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The light was almost perfect. In a few minutes, a quarter of an hour perhaps, the sun would pass behind the gossamer clouds, just barely substantial enough to scatter the slanting morning sun. Radiance would fill the valley, touching the pale leaves of the olive groves with silver fire. And there, beyond the expanse of orchard and the narrow, tilled fields, past the village with its tiled roofs the color of dried blood, there on its promontory of rock, defiant of prince and Heaven, rose the citadel of Castellione.

Rodiana Onorato squinted at the sun, judging the infinitesimal shift in its spectrum. She’d arrived with ample time to ready her board and easel, and set out her willow-stick charcoal and chalk of red ochre, but the cloud cover was not yet right for the effect she desired. There was no help for it; the skies would do as they willed, and certainly not in obedience to a journeyman painter such as herself, no matter how noble her first patronage. With a deft, quick touch, she began to sketch the scene before her. She would add detail and more color later, and if she were fortunate or perhaps imaginative, she’d be able to capture that subtle intimation of shapes in cloud and light, the figures as much suggested as depicted. The master painter with whom she’d studied until last year had described how such half-glimpsed elements might play on the mind of the beholder. Some evoked a sense of peace, others a formless dread.

The air cooled slightly; she glanced up. Haze, so thin as to be almost invisible, diffused the sun’s harshness. The glare of the day softened; colors muted and yet glowed subtly as if their inner hues were slowly being revealed. The tip of her charcoal  flew across the paper, tracing the gathering clouds.

A wind sprang up. Tendrils of her hair pulled free from her headkerchief and stirred against her cheek. The outlines of the scene before her were almost complete—village, trees, knob of angry, fractured rock. The palace with its walls and towers, its narrow mullioned windows.

A shiver passed through her. She looked up again, her attention momentarily distracted by the freshening wind. The clouds were no longer a filmy gauze covering half the sky. They had rushed together like rumpled foam, huge clumps and waves piled upon themselves. Behind them the sun ignited the edges, nigh as blinding as the naked globe. Even that brief exposure set her eyes watering and cast a pall over her vision. Quickly she looked away.

Several minutes passed before her sight was hers and she dared to glance up again. The rim of fire had dulled, and a rapture of darkness now coalesced in the heart of the clouds. Her hands stilled in her lap. Her mind wandered, shaping the billows into fanciful designs as her childhood self had loved to do. A panther, a rearing bull...perhaps there, the black swan that was the heraldic symbol of the Duc of Castellione. And what a swan it was, huge and noble with its proud arched neck, the powerful wings spread wide, the head turned as if poised to strike—

The swan’s eyes glinted silver.

Rodiana blinked and looked again. This time, no bits of eldritch brightness beckoned her from above. It had been a trick of the light and the gathering clouds. Nothing more.

The wings stretched, wide and wider.

She clambered to her feet, all disbelief dissolving. The swan turned, and she saw it was not a creature of feathers but of rain and unspent thunder. Lightning lit its eyes, its eyes that held her as a captive in its regard. It drew back, feather tips fluttering...reaching. In her mind, she saw it wheeling, hovering over the approach to the palace. Its cry filled her skull.

Her hands moved of their own accord, using line and shading to capture the image. Her charcoal moved in swooping, generous lines, making the shadows denser and the gleam of sun on feathers even brighter. The swan loomed over the distant palace, now even larger than when she’d glimpsed it. Working faster, racing to finish before the storm broke, she textured in the boundary between feathers and sky.

When she glanced up, however, the bird was gone. The gathering billows, dark-bellied with rain, had become ordinary clouds, nothing more. Yet the storm-swan remained on her paper, fixed in mid-flight.

The first heavy drops spattered the ground.

~oOo~

Night had fallen and Rodiana was thoroughly soaked by the time she trudged through the servants’ gate of the palace. The downpour, swift and hard, had caught her in the open, and she’d been forced more than once to shelter in the groves. Her old master had trained her to wrap her drawings in oilskin, regardless of the weather, or they would surely have been ruined. As it was, her drawing of the storm-swan was damp around the edges although luckily not worse.
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