
fact.


This end of the long structure held a large viewing area
separated from the riding area by wooden fence rails and a wide gate—but the
generous viewing space did double duty as storage, with hay overflow, training
rails, rakes and shovels and wheelbarrows nibbling away at its edges. Carey
wasn’t surprised when the door slid over to admit Suliya, her riotously curly
hair spilling free from the ties that bound it back. She rummaged among the
manure forks, apparently looking for something special.


Or not. He hadn’t failed to notice that she often turned up during
Jaime’s instruction, or that she tended to lurk in his own shadow. He suspected
she thought it didn’t show when she disagreed with Jaime, which happened fairly
often, or that she’d managed to hide her resentment at her starter position in
Anfeald.


Or her resentment when she saw Jess going out on a run,
whether or not it had ever been meant for Suliya.


She’d clearly hoped for more when she’d signed on, her
expensive wardrobe and entitled demeanor clashing with her desperation for the
job—and with her complete failure to understand just how much she didn’t yet
know.


Carey hoped that if she kept watching, kept dogging his
heels, maybe she’d figure it out. If not, she wouldn’t last much longer.


Now she winced as Jaime walked up to Jess and her green
young mount and gently moved Jess’s outside hand. “Give him a little more room
to move into that rein,” she said, her voice clear in a ring that had been
spelled for clinic acoustics. “Remember how green he is—with a horse like this,
on the trail, giving him this room can be the difference between a minor shy
and a panicked runaway.”


Carey thought it might be time for Suliya to know she wasn’t
as invisible as she seemed to think. “You don’t agree?”


She started slightly, taking a few uneasy steps so she could
keep her voice low. “I didn’t say that—”


“Sure you did,” Carey told her. “You didn’t say it out loud,
but you said it.”


Not even Suliya’s sepia complexion could obscure her flushed
skin—but Carey had seen those flushes, and recognized them for what they were—frustration
more than embarrassment. She thought she was right, but didn’t dare say so.


“You’ve never taken a lesson with Jaime, have you?”


“No,” Suliya said, glancing first at Jess and Jaime, and
then at the packed dirt floor. “I haven’t been here long enough to earn them.”


Carey gave her a mildly surprised look. “Who told you that?”


“I—” she said, looking startled, then having to think about
it. “No one offered them to me. I assumed—”


“I don’t recall that you ever asked.”


“I—” she said again, and even bundled as she was in scarf,
thick jacket and bulky gloves, Carey could see the difference in her posture. “May
I, then?”


“Maybe not this time,” he said. “She’s scheduled. But I’ll
put you on the list for next time. There’s a catch, though—”


Suspicion shuttered her dark brown eyes. Carey swallowed his
annoyance. “Relax. You just have to do what she says, whether you agree with it
or not. If you have differences, you can consider them later on. Right now, you
do it her way and you do it with good cheer.”


She nodded slowly, thinking hard behind a face she was trying
to keep blank. He added more casually, “Even if we can’t tell, the horses can.”


He didn’t add that they, in turn, would be able to tell from
the horses. If she didn’t know that, then she had more to learn than he
thought.


“I can do that,” she said without hesitation, although he’d
have preferred it had she taken a moment to think. “Please... I’d like to be on
the list from now on.”


“I’ll see to it,” he said.


“Hold yourself in position even if he does drop on the
outside,” Jaime was saying. “He’s an exceptionally shifty little guy—not of
your breeding, is he?”


Jess laughed. “Only you would ask that!”


Jaime shrugged, offering a relaxed grin. She looked great
this visit—more relaxed. Softer, happier...


And it wasn’t just the haircut.


It was Arlen, and how he’d made her welcome—made Anfeald as
much her place as his. Given of himself to her.


Too bad he couldn’t get his butt back here to see her.


Jess corrected herself. “Only you would mean it the way you do. No, he is not of my bloodline. Carey
brought him in last fall from Shibaii. I think he’s too... shifty... for courier runs, but we thought to give him
another year.”


“He might grow steadier,” Jaime agreed. “But I wouldn’t be
surprised if he doesn’t.”


Jess gave the chunky bay gelding a pat. “I wonder what it
would be like if I did breed.”


Carey winced.


He wanted children... Jess wanted children. But Jess’s human
body had never settled into cycles, even if her Lady self sporadically went
into heat. It made for an interesting personal life. But it meant, he thought,
that children weren’t likely.


“Do you want to?” Jaime asked Jess in surprise—apparently
forgetting about the acoustics spell. “Does Carey want to?”


Hell, yes. Never as a young man,
full of goals and battles and a young man’s selfishness. But with Jess in his
life... with his eyes newly opened to the pride of the cook when his family
grew by yet another child, at the way his own eyes strayed to the few hold
children playing outside the gardens...


He’d helped them build a snowman this winter. With a
snowhorse.


“Yes,” Jess said to both, smoothing the bay’s sparse mane. “Arlen
says... Arlen says maybe it’s for the best if we don’t. We can’t be sure what
will happen.”


“But you want to anyway,” Jaime said, her voice soft and
understanding. Much more than Carey had expected, with her own decision to
devote her life to her riding and not a family.


He saw the sudden catch in Jess’s shoulders; he heard the
cut-off sound she made. It took a moment for his brain to catch up with his
eyes and ears, and to realize she fought unexpected emotion. By then he heard
it in her voice, in those perfect acoustics; even her tight whisper reached him
with clarity.


“I see the foals,” she said. “They call to me.” It was all
there in her strained voice—the longing, the doubt... the fear. Fear of success
and fear of failure both. Fear of what who she was might do to her.


Damn the acoustics, anyway.


~~~~~


The sky bends around the wizards; the air turns into
snowflakes of solidified gases, suffocating three of them instantly.


No direction is safe.


The others stand their ground, trying to mute the magic
flowing around them. Ice-edged dirt shoots from the ground, slicing two of them
in half; their bodies melt back into the tangle of roots and rock now roiling
at their feet.


No more are they wizards, no more are they Camolen’s finest.
Now they are but terrified men and women, panicking, screaming...


Dying.


~~~~~


“I’m sorry.” Jaime put a hand on Jess’s calf where she
still sat the gelding; her touch felt warm and compassionate. “I wish I could
do something.”


“You listen,” Jess said, licking a tear from her upper lip
and feeling the trembling flare of her nostrils, her equine expression of
emotion. She sighed and patted the gelding. “I have Carey. Maybe it is too much
to ask for more.”


“I don’t know that I believe that.” Jaime let her hand drop
from Jess’s leg. “I think you just can’t stop living your life in the
meanwhile.”


“Okay,” Jess said, one of the earth colloquialisms that she’d
brought with her from Ohio and had seen spread through Kymmet stables before
she came back to Anfeald. “Tomorrow, I should be Lady, and you ride. Show me
the things we talked about today.”


Jaime grinned. “Only if we get to do some of the fun stuff,
too. You been practicing?”


Jess made a face. “Canter pirouettes... I need help. I need
a rider to help me balance. But Carey won’t.”


“Not yet?” Jaime glanced over her shoulder without raising
her voice. “Get over it, Carey.”


He leaned into the ring so they could hear his reply and
said pleasantly, “Mind your own business.”


~~~~~


The palomino hit a frenzy of panic.


Eyes rolling, ears flattened, he coiled his powerful body
and fought the lead rope. The branch cracked; the leaves trembled as though
buffeted by a great wind. The distorting world closed in on him—


—and his lead rope went right through the melting branch,
freeing him to gallop as hard and fast as he could, ducking and dodging trees and
more than half-blind with fear.


To his most recent stable he ran, death flickering on his
heels.


~~~~~


Jaime, as dignified as Jess had ever seen her, looked
over at Carey and said, “Make me.”


“You know,” Carey said, “just because once I set off one
little bad spell inside your barn doesn’t mean you get to push me around
forever.”


“Yes,” Jaime said, “it does.”


Worry flashed through Jess —but then she caught the sly look
in Carey’s eye and the humor lurking at the corner of Jaime’s mouth and she
laughed out loud, swinging a leg over the gelding’s rump to dismount. “Anfeald
the city has a show tonight with singers and magic-less magic, and Carey gets
bored. Do you want to see it?”


Carey slid between the rails to join them. “I said I’d go.”


“But you don’t want to,” Jess said, most matter-of-factly.


Whatever Carey might have said next was forever lost, as the
extra-wide ring door slid open with a bang. Jess spooked one way and the
gelding the other—and Carey jerked around already scowling.


But his admonishment went unspoken at the sight of Kesna,
the youngest of Arlen’s two apprentices. Her face pale, her mouth working in a
hunt for words, her chin trembling.


“I’ve been looking for you,” she finally blurted, stumbling
to a stop while the gelding tipped his head to snort at her.


Carey reached to steady her, and Kesna threw her arms around
his neck, sobbing. With awkward uncertainty, he patted her back, looking over
her head to Jaime with a plea in his eyes.


Jaime joined them to rub a gentle circle on Kesna’s back,
and Kesna’s sobs only grew in intensity. Jaime said, “Maybe we should find
Natt?”


Kesna shook her head, and said into Carey’s shoulder, “Natt’s
talking to Siccawei. He’s trying to understand what happened—”


“Kesna,” Carey said, a hint of impatience behind his
concern, “what did happen?”


She looked up at him, revealing a face Jess found to be
alarmingly red with emotion. “We all felt it,” she said. “So many of them...”


“Kesna,” Jaime said, exchanging a glance of trepidation with
Carey, “what?”


“They’re dead,” Kesna said, clenching Carey’s lightly padded
jacket. “They’re all dead. “ She sobbed. “Arlen—”


The shock of it hit Jess like a buffeting wave of air, turning
everything else distant and remote. Kesna’s sobs faded away, Jaime’s shocked
comprehension barely touched her; even Carey’s grim and obvious denial meant
nothing.


The apprentices felt it. They’re all dead. Arlen—


The Council, that’s who she meant. It’s who she had to mean.
The untouchable, the powerful, the core of all of Camolen’s magical protection.


Arlen’s Council.


~~~~~~~~~~





Chapter Five


Death.


Arlen reeled on his horse in a sickening wave of weakness;
he clutched the saddle pommel, fumbling the reins.


The horse plodded onward.


Death. A
plethora of it.


Deep tendrils of cold worked their way through his jacket
layers and wrapped themselves around the heart of him. He swayed; his thoughts
went grey and distant.


But he clutched the saddle and he didn’t fall, although the
horse lurched as it broke a path through the snow.


Other travelers delayed, waiting out the morning chill—but
Arlen had planned to reach the travel booth in Amses this morning, and from
there to warmer Anfeald and Jaime.


A plethora of it...


Only with the Council did he have such close group ties,
forged by years of personal communication over distance, years of arguing and
working together.


Had it been all of them?


He loved none of them, he respected most of them, he on
occasion wanted to slap some sense into all them. Eighteen Council wizards
including himself, though only seven with major Precinct Holds like his own... and
then there were those touchy western provinces over the Lorakans whose senior
wizards kept to themselves.


Sherra? he thought, reaching for
her despite distances from which she was unlikely to respond or even hear him. Darius? Tyrla?


Their silences didn’t mean anything... or so he told
himself. Not at this distance.


Arlen took a steadying breath, watched it plume out in the
air. He gathered his reins as the horse lowered its head to navigate the snow,
its single-minded intent carrying it closer to an accustomed herd and freshly
forked hay.


Single-minded. He, too, had to be single-minded.


Arlen shut out the cold and his fears and the dark shout of
denial buried deep inside, and focused on his goals. Reach
the travel booth. Pull every bit of rank and influence to jump the line.


Get home to Anfeald and—


For good or bad, find out what the silence meant.


~~~~~


“Go to Arlen’s rooms,” Carey snapped, to no one in
particular—and to everyone—feeling that grim, overwhelming and familiar weight settling
on his shoulders. Make it happen.


Fix something, deliver something, save something... no
giving up, no matter what.


This time, more than ever, Arlen would be depending on him. “Go
to his rooms. Now. Have someone else put that
gelding up, Jess, and don’t say anything about this. Jaime, can you make it on
your own?”


Jaime struggled to respond, her throat bobbing; she
swallowed hard and then the words burst out of her. “Hells, yes, I can make it!
I need to know what’s going on!”


So did they all. “Come on, Kesna,”
he said, pushing Kesna away. “Pull it together. If you’re right about this, losing
the Council won’t be the end of it.”


If she was right. As overwrought
as she was...


Maybe she was wrong.


He saw the same thought reflected on Jaime’s face as she
grabbed Kesna from the other side, and between them they escorted her to the
tunnel-like rear entrance of the hold itself. Carey took them up a back way,
one that was spelled to stay locked for anyone besides Arlen, Carey, and—recently—Natt.
Testament to her mindset, Jaime didn’t question him about it—not when they took
the first turn she probably hadn’t even known was there, not when they spilled
out of a stairway into Arlen’s workroom.


He’d broken all the rules to show it to either of them—but Kesna
would hardly remember, Jaime could be trusted, and it was far better than
trying to explain Kesna’s state to everyone they passed. Far better than
starting a panic until he could confirm what had happened... and what they
needed to do next.


He deposited Kesna on the stool and gave Jaime a glance of
request—stay with her—as he strode from the room.


He found Natt at the side of a long desk in the corner of
the apprentices room—the dispatch desk. Auntie Pib, grey-haired and spare, sat
at the desk itself, her hands reflexively moving to sort messages still visible
only in her mind.


He’d come to know her very well during the time Jess was at gone
to Kymmet.


And he knew her well enough now to see that her normally
chocolate skin bore a subtle undertone of grey, and the ever-present tremble of
her aged hands had worsened considerably.


Natt turned to Carey with the gravest of expressions on his
round face; he, too, seemed unsteady on his feet, his chunky body wavering. “She’s
overloaded,” he murmured. “We need to get relief, and set short rotating
shifts.”


“Can you call someone?” Carey tapped his summons ring
against the desk.


“I only learned how to use the rings not long ago. It didn’t
even occur—”


“Do it,” Carey said abruptly, and Natt frowned—as though he
hadn’t expected Carey to take over, Carey who was Arlen’s closest friend and
who had been working in this hold since he was in his early teens.


But Natt’s hesitation was short; it evolved into relief. Someone else would make the decisions.


Carey wished he could say the same.


He allowed Natt a moment of concentration to make the
summons—just about the time Jaime appeared in the doorway, only glancing at the
crowded interior—desks, bookshelves, and a long pastoral mural painted on the
wall where a window might have gone. “Kesna’s useless at this point. She just
keeps repeating that the Council is dead.”


“That’s all she knows,” Natt said. He pulled his hands down
his face, briefly stretching his features out of place. “It’s all we know. And we have this.” He handed a scrawled,
red-bordered note to Carey. “It came from Siccawei’s secondary hold. They don’t
have a regular dispatch service there; it was probably all they could do to
send this as confidential. And they’re clearly not going to say anything more
through dispatch at all. We need to send someone...”


He trailed off as Carey took the paper; Jaime crowded in
close. The note was addressed broadly to the Secondary Council, and to the
First Apprentice for each Council wizard. “Council ambushed.”


“Send contact,” Jaime finished, perfectly able to read the
script, just as she spoke Camolen’s common dialect.


“Confidential means they’re not
willing to transfer any more information through even the secure dispatch
methods,” Natt told her.


Carey glowered, albeit at no one in particular. “Or it means
they don’t know anything else.”


~~~~~


Dayna had felt the start of it. Less sensitive than some
to the personalized effects of magic, she’d nonetheless been the first to feel
the raw magic. Maybe the only.


Outside the Council, no one outstripped her ability to
detect it, and no one outstripped her ability to wield it—when she was allowed
to use it in the first place.


In truth, no one else wielded it at all.


This raw surge had been an unshaped magic, without so much
as will or intent behind it. Just a careless wave of power, one that somehow
entirely lacked its classic backlash. And yet—


Look what it had done.


The instant she’d felt it, she’d known.
She’d charged through the shock and gasps of the hold, found Trent holding his fractious
palomino by an inexplicable stub of lead. The stallion
Sherra had ridden out that morning.


“Get Katrie,” Dayna told him, as if he was hers to command.


But he’d done it without hesitation, surrounded by the grief
of young wizards.


Now Dayna sat on a little bay horse Jaime’s brother had once
dubbed Fahrvergnügen and looked at the incomprehensible landscape before them,
wishing.


Wishing she hadn’t been one of the few who’d ridden out to
find Sherra when the palomino stallion had returned alone to Second Siccawei.


Wishing she wasn’t standing on the edge of a warped,
diseased section of woods that looked like nothing more than a particularly
disturbed Dali painting, a scene of carnage so beyond her imagination that she
could barely comprehend it.


Wishing.


Katrie, tall, strong hardened Katrie, came out of the
snow-covered bushes wiping her mouth; she pulled the bota from her gear and
rinsed her mouth, spitting. “Sorry,” she said, swiping fingers through short,
pale blonde hair.


“No problem,” Dayna told her tightly. “I only wish I’d done
the same.” Instead, all the horror sat in her stomach like a cold poisoned
rock. She shivered, drawing her fur-lined hat down over her ears.


Of the wizards who’d come here, there remained little sign.


The area sat quiescent in an unnatural mix of colors,
heaving ground, and distorted trees—maybe an acre of it, with a central blot of
bright red that had once probably been a bird.


A grasping hand jutted from one of the trunks, dripping
skin. A scrap of someone’s perfectly preserved scarf rippled in the frigid
breeze, pinned by metallic leaves. Dayna thought she saw someone’s bottom
protruding from the ground, but couldn’t tell without a closer look... and wasn’t
about to take it.


Trent turned a tight circle on the fidgety palomino as he
searched the woods, finally resorting to a bellow. “Sher-ra!”
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