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        Dover, England

        September 1674

      

      

      Most of Dover’s folk turned out for the witch’s hanging. Merchants in fine silk and linen mingled with farmers and laborers in stained homespun. Shoulders hunched against the damp salt air, they chatted while they waited.

      To see justice done. Or so they thought.

      Miranda Willoughby knew better. Although she hid her own powers, they would alert her to anyone else’s gifts, and she’d never caught a whiff of magic around old Mistress Smith. But saying so wouldn’t save the woman. It would only win Miranda a hanging of her own.

      “Black Bess, now,” said a short woman, “she danced like a hen on a hot slate b’fore she died.”

      Her burly, male companion shook his head. “That don’t compare to Jack Dawes, the highwayman—took near half an hour dyin’.”

      Their anticipation rasped across Miranda’s magical senses as harshly as rough surf scraped the shore. Standing by a small cart in the midst of the crowd, selling hot bread from the inn where she worked, she steeled herself against the callous talk.

      She’d known how people would react and so had pushed to be the maid chosen for this duty. While her limited magical skills could do little to ease the doomed woman’s passing, Agnes Smith would at least have one person in the crowd who recognized the injustice of her death.

      “I seen a double hangin’ in Canterbury,” the inn’s driver said from the cart seat. “Pair o’ thieves danced a merry jig.”

      Standing by the front wheel, his friend nodded and grinned.

      Miranda gritted her teeth. If only she could stop this. But Mother had died before she’d had the chance to teach Miranda more than summoning and glamours, and they were no use here.

      She and the inn’s driver had arrived early to secure a spot near the hanging tree, a stout oak. The noose dangled from a thick limb above the crowd’s heads. Swaying in the moist ocean breeze, it taunted her with her lack of power.

      To her right, a narrow, rutted dirt lane ran toward the town. The sheriff would bring the doomed woman that way.

      The pie-seller’s stand to Miranda’s left did brisk business, and a juggler near the road collected coins in his upturned hat. Shrieking, laughing children chased each other through the fringes of the crowd.

      A sturdy, blond man in rough woolen garb stopped beside her. “A hot cross bun, mistress.”

      He barely glanced at her, which was no surprise. Men didn’t favor plain women, and she’d used her magic to become so. Her dark brown hair appeared thin and limp, her form scrawny, and her face pox-marked. In homeliness lay safety that was well worth its cost to her in other ways.

      She uncovered one of the three pails in the back of the cart, where warm bricks kept the buns hot. A sweet, yeasty scent rose from the pail. Reaching in, she said, “That’ll be a farthing, if you please, sir.”

      He passed her the coin and accepted his bread.

      As he turned away, a shout rose from the crowd. They surged as one toward the road. Their bodies obscured her view of the approaching wagon, but its lone passenger, her aged face twisted with fear, stood high enough for Miranda to see.

      People stooped, picking up rocks and dirt clods. Threw them at that helpless woman.

      Miranda gripped the edge of her cart, the weather-worn wood biting into her palms. What use was power if you didn’t know enough about it to help someone in need?

      The sheriff’s wagon rattled its way toward the tree. The crowd followed, gleeful over the woman’s helplessness. A stone flew through the air and hit her shoulder. With her hands tied behind her, she couldn’t deflect the missile. She cringed, turning into the path of a dirt clod that struck her temple.

      Shuddering, Miranda swallowed against nausea. If she lost her breakfast, she’d draw attention she couldn’t afford.

      The wagon stopped under the tree, and the sheriff’s men pulled the old woman out. They pushed her up onto a ladder below the noose and put the rope around her neck.

      The sheriff stood in the wagon to read the sentence. The wind kept his words from carrying clearly, but Miranda caught some phrases. “For the crime of witchcraft ... Squire Mason’s cows ... ”

      Miranda frowned. Cows, hah! This had more to do with Squire Mason’s desire for the old woman’s land. Everyone knew he’d tried to buy her little plot at an absurdly low price, which the widow had resented. That resentment had opened the way for the witchcraft accusation. As had the old woman’s eccentric ways and homely, pox-scarred features.

      Miranda’s hand rose to the pox scar illusions on her cheek. Her disguise could have liabilities she hadn’t expected.

      “Hanged by the neck until dead,” the sheriff finished. He rolled his parchment with a flourish and jumped from the wagon.

      “I’m innocent. I done nothing!”

      The crowd’s derisive shouts drowned the old woman’s screech. “Nothing anymore,” a man yelled, and everyone laughed.

      Sickened by the cruelty, Miranda stepped on the hub of one of the cart’s wheels, boosting herself above everyone’s heads. Her eyes sought the condemned woman’s in the probably vain hope of making her last sight a kindly one.

      “Now,” the sheriff yelled.

      Someone kicked the ladder away. Mistress Smith’s body dropped, pulling the rope taut. She thrashed wildly in the air. In her reddening face, her eyes bulged. Her desperate, pleading gaze met Miranda’s.

      Miranda’s stomach lurched, and she tasted bile. Swallowing frantically, she murmured, “Ease,” and tried to push power into the words. “Stop the pain. Stop.”

      It wasn’t working. Desperately, she whispered, “Stop!”

      Nothing changed. Oh, if only she could do something. Anything!

      Wrenching pain lanced through her head, and the crowd vanished. Purple-gray mists swept around her, swallowing the shouting, hooting voices.

      Beneath her feet lay solid shadow, and the nasty odor of rotten eggs pervaded the dank, foggy twilight. Her neck and arms tingled with magic. With cold foreboding.

      The fog receded, revealing a white boar—with blue eyes, not small, black, piggy ones—lying on a carpet of deep blue bordered in mulberry. It struggled to rise, its eyes dark with pain and mute appeal that wrenched her heart.

      Above it loomed a red dragon bugling in triumph. White and green striations shimmered on the undersides of its spread wings. Blood dripped from its talons and flowed from gouges in the boar’s side. She’d always loved tales of dragons, but this one’s joy stabbed into her with the certainty that the creature was evil.

      Summon the boar’s knight, said a voice in her head.

      Knight?

      As she backed away from the gory tableau, the reeking fog closed around the images. A man’s face flashed into her mind, his strong, stern features framed by a knight’s helm. Clad in gleaming, silver armor, he galloped a black charger through the swirling vapors to confront the dragon.

      On his left arm, he bore a shield emblazoned with twin stripes of mulberry and blue down the middle and a white rose backed by the rays of a sunburst in the center. Etched boars and sunburst roses covered his armor.

      Beneath straight, dark brows, his blue eyes narrowed as he eyed the dragon and its prey.

      If he opposed the dragon, did that mean he was a force for good? Her instincts said yes, but how could she know?

      The dragon roared, a ground-shaking threat, and the knight’s expression hardened. He slammed his visor shut, drew his broadsword, and spurred his mount to charge. The dragon belched flame.

      No! He’d be killed.

      The fog closed over the scene, then cleared.

      Miranda found herself sitting on the ground by the cart, surrounded by half a dozen anxious townsfolk and the inn’s driver. The vision, or whatever it was, was over. Gasping in relief, she clutched the arm supporting her.

      Its owner was the last man who’d bought a bun. “Did you hit your head, mistress? Are y’all right?”

      They were watching her—all looking at her face. Staring. Oh, no—were her glamours—? But she could feel her power still shrouding her, holding them in place.

      Shaky with relief, she scrambled upright. “I’m quite well. I thank you. I must have lost my balance.”

      Of course she had. That had felt like a true magical vision, as unexpected as it was disturbing. Until today, though, she hadn’t used her magic for anything other than her glamours in years. Not since coming to the inn. Why would such a vision come to her now?

      And why would a man fight a dragon for a boar?

      She could worry about that later. Now she couldn’t afford to draw so much notice. “I’m all right. Truly.”

      “Been hexed, more like,” said an elderly woman in stern tones. “No tellin’ what a witch’ll do at the end.”

      If only the explanation were that simple, but Mistress Smith’s limp body dangled at the edge of Miranda’s vision. The old woman had passed beyond caring what anyone thought, God rest her soul.

      Miranda mustered a weak smile. “I thank you, all of you. I’m quite well now.”

      “You missed the show,” a man said. “Glad you’re well, mistress.”

      Nodding her thanks, Miranda let the driver help her into the cart. The sooner she escaped all this attention, the better.
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      Wind rattled the window panes of the inn’s empty common room, whispering of change and danger and warning. The glass blocked most of the chill, but Miranda shivered. Her hands tightened on the broom. The shadows the firelight cast over the familiar plaster walls and beamed ceiling felt ominous. Threatening.

      There’d been no eerie wind the night Mother died, thirteen years ago, but Miranda had felt just as unsettled and anxious, on top of her heartbreak and grief. She’d been only nine then, but she’d never forgotten those feelings.

      She set her jaw against the old pain. Perhaps she was imagining things, overwrought about today’s injustice.

      The hours since this morning’s hanging had been too busy for pondering strange events. Now that she had time and quiet, she should puzzle out the strange vision, not chide herself over what she couldn’t help.

      As though summoned by her thought, the purple-gray fog blotted out sight and sound and scent. She stumbled. Caught herself on a bench.

      The fog swirled aside to reveal a bedchamber. A young man, brown-haired and sturdy, writhed in pain on the floor. He was dying, and before his time, she somehow knew. From somewhere near, triumph poured over her like flood waters.

      Miranda shuddered. Who could glory in that?

      Skeletal creatures rushed, shrieking, out of the mists, and a cry choked in her throat.

      “Miranda?” A familiar voice broke into the torrent, ending the horrible visions. Short, blonde Lucy, the friendliest of the other maids, hurried into the room.

      “Are you ill?” Lucy picked up the broom.

      Miranda didn’t remember dropping it. “I’m all right,” she managed. At least her glamours had remained steady.

      “You’re gray as an old sheet. I’ll do this.”

      Miranda pushed herself to her feet. “My thanks, but I’m almost finished.” Perhaps Lucy’s calm presence would help keep at bay the warnings that seemed to hover in the air.

      Lucy reluctantly surrendered the broom, and Miranda turned back to her task. The dying fire gave off little light and less warmth. Even with her unusually keen sight, she could barely see the worn, oak floorboards. She had once swept up a shilling, but tonight the broom caught only the usual rubbish, bits of tobacco, scraps of food, and too much tracked-in dirt.

      Lucy settled onto a bench. “I can’t believe we’ve had a witch so near. Why, she came in here from time to time. With her potions.” She shuddered.

      Miranda’s fingers clenched on the broom. “Those potions were once well received.” She couldn’t stop the words, unwise though they were.

      What would Lucy say if she knew how close she sat to a true witch?

      “Well, we’re safe now, anyway.” Lucy paused, eyeing Miranda. “Ned says some of the farm lads would show an interest if you’d talk sweet to them now and again.”

      “And if I looked more fetching.” Miranda forced a smile to push away the twinge of longing. Lucy and Ned would probably wed soon and then start a family. They didn’t realize how fortunate they were, sharing an honest, open love.

      Not having to keep secrets.

      Lucy sighed. “If you didn’t wear dresses what make you look like a stick—a crime, as well as you sew—or scurry away as though the lads had the plague, they’d overlook a few scars.”

      “I am as I am,” Miranda replied. She pushed the last bit of dirt to the door. “I’ve no money for new dresses.”

      “Oh, Miranda.” Lucy shook her head.

      Miranda shrugged. Of course she wanted beautiful dresses and flattery, but safety lay in avoiding attention. Peace of mind lay in shunning, as her mother had not, ties to a man who couldn’t know what she was. “Would you open the door, if you please?”

      Lucy pushed aside the heavy latch, and Miranda whisked the dirt out before the shrieking wind could fling it back in their faces. A chill that owed naught to cold ran down her back.

      “I’ll bank the fire.” Lucy knelt by the hearth.

      “My thanks.” Miranda set the broom in its corner, then threw the bolt on the door. Lucy meant to be a friend, but Miranda couldn’t risk becoming close to anyone.

      She swallowed a sigh. Loneliness, however bleak, was necessary. And safe.

      The two women climbed to the garret together. Lucy chattered softly about Ned, but Miranda barely listened.

      Without the distraction of chores, she couldn’t ignore the wind’s keening. Prickles of dread ran down her neck and along her arms.

      The window at the end of the loft admitted a generous draft but only a narrow rectangle of moonlight. The other two maids, April and Sarah, already slept in the cold, darkened room. Miranda and Lucy undressed and dived into their beds.

      Miranda pulled the thin coverlet over her ears. The wind’s moan mocked her uneasiness.

      Perhaps today’s visions meant she knew—or could know—more than she thought. She closed her eyes, trying to remember what Mother had said.

      Purple fog that reeked of rotten eggs swirled around her. The red dragon’s roar mingled with the sound of a horse’s galloping feet and an animal’s squeal of pain.

      Heart pounding, Miranda jolted awake.

      In the next bed, April grumbled and turned over. No one else stirred. Miranda clenched her icy hands on the coverlet.

      Mother had said foresight could come as visions or dreams, and she’d warned against ignoring such things. Dire events will come to pass if you do, she’d said.

      If only Mother had lived long enough to teach her more about understanding what she Saw.

      Still, thanks to the old tales Grandmother had told, Miranda did know dragons were symbols of power. The legends Grandmother loved said they were also beings of great wisdom.

      Yet the one in the vision stood for evil—she’d felt that unmistakably—but what sort? What did the white boar symbolize?

      Who was the knight the vision wanted her to summon? Armored knights were the stuff of legend, symbols of times long past.

      She couldn’t interpret the dream, but she knew summoning. It drew on the same illusion skills she used to create her disguising glamours. She could summon the knight or whatever he represented in the real world. If she dared.

      Discovery would mean death.

      She shivered. No. She couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t.

      Others with Gifts, better trained, could deal in arcane visions. She couldn’t risk it.
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      “Miranda? Miranda, I say!” Master Warren, the innkeeper, squeezed his thin frame between the common room’s crowded tables. “That fellow by the hearth says he’s tried right well to tell you he needs more stew, yet you seem not to hear him.”

      Miranda blinked. The bustle of the noon meal surrounded her. No vapory shadowland. No dragon or boar, but she’d been almost asleep on her feet.

      She gritted her teeth in frustration. The troubling wind had died away after a day, but the strange visions and dreams continued to plague her. For the past three nights, she’d been unable to sleep because of them.

      “I beg pardon, Master Warren. I’ll fetch it at once.”

      “See that you do. You’ve been half asleep these past days, and you’d best awaken to your duties right now.”

      “Aye. I know, sir.” The implied threat turned her insides to ice, for she had nowhere else to go.

      Warren turned away, and Miranda rushed down the narrow, dark corridor to the kitchen. Plague take that dream! Having it torment her sleep was bad enough without it ruining her work or making her draw scrutiny.

      She’d first created her glamours shortly before Father died, when men began looking at her in ways that made her skin crawl. She’d gradually made more changes before coming here. She knew what a serving maid’s life was like, and she had no desire to draw attention from lecherous customers. As time passed, she’d realized the glamours also prevented anyone from looking closely enough to notice anything odd about her.

      Until now.

      In the hot, busy kitchen, Flora, the cook, and her two helpers sliced bread and meat and stirred kettles. A scrawny lad by the hearth turned the meat jack with one hand while wiping sweat from his brow with the other. Tiny, red-haired Sarah, one of other maids, waited by the long table in the room’s center, tapping one foot impatiently while a cook sliced venison for her.

      For once, Owen, the cheerful scullery lad, stood at his post near the door, so Miranda didn’t have to wait. He dished up the hot stew and handed it to her on a tray.

      She spun toward the door, but the opening was closer than she thought. Her shoulder banged into the door frame. Stew sloshed over her thumb, and scalding pain flashed up her arm. She choked back a cry but managed to stagger sideways, bracing the tray against the wall lest she drop it. Another mistake, and Warren might dismiss her.

      Owen grabbed the tray. “I’ll clean and refill it. Good thing only a bit spilled.”

      “Aye. My thanks.” She blinked against the sting of tears. Spilling as much as half would’ve sent her to bed without supper tonight to make up the cost of the spilled food, even if she didn’t lose her job. She wiped her throbbing hand on her apron.

      The burn wasn’t as bad as she’d feared but raw enough to hurt. She sucked the spot to ease it. If she weren’t so weary, she wouldn’t have made the mistake. Somehow, she had to manage a full night of uninterrupted sleep.

      Owen brought the tray to her, and she hurried back to the common room.

      She set the platter of stew and bread in front of her customer, a heavyset man whose suit of fine, green wool with simple lace at his wrists and throat marked him as gentry or a prosperous merchant. He thanked her with a grunt.

      Turning, she almost collided with Lucy, who caught her arm to steady her. “Flora told me what happened. Are you hurt?”

      “Not much.” Miranda forced a shaky smile, shifting her gaze aside. A framed linen square over the hearth caught her eye. “Where did that sampler come from?”

      It looked ordinary enough, a man and woman flanking a tree with a meticulously embroidered alphabet below them, but it hadn’t been there yesterday. Or this morning.

      Lucy’s round face twisted in a frown. “You’re lost more sleep than I thought. That’s been here longer’n we have, made by Master Warren’s wife before she died.”

      A chill ran down Miranda’s spine. “Died when?”

      Lucy frowned. “Seven years or so ago, I think. Miranda—”

      “I was merely confused. I’ve customers, Lucy.” She broke free and hurried between the tables. But she wasn’t confused. Despite its weathered colors, that sampler was new, and Master Warren had never married.

      What was happening? Was she going mad? Lucy had no reason to lie, so she must believe what she said. But how could that be true? Miranda scrubbed her hand over her bleary eyes.

      Dire events will occur, Mother had warned. Was this the sort of thing she’d meant?

      Summon the knight, the dream voice had ordered. If she did as the voice commanded, perhaps the visions would end.
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      Before dawn the next day, Miranda crept into the woods behind the inn. Her heart beat fast, and her hands felt chilly, but not from the cold. She hadn’t tried a major working in years. Despite the risk, excitement over the challenge hummed through her.

      Shadows concealed the hollows in the landscape. The cold autumn air bit through her clothes and turned her breath to fog, but she had left her cloak in the garret. Anyone who saw her return to the inn mustn’t suspect she had been out long enough to need it.

      She had to hurry. Starting her duties late would anger Master Warren. But she also had to take care that no one saw her.

      She reached a wide, level clearing as the stars began to fade. Half a mile into the woods, it was her favorite place for spending time alone. Dropping her protective glamours, she opened her senses. Birds and small animals stirred in the forest. An owl returned to its nest after a night’s hunt.

      Despite all the movement around her, the back of Miranda’s neck remained free of the tingle of awareness that signaled a human presence.

      Good. She hurried to the center of the clearing. The hard ground lay under a colorful blanket of frost-tinged autumn leaves. On her knees, she scraped away leaves and twigs to bare a circle of earth about six feet across.

      She took a slow breath to calm herself. Summoning required creating an illusion creature to go and find the one she needed, then deliver her message or else lead the one summoned to her. This time, sending a message seemed better. The creature might have to travel far away before it found the knight. If so, the magic sustaining it might fade away before it led him here.

      She had never tried to form anything larger than a bird. A bird would do for this, but would a knight pay attention to something so small?

      A dragon would be much harder to ignore, and the evil one in the vision hadn’t changed her fondness for them.

      Her hands shook as she untied the small bag at her waist and dumped its contents into her lap. The needle shone in its scrap of green felt as she pulled it free.

      Drawing on her power, she pricked her left fourth finger. A droplet of blood fell into the center of the bare patch. Atop it, she placed a dried, green poplar leaf, a robin’s feather, and the paring from one of her fingernails.

      She held her left hand out so more blood dripped onto the little pile. “Nail for scaling, earth for might, leaf for color and feather for flight.”

      Before the blood could dry, she struck flint to catch a sliver of tinder, then laid it on the bloody spot with an oak twig. The twig smoldered, then caught.

      Quickly, she chanted, “Oak for endurance, day and night, fire and blood to give vision life. Go, my dragon, and find the knight.” She closed her eyes, the better to channel will into words and the vision into being, and slid backward.

      Magic flowed through her like liquid sunlight, warming and strengthening her. Behind her eyelids, she could almost see her small fire become a looming, indistinct shadow. Rustling movements nearby told of birds and small creatures scurrying for cover. Then came sudden silence as they found it.

      Her creation took on form and substance. Sprouted wings and a snout. Became a dragon. The woodland creatures’ fear of it brushed over her skin like a cold breeze.

      The air heated. Something flapped with a leathery sound. A great gust of wind pressed her clothes against her body.

      The flow of power within her ebbed. Died.

      With a sigh, she opened her eyes. The small fire had gone out, and no sign of her workings remained.

      But the center of the clearing bore two sets of three deep slashes as long as her forearm, like the marks of giant talons.

      A grin tugged at her mouth. She lifted her head.

      High above, a dragon’s graceful silhouette glinted emerald in the faint pre-dawn light. Great wings pushed downward against the air, and she could almost feel the movement in her shoulders. Her spirit soared with the dragon. For one moment, she felt its freedom and strength.

      Then it wheeled westward and vanished. Because of its limited substance, it wouldn’t become visible to anyone else until—unless—it found the one it sought.

      Her smile faded. Summoning had always come easily to her, but there were so many other skills she’d never had the chance to learn.

      If only she could safely find a Gifted teacher. She wouldn’t have to conceal herself all the time, and simply being with someone who also had Gifts would be a joy.

      But there was no use wishing for the impossible. People like her didn’t announce their skills, not with the gallows waiting for them. Nor could she go seeking such a one.

      Rising, she brushed off her skirt. She’d enjoyed more luck than many people did. After her parents’ deaths, a cousin had helped her find this position at the inn so she wouldn’t starve. Or have to marry out of desperation. She managed to make time now and again to earn extra money with her needlework. Even embroidered mythical beasts like dragons for customers once in a while.

      A wise woman would count her blessings, not long for more. Part of counting her blessings was keeping her job. Perhaps now she could do it in peace. Miranda hurried toward the inn.

      She was halfway there when a sulfur reek stung her nose. Fog obliterated her sight, then rolled back to reveal the knight sitting upright in the saddle, blocking the red dragon’s path to the wounded boar and a bloody stag. He still bore his shield, now marred by black scorch marks, and his sword gleamed silver in his steel-gloved fist.

      Stretching its neck, the dragon roared, the sound frustrated and impotent now.

      Your time is done. The knight’s deep voice rang in her mind with the clarion power of unearthly trumpets. The untruths and evils you nurtured shall not prevail but pass away. They are but the shades of night, and I am the herald of day.

      The vision faded, leaving her standing in the wood. Blast it, she’d hoped her summons would banish the visions. Would buy her peace.

      Did this new twist, the knight’s speech, portend that she’d done what was needed to solve whatever problem triggered the vision?

      Or that she hadn’t?
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      Ordinary folk would see no cause for concern in today’s dreary weather. But Richard Mainwaring was not ordinary, and the day was not merely dreary.

      Cold, muddy water stood in the road’s deep ruts. Brisk gusts caught red and gold leaves sodden from the day’s rain, snapping them from their stems. All that was normal for late September. The taint on the wind, however, was not.

      It grated on Richard’s Gifted senses. The worst of the ill wind had died five days ago, but an almost imperceptible wrongness lingered in the air and roiled in the gusts.

      “Shoot him and have done,” Richard’s companion, Captain Cabot Winfield of the Royal Navy, advised.

      “What?” Richard blinked at his friend. They and their mounts were alone on the muddy road.

      Cabot grinned at him, gray eyes alight in his square, tanned face. “When you’re preoccupied, there are only two explanations. I guessed you were considering the George problem.”

      Richard grimaced. “If shooting him would straighten out his wayward wits, I might do it.” He could always heal his wastrel cousin, who unfortunately was also his heir, afterward. So long as the wound wasn’t instantly mortal.

      Unfortunately, he and George shared only the Mainwaring blue eyes. The height, the black hair, and the steadying traits had missed George.

      “That wasn’t what I was thinking, though,” Richard added. “I don’t like that wrongness in the air.”

      Cabot frowned up at the leaden sky. “If I were at sea, I’d set my course away from it with all speed. I wonder how far that ill wind blew.”

      “Reports are probably coming into London.” The city was the headquarters of the realm’s Gifted, known as the Conclave, and their governing Council. “The Council will likely need to meet sooner than we’d planned because of it.”

      “What a joyous event that will be.” Cabot shook his head. “Better you than me, wrangling with that lot. You’ll be lucky if you can make the rest of them decide anything.”

      “They do love to argue.” After two years on the Council, Richard knew any issue would be chewed into rags before the group made a decision.

      A sudden gust blew a lock of sun-streaked, brown hair into Cabot’s face. Frowning, he shoved it back.

      The cool air brushed Richard’s neck with an unearthly chill. He turned up the collar of his cloak. Occasional drizzles might recur, but his wide-brimmed beaver hat and oiled leather cloak shed them well enough.

      “There’s another solution to your problem with George. Besides murder.” Cabot kept his gaze on the road ahead.

      With good reason. That solution, marriage and the heir it could produce, had too many drawbacks, ones Richard hated discussing. He raised an eyebrow at Cabot. “Impressment into the navy?”

      “God help any ship cursed with him as a sailor.” Scowling, Cabot added, “You know what I meant.”

      “Yes. Leave it.”

      Zeus pranced through the muddy ruts with no hesitation. Richard tugged the reins to avoid a puddle that was probably deeper than it looked.

      The roads needed work, but the king had little interest in harassing the parishes about upkeep. After Oliver Cromwell deposed and killed King Charles I, Charles II had spent years in hiding, poverty-stricken and dependent on the charity of European royalty. Upon his restoration to the throne in 1660, he’d thrown off the puritanical shackles imposed by Cromwell’s protectorate. The king had led the nation in seeking pleasure ever since. Road repairs, unfortunately, were not a pleasure.

      Cabot said, “Thanks for going to Portsmouth with me to oversee the Rose’s refit. It was good to have the company even though we’re done and headed home sooner than I expected.”

      Richard grinned. “I’d had enough of court, so I was glad to go.” Especially with Cabot, who was rarely in England because he spent most of the year patrolling the West Indies.

      “I’d rather face a pirate fleet—or even the bloody-minded, encroaching Dutch—alone than endure an evening at court.” Cabot steered Neptune around a wide puddle. Staring into the distance, he added, “George’s choices are not your fault.”

      “Leave it, I said—”

      They rounded a bend, and a flash of green dropped from the clouds. Arrowing toward them, a dragon glittered in the weak light. Huge wings spanned the road as the creature landed.

      “Cabot,” Richard snapped in warning. That couldn’t be a real dragon, but some illusions could harm. He drew rein.

      The horses reared, hooves pawing at the air, and whinnied. What the—?

      Horses usually couldn’t see illusions. Perhaps they felt the magic crackling like invisible flame in the air around this one. Shifting his balance forward, he sent a tendril of power into Zeus’s mind to restore both calm and control.

      The stallion trembled but obeyed the commands Richard gave him through reins and knees. Cabot also had Neptune under control again.

      “Where in Hell’s fields did that come from?” Richard demanded.

      “I was about to ask you.” Cabot’s face reflected Richard’s shock.

      The dragon settled onto its haunches. A yard taller than they were on horseback, it blocked the road even with its wings folded. Its scales glowed deep emerald, and its eyes glinted a fiery gold.

      Another tendril of power, this time directed at the apparition, revealed its limited substance. Richard could dispel it, but only a fool would do so without learning why it sought them out.

      Folding his hands over the pommel of his saddle, he eyed the creature coolly. “There are no dragons in England anymore.”

      The beast’s voice rasped in his mind. I seek the boar’s knight, and I have found you.

      Richard straightened. “Why do you seek this knight?”

      If you would right a wrong, Sir Knight, see the serving maid at the Golden Swan Inn on the Folkestone road, outside Dover. Tell her a dragon called you the herald of day.

      “I’ve no trust in riddles,” Richard replied. Nor did he trust apparitions, but his pulse quickened. Had this creature sought him out because of his family curse? Or for some less obvious reason?

      Stretching its glistening wings out and up, above the hedgerows, the creature leaped skyward. He could have sworn it vanished before it reached the heavy clouds. Only then did he realize any inn near a busy port like Dover would have several maids. How could he know the right one?

      After a moment, he smiled. One Gifted person, as any maid sending such a summons must be, would stand out soon enough in a crowd of ordinary folk. If she had the power to create such an illusion, she should know him on sight.

      “’Od’s fish,” Cabot said. “To create a beast out of myth, someone must badly want to see you.”

      “So you heard it, too.” Richard stared at the spot where the dragon had stood. “But why go to such lengths?” The power required for such summoning had led most people to abandon the art long ago.

      He kneed Zeus to a walk. “Strange, that the dragon should carry a message so well suited to me.”

      Of course, no one else had as much reason as he did to care about the dead king who’d used a white boar as his emblem, Richard III. Perhaps this was, at last, a chance to lift the family curse.

      Unless it was a trap.

      He set his jaw against a rush of hope. Grasping at straws, such as this likely was, could distract him from learning what the summons truly portended.

      On Neptune, Cabot kept pace with him. “Coming on the heels of that wind, the dragon’s summons must be related, and that means danger.”

      “Regardless, I’m going to Dover.”

      Richard’s ancestor Edmund Mainwaring had unwittingly helped his liege lord murder the late King Edward IV’s sons, who’d become known as the Princes in the Tower. Horrified by what he had done, Edmund had thrown himself on the mercy of King Richard III.

      The king had ordered Edmund to keep silent because of the political situation. Then King Richard had died at Bosworth Field, and the Tudors who followed him had blamed him for the boys’ deaths and anything else they could lay at his feet.

      Plagued by guilt, Edmund had sworn that neither he nor his heirs would rest in life or death until they cleared the king’s name.

      In a dry voice, Cabot said, “Odd, how this brings de Vere to mind. Or Lord Wyndon, as he is now. He could create such a manifestation as easily as either of us could, and he would know how to intrigue you with its message.”

      “Be that as it may, I’ve exhausted every lead. I’ve no more idea how to clear King Richard’s name than I did when I began. I can’t ignore this summons.”

      Not with the Mainwaring heirs doomed to a shadowy realm between life and death, unable to pass through the portal to final judgment until someone proved the truth about the royal boys’ deaths. The curse also caused high rates of obsession, madness, and suicide among the doomed Mainwarings.

      Cabot frowned, then shook his head. “I don’t like it, Richard. The only thing Wyndon would prefer to dancing at your deathbed is driving you to it, regardless of the rules of engagement. Remember that.”

      “I’m not likely to forget.” Those rules forbade the Gifted from using magic to mislead or harm one another. The penalties ranged from a rebuke to death, but it would be just like Wyndon to assume no one would catch on to what he’d done.

      Shooting Cabot a wry glance, Richard said, “You know I can’t ignore any chance, however slim, to discharge my blood debt.”

      Only doing so would allow him, finally, to marry, perhaps even to beget a responsible heir. He was two and thirty years old, overdue by anyone’s standards.

      “I can reach Dover in a couple of days,” he said. “If Wyndon created the beast as a trap, he has violated the Code and given me cause to challenge him that even the Conclave cannot deny. If it’s not Wyndon, perhaps I’ll find an explanation for that unearthly wind.”

      A frown still creased Cabot’s face. “If I didn’t have to report to the Admiralty in London, I’d come along. Since I can’t, you watch your back.”

      “Count on that.” Richard rubbed his chin with one gloved hand. The Earl of Hawkstowe would draw too much attention, so which of his many aliases should he use?

      Aloud, he mused, “A merchant could stay at an inn without undue notice, so perhaps ‘Ralph Wyatt’ will pay this girl a call.” He’d used that identity often during the struggle to end Oliver Cromwell’s protectorate and restore the monarchy.

      Cabot nodded. “Farewell, then, ‘Master Wyatt.’”

      “I may not return in time for the White Rose dinner on the second.” He welcomed an honorable excuse for missing that annual gathering in Richard III’s honor. “Explain my delay to my grandmother, will you?”

      “Of course. Don’t tarry overlong, or I’ll come after you.” Despite Cabot’s light tone, worry lurked in his eyes. “Godspeed.”

      “To you also.” Richard turned Zeus. He’d have to backtrack to reach the Dover road.

      Riddle or no, this adventure at least promised a further reprieve from the grinding, shallow gaiety of attendance at court. As for what else it might offer, it was best not to hope too much. He’d watch his back, certainly, and all the possible angles.
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      Two days later, in the late afternoon, Richard reached the outskirts of Dover. Big, fluffy clouds hovered over the English Channel to the south, and a faint hint of brine rode the breeze.

      The Golden Swan inn stood alone opposite a farm lane. The passage of years had given the rambling, two-story structure’s half-timbered walls a slight outward tilt, but barren rose bushes clung tenaciously to the weathered stucco. The setting sun cast a golden glow over the whitewashed walls.

      Such an unprepossessing place looked unlikely to harbor great secrets. Of course, that might make it perfect for such.

      He rode through a boxy passageway and into a big, square yard. Men and women in homespun lingered in the yard, chatting. Some also stood on the galleries that fronted the upper story on all four sides of the yard.

      A similar passage across the way revealed a rear yard that held a well and a rough, wooden building that might be a stable.

      In a roped-off area at one corner of the main yard, brightly costumed men loaded props into a wagon. They must be the acting troupe he’d heard of on the road. From the look of them, they’d just finished a performance. Good. This crowd they’d drawn would let him locate and observe the mysterious serving maid without attracting notice.

      A deep breath, a shake of his head, and the Ralph Wyatt identity settled into his mind. Wyatt would seem less imposing to this girl than an earl. Of course, someone with the power to send such a summons might not prove easily intimidated, but best to take no chances.

      The odors of horses and dung pervaded the air. Opposite the yard entrance, a door on the ground floor stood partly open. Voices coming from it signaled the public room’s location.

      The yard could have accommodated half a dozen coaches and teams easily, but it held only the players’ cart and a large wagon with no horses hitched to it. Its driver must mean to stay the night. Big, wooden casks filled the wagon and emitted the pungent aroma of tobacco, probably imported from the Virginia colony.

      A man in rough wool and homespun loped through the passage across the yard and waved to Richard. “I’ll take ’im, good sir.”

      Dismounting, Richard nodded. “I’ll stay the night.”

      The ostler touched his cap. Richard slipped him a penny to ensure good food for Zeus, who snorted as though he would prefer to spend the night in a better hostelry. Richard patted his neck before turning toward the public room.

      The two of them had stayed in worse places. The heavy, thatched roof and leaded glass windows spoke of regular maintenance. Perhaps someone occasionally aired the sheets.

      Linens, however, mattered little next to the larger problem of the reason for this summons. While suspecting Wyndon came naturally, there were other unscrupulous wizards. Some allied themselves to the forces of darkness. Richard would take this wench’s measure before choosing his course.

      He made his way into the common room, ducking beneath the low entry. Light from the front windows didn’t penetrate far into the long, gloomy chamber. Lanterns mounted on the walls provided little illumination, but he could see better than most men. Curse or no curse, being Gifted had its advantages.

      A table in the rear stood vacant. He edged through the crowd to claim it. The scents of pipe smoke, hot meat and bread, and unwashed bodies hung in the air. Conversation and occasional raucous laughter created an amiable din.

      He seated himself and glanced over the crowd. A sturdy, brown-haired maid rushed out of a passage opposite the door. Carrying a tray laden with wooden plates and leather tankards, she moved with brisk efficiency that belied her dour expression. Behind her came a petite, red-haired girl. Neither seemed remarkable.

      He let his gaze drift over the room. In the far corner stood a tall, lanky girl, dark-haired and pox-scarred. Judging by her apron and that of the thin, tired-looking man facing her, she was a maid and he, the innkeeper. Behind them, a sturdy, smiling blonde hoisted a tray of empty plates.

      His attention swung back to the pox-scarred girl. She seemed unremarkable, and yet ...

      He summoned power, narrowing his eyes, and her face became translucent, like a reflection in a window pane. Under the concealing glamour lay smooth skin, thick, glossy dark brown hair, and a fine-boned, elegant face. Even more appealing were the intelligence in her light blue eyes and the self-possession in her expression.

      The Gifted one did, indeed, stand out.
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      “You’ve done well of late,” Master Warren muttered. “See that it continues.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Miranda had had no more dreams or visions in the four days since dispatching her dragon. Mayhap she’d truly bought herself peace.

      “Now see to that gentleman in the far corner.”

      “Aye, sir.” Looking for the newcomer, she turned.

      An instant later, she met the level, confident gaze of the man she sought. His shoulder-length, black hair framed the strong planes of his face and jaw. Across her vision flashed an image of him facing the red dragon.

      The helm had hidden most of his strong, chiseled features, a face that would make any woman’s heart beat faster. He wore the stylish coat and long vest of a prosperous gentleman, with lace at his throat and the coat’s broad cuffs.

      “Miranda. Don’t go daydreaming again.” Warren’s voice cut into her daze. “See to the man.”

      “Aye, sir.” The image faded, but the man’s alert yet relaxed posture spoke of power that would awake in an instant. The air of danger he’d worn in the vision still swirled about him. He made her painfully aware of her homely appearance, faded, worn garments and work-roughened hands.

      She shrugged off the awareness. A prosperous man such as he would take no honorable personal interest in a serving maid, regardless of either of their appearances.

      Swallowing hard, she sidled through the crowd. She knew him, but surely he didn’t know her. He couldn’t.

      He smiled, a slight, knowing twitch of his lips. Excitement mixed with sudden dread of what he might bring, sending a chill rippling through her. Some part of her hadn’t believed anyone would answer the summons. Now that he had, the danger of the whole situation pressed in on her again.

      She reached his table. He lifted an eyebrow at her, and his stern eyes made the gesture both question and command.

      “What will you have, sir?” Her voice sounded thin but steady. She swallowed and tried again. “We’ve mutton stew today.”

      “The stew will do.” In a low voice that wouldn’t carry in the noisy public room, he added, “Along with an explanation of your summons.” The note of authority in his deep voice boded ill for delay even as it sent a thrill of recognition through her.

      But there was more than his voice to that sensation. He seemed familiar in an eerie, unsettling way that owed naught to her visions.

      “I cannot stop to talk now. I’ll have time to myself after supper service, in an hour or so.”

      His gaze stayed level. Confident. “Of course. Later, then.”

      Relieved to escape, she hurried toward the kitchen. He knew her. How, she couldn’t fathom, but he did. Her chest felt tight, and her hands shook.

      She drew a steadying breath. Once she told this man of the visions, they would be his problem. The sooner she could manage that, the better.
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      Supper service was drawing to a close. As it did, so did Miranda’s ability to avoid thinking of what lay ahead. Taking the next step, explaining to the man, carried risks, too.

      At least he’d gone to his room, or somewhere, and wasn’t hanging about or watching her. She was nervous enough without that.

      She carried her last tray of dishes into the kitchen. Even hotter than the common room and busy with the washing up, the room seemed too close. She needed air. Stumbling backward, she mumbled something about the privy and fled through the rear door.

      Flora, the cook, called, “Bring some water when y’come back in.” Miranda flapped a hand at her without pausing.

      The well stood in the rear yard, about halfway between the kitchen and the stable. Turning the windlass to pull up the bucket forced her hands to stop shaking.

      The man seemed so self-assured, even arrogant, but mayhap she worried too much. This mystery knight could be as brave and noble and capable as the legendary Sir Lancelot. Surely he would know what to do once she told him of the visions. Why else would she have been directed to summon him? Soon she would be free of the whole business.

      The bucket rose into view. She held the windlass to keep it steady and reached for the bucket.

      “Allow me,” said a deep, firm, too-familiar voice.

      Startled, she spun to face the stranger.

      He eyed her closely as he bowed. “Your dragon called me the herald of day. I’m at your service, mistress.”

      “Uh, I can manage the water, but I thank you, sir.” The windlass slipped. She tightened her grip on it.

      “Nevertheless.” He caught the rope and swung the bucket neatly onto the side of the well.

      Guests didn’t extend such courtesies to servants. Was he naturally kind or merely seeking to put her at ease?

      Miranda stepped back. “I still have duties, and this is not a good place to talk at the moment. People walk through here until they settle in for the night. Later would be better.”

      “For now, at least, we’re alone,” he noted. “Pray explain why you summoned me.”

      Miranda squared her shoulders. “Who are you, sir?”

      “Ralph Wyatt. I’m a merchant. Despite urgent business in London, I’ve ridden hard to answer your summons. And you are?”

      “Miranda Willoughby.” Annoying as it was for him to accost her while she still had duties, nothing about him raised the prickly chills over her skin that warned of danger. Yet there was that strange sense of recognition again. Without the table between them, he seemed even more imposing, and she couldn’t help noticing his broad shoulders and tall, straight frame.

      Miranda hesitated.

      “Let’s not waste time.” He raised an eyebrow. “You ply your glamours well, but they won’t serve against me. I know full well what you are.”

      Knew and accepted.

      The realization gave her an unexpected rush of pleasure. Still, revealing herself after so many years in hiding didn’t come easily. If he knew about the summons, though, she must be meant to trust him despite her fears.

      She took a deep, slow breath. “I’ve had strange visions, a disturbing dream. About a boar and a dragon. There was a stag, too, and a knight.” His face showed only intent interest, and she added, “The knight could be your twin. The visions came in fragments, but they directed me to summon the boar’s knight.”

      Something flashed in the depths of his eyes, but she couldn’t interpret it. Still, she felt certain the reference to the knight meant something to him.

      “How many times have you had these visions,” he asked, “and were they always the same?”

      Shaking her head, Miranda said, “Never exactly the same, and I had them several times a day until I sent the dragon.”

      His brows knitted in a thoughtful frown, but he said nothing.

      “My mother always said one should heed a dream of power,” she continued. If only heeding this one didn’t turn out to be a mistake. “Do you know what it means?”

      “It could mean a number of things,” he answered slowly.

      “Miranda!” Flora stood in the doorway, her stout frame spattered with flour and her habitual frown deeper than usual. “I need that water, girl. Quick, or you’ll rue it.” She stomped back inside.

      Miranda untied the bucket from its rope. As she stepped back from the well, a sudden, chilling awareness rippled across her neck. She wheeled. “What was that?”

      “What do you mean?” Frowning, Wyatt stepped up beside her.

      “That chill, there, like someone watching. What—”

      His raised hand signaled her to wait as he took a sudden step forward. He pivoted, staring hard at the spot he’d crossed. “There’s something here, a coldness in the air.”

      “Perhaps it’s just a draft.” She didn’t believe that, though, much as she wanted to. Not after that tingle, like power, that’d run over her skin.

      “It’s no draft,” he stated. “As you well know.” He stepped back over the spot. “It’s gone.”

      He gazed at her, his expression unreadable. What could she say? He was right, but dismissing her reactions to anything unseen had become second nature. A matter of survival.

      “We must talk more,” he said at last. “I’ll escort you to church on the morrow, at St. Mary’s on the castle headland.”

      The Church of England. “My thanks, but I must decline.” Her father had despised the Anglican Church’s Popish rites, so she usually attended a chapel that, while Anglican, as mandated by the law, held a simpler service.

      “I must insist.” His stern expression brooked no refusal. “I haven’t pledged you my aid, nor will I until after church.”

      How overbearing. “Why church?”

      The ice in his eyes could have frozen the sea in summer. “Because, pretty dragon maid, not only the decent have power. I’ll aid a Gifted woman to my dying breath, but I’ll stir not a step for an agent of darkness.”

      Fury ignited in her heart and shot down her right arm like lightning, but unless he attacked her physically, she dared not slap a paying guest.

      Her hands balled into fists. Through taut lips, she said, “My father was a man of God.”

      He’d been a Dissenter, officially disapproved of by the Church of England, but he’d lived a devout life.

      “Nevertheless, those are my terms. We can be sure of each other after church. If you are what you claim to be, if you’ve cause for that blazing outrage, you should see that this course protects you also.”

      She hadn’t thought of that. His experience in magical matters obviously far outstripped hers. She’d never cared much that others had more wealth than she did, but the disparity between his magical education and hers burned. As did his condescending manner.

      “Very well.” Pig swill would taste better than this galling concession, but she had to see the matter through. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Tomorrow, then.” He bowed and turned away.

      She scowled at his departing back. Unlike the chivalrous knights of legend, this man displayed arrogance that would do justice to a spoiled nobleman. How disappointing. Ah, well, she would attend church to convince him of her integrity and then be done with him.

      Except ...

      He was not only Gifted but trained. He must be. He’d somehow known she was the one who sent the dragon. Had seen through her glamours. If she asked, would he show her one or two simple things?

      The memory of Mistress Smith’s limp body flashed into her mind, and she shivered. No. Far better to tend to her job, hauling in this water and placating Flora.

      She hoisted the water bucket to carry it inside, but the dangerous thought persisted. Surely he could teach her something that wasn’t a risk. If he would.

      Instead of scowling as Miranda expected, the cook greeted her with a smile. “Wyatt, that merchant, he said you was giving him directions. Begged my pardon most prettily for delaying you, he did. You run along, Miranda. Help April with the sweeping up.”

      Baffled, Miranda hurried toward the common room. What had Wyatt done to Flora, to charm her so?

      Charm her. He must’ve done exactly that.

      A chill ran down Miranda’s spine. Wyatt was more dangerous than she’d realized.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      An apparition invaded Richard’s sleep, jolting him awake. In the chair by the window sat a middle-aged man dressed in tunic, hose, and boots, garb fashionable two centuries earlier. Faint traces of gray streaked his black hair. At his side hung an empty scabbard. The chair and window frame showed through the man’s body.

      The ghost’s faint glow wavered at the edges like a candle flame and blurred its features, but Richard didn’t need a clear view to recognize this specter. He swallowed an oath. The last thing this situation needed was interference from the man who’d started the Mainwaring curse.

      “Go haunt someone else,” Richard said. He turned over, presenting his back to the unwanted visitor, though he knew that wouldn’t discourage the family ghost.

      “You’re thinking of the quest. You must be, if I could break through your mind’s defenses.” The apparition’s voice had the hollow, grating quality he remembered. “You have erected formidable barriers.” The ghost now sounded wistful.

      “Did you need something, Edmund?”

      “‘Grandsire Edmund’ would suit me, even if ’tis a bit short for the number of generations between us.”

      God’s teeth. Sleep had flown, so Richard sat up. “You surely did not interrupt my slumber to discuss names.”

      Edmund sighed, the sound like a creaking windlass. “You think me an old fool, so you’ve barred your mind to me for a decade.”

      “I meant to bar it yet.” Patiently, because he knew Edmund felt guilty, Richard added, “Going over and over your reasons for cursing all your direct heirs achieves nothing. The situation is unresolvable, and I’ll live with it as I choose.”

      “So you remain determined not to wed.” The ghostly eyes darkened with reproach. “Hawkstowe needs a better heir than your cousin George.”

      “Every family produces an unreliable heir at some point.” Shooting Edmund a disgusted look, Richard ran a hand through his disordered hair. “I won’t permit your curse to poison another marriage or condemn future generations.”

      His mother’s resentment over the doom his bloodline imposed on Richard had turned his parents’ marriage bitter and distant.

      His own desires aside, though, George’s rising debts and deteriorating character made finding some solution imperative.

      “The girl’s vision offers hope, do you not see?”

      Hellfire. He shouldn’t be surprised Edmund knew about her, but that would complicate matters.

      “I told you not to spy on me.” Though he’d suspected at the time that the warning was futile. “How do you even know about this girl, anyway?”

      “I was wandering the London house when young Winfield came to see your grandmother. After he told her about the dragon, I came here posthaste. Heard the last of what the maid told you.” Edmund shrugged. “I kept my distance so as not to bother you.”

      That must explain the sensation Richard had felt by the well earlier. Edmund had been careless.

      “We both sensed you in the yard, but even if we hadn’t, eavesdropping will avail you nothing. My conversation with Miranda Willoughby won’t change either of our fates.”

      The ghost frowned, then shook his head. “You seemed unsettled by a cold patch in the yard earlier, but that had naught to do with me. I was farther away from you.”

      Edmund’s face held no trace of deceit. But if not Edmund, what had caused the cold spot in the yard? “Did you see anyone or anything else watching us?”

      Edmund shook his head.  “I was alone.  Whatever caused it, that’s over and done, Richard. Her vision is far more important. It could be the key to everything.”

      “Or not,” Richard said, his voice dry. “What she’s said about it thus far is so vague as to mean little without refining it. Which she apparently lacks the training to do. She’s abysmally ignorant about the need to be certain one is dealing with Gifted who follow the light and not the darkness.”

      “She created the dragon and has a certain proficiency with glamours, as her disguise proves,” Edmund responded. “If she spoke truly tonight, she could be a powerful seer, whether or not she knows it.”

      That was true, and it might mean she had the power to help in Richard’s quest regardless of whatever value her dragon visions held. But he knew too well the bitterness of false hope.

      Richard said, “Her skill level and inherent power will take time to determine.”

      “I’ll watch over you.” Edmund beamed at him.

      “No. Begone, Edmund.”

      “As soon as you hear me out.”

      Richard shook his head. “I know your sorry tale too well. What I’ve never understood is why you felt the need to curse us all.”

      Edmund had the grace to look ashamed. “I went too far. I know that, but ‘tis done now.” He sighed. “At least the boys’ poor bodies were finally discovered this summer, when that staircase at the Tower was demolished. I suppose King Charles plans an elaborate tomb.”

      “So he says. Now, go away. I need to sleep.”

      “Richard, I pray you, understand I meant no ill. I kept silent only at King Richard’s behest. I never dreamed that green, craven Henry Tudor would defeat him at Bosworth, nor blame him for the boys’ deaths. I dared not speak while the Tudors reigned, but I had to see justice done. I owed them that, the king and the lads. Can you not see?”

      Edmund’s eyes took on a pleading look. “We need you, Richard, you and the children you could have.” The ghost’s sigh rippled through the air like a sudden draft. Edmund glided toward the bed. “Do you think I never regret all this? I left a confession, you know. Had it not burned ere your grandfather could—”

      “Let’s not plow that ground yet again.” Richard kept his voice even with an effort. He’d barred his mind to Edmund precisely to avoid endless repeated justifications. “I won’t do to any woman what my father did to my mother.” Or what his grandfather had done to his grandmother. “Now, begone.”

      Edmund stood, scowling. “Someday, grandson, you will hear me out in full.” He vanished.

      No oath Richard knew could vent his frustration. He kicked back the covers and sprang out of bed.

      Pacing in the chilly predawn air cooled his temper. He opened the window to take a deep breath.

      In truth, he had some sympathy for Edmund. Anyone, even a wizard, could be cozened into trusting a dishonest master. Unfortunately, Edmund had compounded his mistake by damning his entire line until they cleared King Richard III’s name.

      Richard frowned. The girl’s vision likely did have some connection to the family curse, and as Cabot pointed out, the timing of the dragon’s appearance implied it was also related to the ominous wind. Richard would pursue deciphering her vision, but carefully.

      Her face flashed into his mind, those intelligent eyes focused and damnably wary. She was an attractive woman, the more so because she seemed unaware that she was. Nor had she tried to bargain, he realized, his frown deepening. Many of her station would have tried to sell their information, either for coin or for advancement. Yet she hadn’t.

      Which made her even more appealing, blast it. But she was not for him, and he knew better than to let a woman distract him. Even if her power proved true, and not dark-spawned, she could still be allied with Wyndon.

      He straightened his shoulders. “Hear me, Edmund, if you yet remain. I will not warp the meaning of her vision to suit your purposes. What comes of it will come, naught else.”

      He waited a moment to let his words sink in before softly adding, “I swear on the sword of Hawkstowe, by the blood of Morgan, and into the dawn. So shall it be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      The service would end soon. Then this Master Wyatt would depart to do whatever dream knights did. At least he would leave Miranda in peace while he dealt with whatever her visions meant.

      Even better, her life would return to normal. Last night’s unsettling dream—which at least had not involved dragons or boars or danger, only a strange book—would be the last, and he and this troubling awareness of him would be a memory.

      She sat at his side in a worn, oak pew in St. Mary’s Church. All through the service, she’d been conscious of him beside her, of his strong profile, of his large, clean hands on the prayer book. He was a well-favored man, and hers weren’t the only eyes drawn to him.

      The sanctuary looked faintly dilapidated, but its stained glass windows muted the sunlight and cast jeweled patterns onto Miranda’s best gown, a pink one she rarely wore. Candlelight gave a gentle glow to black-and-white vestments while voices raised in song echoed from the thick stone walls. The Anglican service had a grandeur her father’s Dissenter services couldn’t match, though admitting it felt disloyal to Father’s memory.

      At last, the rector delivered the benediction. Ushers opened the doors. The congregation, some townsfolk and a number of soldiers from the castle garrison, filed out. Miranda sighed in relief and let Wyatt escort her outside.

      A crisp, salty breeze from the sea stirred the musty scent of fallen leaves. It rippled the grass around the church’s tiny yard and dropped bright autumn leaves from the trees. Wispy white clouds scudded across a sky of bright blue.

      The fine day would’ve lifted her spirits if she hadn’t been so torn between what she knew was best, sending Wyatt on his way, and the temptation to ask him more about magic.

      To ask him anything to draw his attention.

      When had she become so foolish?

      Behind the little gray church was an ancient tower of matching stone. The Roman lighthouse, now used as a powder magazine, stood like a sentinel watching the clouds pass. Kings had come and gone while the lighthouse stood here. It would likely outlast whatever her dream betokened.

      Farther inland, the great keep of Dover Castle loomed. The civil war of the 1640s had damaged other great castles, but not Dover. It still guarded the English Channel and the bustling port at the foot of the white cliffs.

      Wyatt followed her glance. “Dover wears its years well.”

      “Aye, it does.” The thick walls radiated strength and certainty.

      Parishioners gathered in the church yard. Miranda strolled with Master Wyatt away from the chatting throng, toward the low earthwork at the cliff’s edge. From there, the ground dropped toward the Channel in a long, steep slope.

      “I compliment you, mistress, on your knowledge of the service,” Wyatt said. “Reluctant or no, you seemed at home.”

      “My grandmother made certain I knew the litany she considered proper. Along with many other things.”

      “What sort of things?”

      Miranda shrugged. “Old tales. Traditions.”

      Legends of knights in armor, of sacrifice in the cause of right. Of valor and magic and honor. All those had brought sparkle to a life made lonely by the need to hide her magic, but he would probably laugh if she told him.

      Glancing at him, she said, “I trust I’ve satisfied you as to the source of my power.”

      The breeze whipped her cloak and skirts about her legs and brushed her face with tendrils of hair that had escaped its braid. She held her cloak tighter at the waist.

      “We can trust each other on that point,” he agreed.

      There was something about this place. Something different that tingled at the nape of her neck and bubbled deep within her. “This isn’t just another church, is it?”

      “No.” He nodded, as though in salute. “The Saxons built the first church here on a place infused with great power. That power, rather than the liturgy, is why I brought you here today.”

      His level, assessing gaze locked on her face. Suddenly she’d had enough of his suspicions.

      Before she could say so, he continued, “This was Morgan Le Fay’s stronghold in southern England. The Gifted used it for centuries, until the growing power of Christianity drove us into hiding. This headland is a stronghold of the light, and those who serve the dark have never been able to endure it.”

      Miranda frowned. The sorceress in the tales of King Arthur had not been a force for good, but there was no point debating that with him. “So being here proves we’re both of the light? If you’re telling me the truth.”

      “Quite. Very good. Your doubts show you’re learning to think defensively. But I am telling you the truth.” He paused, eyeing her thoughtfully. “All this frightens you, doesn’t it?”

      Surprised by his kind tone, she answered him honestly. “I can deal with fear, but you treat me as though I’ve done something to you. Mayhap I have, but not apurpose. There’s no need for you to be so suspicious.”

      “Mistress, the Gifted, as a group, are no more honorable than anyone else. If I’ve treated you with suspicion, there are others who would treat you as a lamb to the slaughter.”

      Slowly, as though just realizing it himself, he said, “But I’ve treated you less well than I might have. I beg your pardon. The symbols of your dream touch on matters private to my family. Will you hear me out?”

      He seemed sincere, so she turned to face him.

      Wyatt glanced toward the distant coast of France. “I traveled under a false name to avoid notice, but you’ve earned the truth. I’m a Knight of the Garter and a knight in fact. Sir Richard Mainwaring, Earl of Hawkstowe, at your service.” He made her a bow fit for Queen Catherine.

      He couldn’t be serious. This was like falling into one of Grandmother’s stories. If these claims were true.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why didn’t you say so all along?”

      “Wisdom demands caution in dealing with Gifted strangers.”

      A lesson she should heed. “How do I know you’ve told me the truth now?” His clothing, while fine, lacked the elaborate lace and jewels worn by the few noblemen she’d seen.

      “You must trust your instincts.” He met her probing gaze without flinching.

      “As Flora trusted hers?”

      “Flora? Ah, the harpy who rules the inn’s kitchen.” He shrugged. “She hasn’t your instincts. I merely tweaked her mood a bit. I did her no harm and made no lasting change.”

      Flora had seemed as snappish as usual since then, so perhaps that was true. But what if he was doing the same thing now? She shouldn’t just accept his word without question. “How can you be a knight, though? That is—you do mean you’re a knight like the ones in the old tales?”

      When he nodded confirmation, she said, “You say you’re telling me the truth, but there’re no knights anymore, save for honorary ones like those of the Garter.”

      He smiled, humor suddenly dancing in his eyes. “Nor are there dragons.”

      That smile made her heart beat faster, but she couldn’t let him dodge the question.  Raising her chin, she held his gaze.

      “If you must know,” he said, “I grew up on a great deal of nonsense about chivalry. I asked the king to knight me because I was young and mush-brained enough to honor that imaginary tradition. Because he was young but had seen his youth fly away, he humored me.”

      What he said made sense, and he seemed earnest. For now, at least, she would take him at his word. She looked away, toward the castle’s great keep. Discussing these strange events with someone else, even someone she didn’t entirely trust, felt strangely daring and yet liberating, too.

      “Is there anything you haven’t told me?” he asked.

      “A couple of things,” she said. “The first is that a sampler suddenly appeared in the inn. When I asked about it, another maid told me the landlord’s wife made it about seven years ago. But he never wed, and I know the sampler wasn’t there until four or five days ago.”

      He frowned. “You didn’t simply stop noticing it, out of habit? Or mistake the landlord’s history?”

      “No. Do you know how such a thing could be?”

      He shook his head slowly, as though considering. “Have you seen anything else odd?”

      “There’s a wrongness in the wind. Not so much as there was, but still ... disturbing.”

      “Aye. When did you first notice it?”

      “A few days before the sampler appeared. I tried to ignore the strangeness of it, the dread in it, but if you noticed it, too, then it’s not just my uneasiness over all this.”

      “It’s not.” Grim-faced, he asked, “Have you had any other visions?”

      “Some.” Miranda frowned. “Nothing was clear, mostly just impressions, one a vision of a man and a place I didn’t recognize—that flashed by before I truly knew what they were.” She told him about the hanging and what she’d seen during and after it.

      “They were all very strong,” she said. “Most of them came only once, but the one with the dragon and boar kept coming back, blotting out the world. I couldn’t see or hear what was around me, so I made mistakes. Missed things I should have attended to.”

      “I’m sorry.” Although he spoke quietly, his gaze remained keen. “Go on.”

      “The dragon visions were the most complete, save the one I had last night, the other thing I wanted to mention. I dreamed about the pages of a book changing while I watched.”

      “Do you read, or did you simply see the shapes of letters change?”

      Her cheeks warmed, but it was a fair question. Most servants could neither read nor write. “My father was a clergyman,” she said, “and he saw to it that my brother and I could read.”

      “Could you tell what the book was?”

      When she shook her head, he asked, “Where are your father and brother now? Have you discussed these visions with them?”

      Miranda drew a painful breath. “They died eight years ago, in the Great Fire.” The blaze had destroyed vast parts of London. While the tally of the dead was small, that didn’t matter if people you loved were among them.

      The loss still hurt, but she was used to it. “As I was saying, the dreams were briefer, but they ... felt the same, for lack of a better word. They felt true. Magical.”

      His face remained gravely attentive, not mocking or doubtful, and she found the courage to add, “My mother said I had the seer gift, but ... mayhap I imagined these things. Because I was distressed by the hanging.”

      “That seems doubtful, all things considered,” he said, frowning.

      “Mistress Agnes Smith was innocent,” Miranda stated. “I know she was.” As Mother had been.

      “Of course she was. Our kind can charm our way out of such fixes. Usually.”

      Our kind. She hadn’t been among her own kind since her mother’s death.

      “My mother was hanged as a witch,” Miranda blurted. The pain she’d been trying to ignore surged into her throat. “She couldn’t charm her way out of it, but she wasn’t evil. She wasn’t.” The words nearly choked her, and she turned to the water, seeking composure. “She was a healer.”

      Saying so triggered another memory, and with it, the pain of loss. Miranda had hoped to be a healer, too. Someday. But that hope was gone.

      Quietly, Hawkstowe said, “I’m sorry. Have you other family?”

      “Only distant cousins who were glad to see the back of me.” She managed a shrug to downplay the pain in that and turned to face him again.

      After Mother’s death, Miranda and her father and brother had gone to live in London, where Mother had said there were many Gifted. But Father didn’t even know they existed, so Miranda hadn’t been able to seek aid from them. Then he and Johnny had died in the fire, and she’d been alone.

      “Did your father train you?” Hawkstowe asked.

      “Oh, no. No, he was unGifted. Mother trained me until she died. Then no one did.”

      His gaze sharpened. “Mistress Willoughby, many strongly Gifted wizards couldn’t form a creature of illusion such as the dragon you sent for me.”

      “Wizards?” She frowned. “I don’t know that word. Is it like witches?”

      “It’s more or less the same, but we tend to use wizard more. As I was saying, someone must’ve trained you, at least in summoning. Who?”

      Not more suspicion. Miranda squared her shoulders. “I’ve had a knack for glamours and summoning since I was very young. I know that’s unusually early, but that’s what happened. My mother trained me in those skills. But she died when I was nine, before I began to show any other Gifts.”

      “And now you have visions,” he murmured, frowning out at the Channel.

      “Yes. And I would rather not.”

      Yet magic could be useful. He knew how to charm ill-tempered folk like Flora, the cook. “My lord, could you have saved Mistress Smith?”

      “No.” The word fell from his lips like an oak chip from an ax, and his expression hardened. “If the unGifted choose to kill one another, it’s not our affair.”

      “But an innocent person—surely—”

      “What would you have had me do? Blast the gaol apart and sweep her away? Then what, having shown my power to a woman it surely would terrify, who would see me as evil, who would tell every soul she knew?” Frustration rang in his words.

      “But can’t you make people forget or something?”

      “I’m a Gifted mortal, Mistress Willoughby, not God Almighty.” He scowled at her. “If there’s nothing else—”

      “No, but those other things—blasting the gaol apart and such—you could truly do all that?” Were such things really possible?

      His chest rose and fell in a long, deep breath as the anger faded from his face. “I could,” he said quietly. “For that matter, so might you if you had enough training and skill, however inadvisable the doing.”

      Having such power, though—if she could learn to use it in subtle, undetectable ways—would be a great boon. She could help people.

      “Perhaps you know more than you think,” he said. “Your visions might help the Gifted’s Conclave Council, in London, understand these unsettling omens. You should come to London with me.”

      “Go to London?” With him? Surely she hadn’t heard him aright.

      “I’ll house you in safety, give you a sum of money to start a new life, and see that you have proper magical training, which is long overdue.”

      “In London.” She remembered little about the city. Going would take her from everything she knew and the only home she had.
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