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			Know what is to be; everything, you see:Drink from the Goblet of Seeing.

			Lighter than air, float without care:Drink from the Goblet of Drifting.

			Strength and survival, no beast is your rival:Drink from the Goblet of Enduring.

			Strategic and cunning, to war shall be running:Drink from the Goblet of Warring.

			Take what you can, banish at hand:Drink from the Goblet of Summoning.

			Luck is your friend, all others must bend:Drink from the Goblet of Questing.

			Immortality to he who drinks from one and the rest—And a curse for the soul who was born as a Blest.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Aidan cut his hand and watched his blood pool in the inkwell. When the flow came to a standstill, he cursed and squeezed until the crimson flowed again. “You’ve the pen?” he asked Tristram, the only person who would buy land from a wanted man.

			Tristram passed the iron quill. “You won’t regret this, Aidan.”

			“I never have regrets.” He pressed his lips into a hard, thin line and paused before dipping the nib into the blood.

			Tristram laughed, a nervous sound. Aidan could imagine him raking his lily-white hands through his corn-blond hair. It took all of Aidan’s strength not to tear at his own dark locks. Below his breath, he swore.

			For the last ten years, he’d lived in peace. That was before the money he possessed had run out, and he was forced to return once again to Breckstone. If Lord Dewhurst got wind that he was still alive….

			After a moment, the scratching ceased, and the deed was done. “There.” Aidan set down the pen and stanched the flow from his hand. “It’s over.” When his friend said nothing, Aidan looked up. “Am I keeping you from some pressing engagement?”

			Tristram stowed his timepiece in his waistcoat. “Not at all. We just need to be mindful of the time, that’s all. Jina’s due home in half an hour.”

			Aidan’s brows drew together. He looked around the parlor. The Prewitts had painted again, and the pianoforte occupied a different position in the room. Other than that, the place had not changed since he and Tristram had snuck in there as boys for sugar cubes. 

			The aroma of baking bread wafted in from the kitchen at that moment. Aidan’s stomach rumbled and then clenched. He swallowed a mouthful of bile and nearly crushed the signed paper in his fist.

			Tristram cleared his throat. “That should be dry now.”

			Aidan nodded and extended the deed over to his friend. But before the other’s fingers could close on it, Aidan withdrew and said, “Money first.”

			Tristram snorted. “You trust me so little?”

			Clank went the pen into the well. Aidan looked up. “In my position, you can afford to trust no one.”

			“And yet here you are, in my parlor, no exits but the window and the door.” Tristram laughed. “Don’t think I didn’t notice you making escape plans. Just in case, of course.”

			Aidan managed to crack a slight smile as his friend opened his billfold. “Of course.” The deed and money exchanged hands, and they shook on the deal.

			“You won’t regret this.” It needed repeating, but it did no good.

			It was signed in his blood. No amount of regret could wash that magic away. Aidan sucked on his hand, which still oozed, and reached for the inkwell. “You keep a lot of iron in here,” he noted, Dismissing his lifeblood from the well and getting to his feet.

			Tristram laughed. “I’ll never get over how you do that.” He waved his hand with a flourish. “Just simply willing objects away. Wish I was so able.”

			“No, you don’t.” He clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Thank you, Tristram. This means a lot to me.”

			Tristram made to cut him off. “Going so soon? How about taking tea with me?”

			And risk having a servant spying him there? “No, thank you. I’ll just be going out the back way and—” He moved to the front window, having felt a human Pull. Sure enough, there was a woman coming up the walk. A middle-aged, wire-thin woman with a yellowing lace shawl draped around her shoulders. Aidan moved into the shadows. “What the devil is this?”

			Tristram was beside him, pulling back the curtains. “I don’t— Oh, that Roma woman. She’s been pestering my wife and me these last ten days at least.”

			“For what?” Aidan Dismissed the money and donned his hole-riddled riding cloak. His heart pumped hot blood hard through his veins, which prickled as they always did when he scented danger. But what could be wrong? Aidan pushed the feelings aside and repeated himself. “What does she want?”

			“To tell us our fortunes, of course.” Tristram hesitated, still peering out the window. “Blast. She’s going to the back. You’ll have to wait here ’til I’ve gotten rid of her, I’m afraid.”

			Aidan grimaced. “I shall leave through the kitchen.”

			Tristram was already moving to the hall. “No good. I ordered all of the servants to stay in there ’til they’re told otherwise.”

			“Then I’ll just have to leave through the back and risk the Roma.” Aidan picked up his riding bag and Dismissed it. He’d left his horse, Triumph, out in the back wood, tied off to a tree. Please don’t wander off.

			Tristram was on his heels as he moved to the back door. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? What if she’s a spy?” He grabbed Aidan by the arm and stayed him. “It’s not worth the risk. For any of us.”

			That made Aidan hesitate. If he was caught on the property, it wasn’t his life and freedom alone at stake. He turned and looked into his friend’s eyes.

			“Please.”

			A vein throbbed in Aidan’s forehead. So many ghosts in this town, in this house even. A starving child at an iron gate. Two soft hands bearing food. There was laughter, good times, even. Fool. You are a sentimental fool. Aidan’s spine stiffened but he moved back into the parlor. “Very well.”

			“You’re a good man, Aidan.” Tristram turned to go, saying over his shoulder, “Have a seat. And take some refreshment. You haven’t touched your brandy.”

			Aidan took a seat, but once he heard his friend’s footsteps falling away, he sprang to his feet as one burned. “Too much iron. If I were trapped here….” For whatever reason, he could not Summon or Dismiss iron. Perhaps because he could not feel it, like he felt the wooden side table tugging at his core, or the woolen rug, the glass lamp, the glass and silver chandelier. All these things were alive to him, just waiting for a nudge or a tug.

			By turn, Aidan’s gaze took in the iron fire poker, the iron letter openers, the iron fire grate. Where had his friend come across so much of the metal…and why? To comfort himself, he sent a pillow sailing across the room with a thought, and then allowed it to wink out of existence. He exhaled sharply and Summoned the cushion back into being.

			Footsteps pounded down the hall, two sets, two human Pulls. Aidan’s nerves tingled, and he fidgeted in a moment of inaction before searching for a weapon. If it weren’t so heavy, perhaps he could use the poker as a sword. He’d wielded iron before with his bare hands. It never felt right. There was no bringing himself to adjust to it in time now.

			The doorknob turned, and in walked the woman with the shawl. She studied the pianoforte for a moment, and when she turned, her expression was as empty as Aidan’s stomach. When she spoke, her voice was as deep as a man’s. “Nine days I’ve come, and at last you arrive, Lord Ingledark.”

			Aidan’s fists clenched but he otherwise kept his reactions in check. “Who’s asking?”

			Her lips drew up into a thin smile. “I’m not asking. I know who you are and what you’re doing here.” At once her eyes flickered in suggestion at the writing desk where now lay the deed, signed in his own red blood.

			Aidan cursed himself for leaving his copper dagger out of Calling distance. It was too far away now to safely bring it sailing into his waiting hand. He should have Dismissed it into Nothingness before he left his horse so that he could Summon it from seemingly nowhere now.

			The fortune-teller laughed and raised her hands in truce. “Do not be alarmed. I know because I am the seer.”

			“Relax, I’m sure now that she’s harmless,” Tristram said.

			Aidan did not relax. “So, you’re a seer,” he said, closing the curtains. There were servants out there; he felt their Pulls on him. Too heavy to Call, but still Pulls, anchors, slowing him down.

			“Hmm. You’re worried, Aidan Ingledark.”

			“Am I, now?” Gathering his wits, he made for the door, which Tristram barred. “I’m sorry, Tris. I must leave at once.”

			Tristram opened his mouth as if to object, but closed it. “I understand. Farewell, friend.” Ashen now, he pushed past Aidan, took a seat, and finished the full glass of brandy.

			With a frown, Aidan again made to leave, but the seer stopped him with her words.

			“I know where you sent them and how you might get them back.”

			Aidan stood in the doorway, his fingers tingling. Run. Run. Run. He answered, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Don’t you, now?” The cursed woman smiled with her teeth this time, exposing a large gap between her left incisor and the tooth next to it. “You don’t smoke, do you, milord?”

			Aidan’s legs had turned to lead. “You would be the one to know, wouldn’t you?”

			Another laugh. “So you believe me when I say I know what happened to Lord and Lady Clement Ingledark and their wee boy. Samuel, wasn’t it?”

			As if compelled, Aidan found himself nodding. His limbs had gone numb, and he cursed his need to know. Yet every beat of his heart thumped, my fault, my fault, my fault.

			“There is but one who can help you,” the seer was saying. “And if you are to seek her, you’d better start out immediately.” Here the woman gave Tristram a pointed glance before looking back at Aidan. “Walk with me, milord?”

			Tristram intervened. “Lord Ingledark cannot draw attention to himself. You would draw that attention, woman. I’m so sorry, Aidan, I thought she might amuse you. It would seem she’s now going to be trouble.” He put his hand up to grab the seer by the elbow, but Aidan motioned for him to stop.

			“What must I do and whom must I seek?”

			The Roma woman licked her lips and her hands fluttered around. “I saw – so much pain. Lord Ingledark, should you succeed you must seek out Meraude and unite the Immortal.”

			His fists unclenched, and the blood came rushing painfully back. “I’m sorry…unite the what?”

			She nodded. “You heard me. The first one lies in your path. The others shall prove most difficult to come by.” The woman shuddered. “But for more information, it’ll cost you.”

			“Cost me what?”

			She was silent, as if considering. “Your blood.”

			“How much?”

			The shawl around her fluttered to the ground, pooling at her feet. “All of it.”

			And that is when Aidan realized the human Pulls on his being had tripled since he’d arrived. “Tris, the house is surrounded. I am so sorry.”

			Tristram was shaking. “God help us.”

			“Why do you have so much blasted iron? I need lead. Have you any lead or copper?”

			The man shook his head. He did nothing. He sat there as one in shock, staring at the amber bottle of whiskey. “I’m the one who is sorry.”

			Aidan tore from the room, Calling objects to his side as he ran, only to Release them as he realized their uselessness. “I’ve been a fool.” He made it to the back door, Calling a paring knife from the kitchen, the only object of use he could feel. It jammed into the wall before it even got to his hand.

			“Aidan Ingledark,” boomed a deep voice from the front of the house. Footsteps crashed overhead. How had he not felt the hidden soldiers’ Pulls? “More iron,” he snarled. Had Tristram padded rooms with panels of the metal in anticipation of this visit?

			“Wound him if you have to, but I’d rather take him whole,” said a voice belonging to Lord Dewhurst.

			Aidan ducked into the kitchen, sending the scullery maid scuttling up the servants’ staircase. He raced out the kitchen door.

			Three arrows whizzed past his face and embedded into the wooden frame. He felt the archers’ Pulls. Five of them in the brush, two in the haymow in the barn. Those had been warning shots; Lord Dewhurst’s bowmen were renowned for their accuracy.

			The arrow tips, of course, were iron. But the bows were mere wood. Those he could deal with.

			Aidan closed his eyes, feeling for the bows and, one by one, Dismissed them from their respective archers. It was on the fourth bow that another arrow flew. Aidan felt its approach, and hastily Dismissed the shaft. Unbalanced, the arrow tip missed its mark yet still came within dangerous proximity to Aidan’s person. 

			He grimaced as he ran across the yard. Get to Triumph and you’ll be free. Get to Triumph, Aidan told himself.

			But the archers were not through with him, and the men in the house and around the house were closing in. The bowmen in the loft threw wood at Aidan, but he Pushed each log, block, and board back at them, not pausing to see if his aim was true.

			The men in the brush charged with their iron pokers. Aidan sensed the Pull of the new bows being drawn behind his back. 

			He didn’t stand a chance running backward, forward, left or right. There was only one option open, the trick up his sleeve. Aidan stopped and closed his eyes. He hadn’t done this since he was a boy, hadn’t needed or, rather, wanted to. Not even Tristram knew of this part of his blasted abilities.

			Aidan let the tension leak out of his body as if Dismissing it. His knees became weak. He relaxed, Releasing every object and every person’s Pull on him.

			He was now surrounded, and he could still feel at least two persons whom he’d yet to Release himself from.

			“What is he doing? Seize him.”

			They were too late. Aidan let go of his Existence, and Dismissed himself into Nothingness.

			* * *

			The oddest thing about Nothingness, Aidan always found, is that you still know. You can’t feel, which makes re-gripping Existence difficult, never mind breathing properly. And no matter how long you think you’ve vanished for, it will always have been an hour.

			As Aidan struggled to reappear, he could only hope that the yard would be clear of soldiers. If they had remained where they stood…well, he would have given up his great secret for nothing.

			Aidan imagined tightening his muscles, feeling the Pull of Existence and everything in it. He allowed anxiety to roil through his being, guilt to take over his thoughts until he experienced the sensation of being yanked between two great forces. Existence and Nothingness were warring over him. He grabbed on to thoughts of his family. “My fault,” he repeated over and over again in his mind. “I shall make this right. I shall. I shall.”

			The image of a young boy filled his thoughts. In his mind, the raven-haired lad was screaming for help. Aidan could not help in Nothingness. He could not help the woman and the man he called his parents, either. So he beat himself with the thoughts over and over, allowing himself to feel the pull of his responsibility until, at last, he was thrown back to the yard with a none-too-gentle thud.

			The world was so bright at first, Aidan could not see, nor could he move. He lay there, catching his breath. 

			All was silent, save for the upset clucking of chickens and the indignant crow of a rooster. Aidan tried his eyes again. The world came into focus, and he was relieved to see that he was alone.

			Strength returned to him at that moment, so he stumbled to his feet and ran into the wood, praying that Triumph hadn’t been discovered. 

			He ran one mile, then another. There were no signs of disturbance up ahead. But where was his blasted horse?

			Aidan looked around him, caught his breath, and whistled. Triumph nickered nearby. “Well, come on, then.” He turned, and there was his black stallion, grazing on what grass he could find. “Any day now would be wonderful.”

			Triumph snorted and tossed his head but made no move toward his master.

			“Stubborn beast,” Aidan muttered, coming to Triumph and seizing the reins. He mounted and kicked the horse’s flanks. Triumph started forward at a gentle walk. “We’ve been betrayed. Tris betrayed us.”

			The horse seemed to understand the urgency in his master’s voice, and broke into a canter, putting Tristram’s estate behind them. 

			A setback, indeed, Aidan thought as he leaned forward. His only ally had turned on him. “At least he gave me the money first. Yah! Fly, you devil, fly!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			How much the betrayal would cost him, Aidan couldn’t say. It would all depend on how much Tristram knew and how much of it he had told. On the one hand, Tristram was a fool. He probably thought his old friend had simply vanished and relocated anywhere he pleased. However, Lord Dewhurst’s advisors were not so foolish; they would tell their lord to continue scouring the area for signs, to listen to whispers and rumors of strangers in the vicinity.

			Aidan rode on for hours, staying off the main ways as much as possible. But the woods were overgrown in many places, and not much of his old secret path remained. Twice he had to pass well-to-do persons on the road, stopping to make the polite tip of the hat that manners would require. If he did not, suspicions might be raised. Still, he kept his head down like a common man would, and prayed they did not question him. They did not.

			It was when the sun was near the end of its descent that Aidan re-entered the woods by a stream. His steed let out a great huff before dipping a grateful muzzle into the water.

			Aidan stroked the beast’s side, and then tied off the reins, as much good as that would do. That his horse had figured out how to free himself was worrisome. Not that he feared Triumph running off…very far. He was a loyal beast. He would return. But this could prove fatal for them both if he wasn’t properly managed.

			With a sigh, Aidan pulled his copper dagger from his saddlebag and sliced open a vine from an overhanging branch. He drank several mouthfuls of its juice, draining the plant entirely. He had several water bladders stored in Nothingness – two full, five empty – and he’d been planning on filling them from Tris’s well once the deal had been closed. Aidan shook his head. It would do no good now to dwell on it.

			Aidan went upstream and splashed his face to cool himself. The water felt so good, though, that he threw caution aside. Without a glance about, he stripped down, cast his garments onto the bank, and waded into the shallow water. With a sigh he sunk under, cleansing himself of a week’s worth of grime.

			The wood was silent when he emerged, save for the night calls of wild birds and the rushing of water. It would be dark soon. He’d best get started on a shelter. No fire tonight; he couldn’t risk it.

			After climbing back into his trousers, he went in search of a hollow or some nature-made way of covering himself from the elements. Thunder rumbled in the distance. He knew he should have first made his shelter and then enjoyed the water. Still, he couldn’t blame himself for his absent-mindedness. The seer’s words still troubled him.

			How had she known of his parents? Of Samuel? “My fault.” The words came out unbidden, a dark habit of his mouth. It was true, though. Still, Aidan couldn’t afford to dwell on that just now.

			He shook off his darker thoughts and manually gathered sticks and branches, which he would prop up against the wind and rain that he knew were coming. He could Call objects to himself, saving physical energy for tomorrow. But his mind was exhausted and needed the break, and he wanted to keep up muscle tone, just in case brawn was ever needed.

			After the better part of an hour, he had managed to make a decent shelter for himself and was about to start one for his horse. That’s when he felt two dozen human Pulls. Twenty-plus people – men or women – approached. They were a mile off yet, but they might very well pass him by. Aidan ran for his horse and swore. Triumph had freed himself and was nowhere to be found. A whistle would surely give his position away, so Aidan had no choice but to hide and pray his horse went undiscovered.

			But he had left his shirt on the banks! Aidan Called it, panting hard as it flew into his hand. Now for the saddlebag…. That took more concentration because he wasn’t certain where his blasted horse had gotten to. He sat there, feeling for the Pull of the saddle, and had just laid his mind on it, when horse hooves clashed and clattered on his path.

			Again he closed his eyes, feeling for the saddlebag. Got you, he thought as he Dismissed and then accidentally Summoned it. It landed with a thud next to him. It might as well have been a war cry, how loudly it landed.

			The horses’ approach stopped. The men’s voices quieted.

			Aidan felt them spreading out, surrounding him. He could Dismiss himself again…if he weren’t so exhausted. No, he would have to hide and wait this one out.

			“There’s bandits in these here woods,” rasped an old man’s voice. “Oughtn’t we comb through the brush?”

			That statement was followed by laughter. “Uncle, you a’feared?”

			Someone spat. “Nah. Just careful, ’tis all. Say, what is this?”

			Aidan froze. There was a familiar whinny, which was taken up by several other horses. Triumph. Trust the beast to reappear at the least convenient moment.

			“His rider can’t have gone far.”

			“Aye. Perhaps he’s wounded.”

			“Nah, he looks all right,” said the old man’s voice.

			“I meant the rider. We’d best spread out an’ look.” Their footsteps came nearer to Aidan’s shelter. 

			Aidan caught a glimpse of red and orange fabric through the gaps in the branches. Could these men belong to Lord Dewhurst?

			“Can’t be far,” said a new voice, an old woman’s. “There be footprints all over the bank.”

			Aidan cursed himself and his carelessness.

			“Well, where do they lead, woman?”

			Something was whispered and more footsteps drew nearer. Aidan felt the Pull of eight people, and….

			“You’d better show yourself, sir.”

			He thought of the copper knife stowed in his saddlebag. He had fought off more than five men in the past, but never when this weak from exhaustion. There was only one option left him: let things play out.

			With a yawn, Aidan crawled out of his shelter, rose to his full height, and stretched. “May I help you?”

			The ragged men before him were no soldiers. Bandits, perhaps. Hired spies, maybe. But Aidan doubted it.

			The woman with them laughed. “Well, see, Jeb? One man and an unarmed one at that.”

			A fat old man grunted. “It could’ve been worse, woman.”

			“What is your business in this wood, sir?” said a man with a neat brown beard, his thinning hair pulled back in a tail.

			“What is anyone’s business here?” Aidan asked him, assuming he was the one in charge.

			They studied each other in tense silence, the others frozen, waiting for their leader’s verdict. “There was a spot of bother over at Prewitt manor. Apparently there was sightings of a wanted man on the estate.”

			With effort, Aidan kept his expression neutral. “I’m sorry to hear it. I pray the family is safe.”

			The head man scratched at his beard. “You know the master there, then?”

			Aidan shook his head. “No, but I have had dealings with some of the staff. Good people, Mr. and Mrs. Collins.”

			“They say Lord Dewhurst had a screaming fit, had to be carted off to a doctor.”

			He blinked with false surprise. “Lord Dewhurst?”

			“You never heard of Lord Dewhurst?”

			“Yes, of course I have. What was wrong with him?”

			“Well, he was after the wanted man.”

			Aidan nodded. “I see.”

			The others laughed, and the old man said, “No, you don’t. That wanted man supposedly vanished. Right into thin air.” He waved his hands around vaguely, his eyes wide with wonder. “Scared the livin’ daylights out of his lordship, serves the old rascal right.”

			“And you’ve just come from there, from Prewitt manor?” Aidan felt for the Pulls of the men’s swords. All were copper or lead. He took in their wagon and suppressed a grimace. Romas. He could only hope that the so-called seer wasn’t among their number.

			“You haven’t figured it out, then?” said the man in charge. “We’re no friend of his lordship.” He spat, and the others followed suit, even the woman. “So, what brings you into these godforsaken woods?”

			Aidan frowned and let out a soft chuckle. “Godforsaken, you say?”

			“We do say, sir, we do,” said the older gent. “There be bandits hereabouts. S’not right to be romping about on one’s own. Ain’t safe.”

			The men grunted in agreement. The woman spat again before saying, “What isn’t to say he ain’t a bandit?”

			Aidan folded his arms. “What’s to say you aren’t?”

			That caused the men to laugh and relax. “He’s got a point there, Trudy,” said the man in charge. “I’m Isaac. Isaac Pensworth, at your service.” Isaac extended his hand, and he and Aidan gripped forearms.

			“Aidan Powell at yours.” Powell was his mother’s maiden name, and by the look on the other man’s face, he knew that it wasn’t Aidan’s own.

			Isaac cleared his throat and let his hand drop. “Well then, you can stop hiding in that brush there. We’ve an extra tent that might accommodate you during the storm…for a price, of course.” His eyes wandered to Aidan’s saddlebag, which sat just behind him. “Might want to keep a good grip on that, sir. The family has sticky fingers, each and every last one of us.”

			The Romas were spreading out, assembling camp as the wind picked up. Thunder rumbled a few miles off after lightning streaked across the darkening sky. 

			“I only have eight pence to my name, sir.” He brushed a spider’s web from his bare shoulder, ignoring the scurrying of eight legs down his back.

			“Please, it’s just Isaac – and five will do, milord.”

			Aidan met his stare, all the while his heart thudding hard in his chest. They can’t know who I am…can they? he wondered. Surely they knew he was the criminal just escaped from Prewitt manor. But what else did they suspect?

			Isaac laughed and motioned for Aidan to follow him. “Come, fetch your things, milord. Keep ’em close. Eight pence is enough to buy labor as well.”

			“I can pull my own weight, but I thank you, Isaac.”

			“I’m sure he can,” the woman named Trudy said, her eyes traveling over Aidan’s bare torso. “Not a very gentlemanly gentleman, is he, now?”

			“My apologies, ma’am.” He retrieved his shirt and quickly dressed, ignoring the woman’s laughter.

			* * *

			When no one was looking, Aidan Dismissed his belongings, planning on Summoning what he needed later whilst the company of Romas slept. He’d known Romas before, and they were as Isaac said: sticky fingers, quite a few of them. 

			With everyone working, the tents were pitched in no time, and the horses were taken undercover as well. “Will these withstand the wind?” Aidan said above the roar.

			Isaac looked heavenward and tested one of the ropes. “Aye, they’ll weather all right.” Lightning crackled against the gray clouds, and what had been a light sprinkling of droplets now became a heavy downpour. “Join us in the main tent when you’re able. Supper should be ready shortly.”

			For a moment, he hesitated. The offer was as tempting as it was repulsive, though he would not admit either to the man. Aidan needed to be alone, to puzzle through the day’s events and then catch a few winks of sleep before he snuck out of camp. On the other hand, the last conversation he’d had before the one with Tristram had been two and a half weeks prior. After pausing too long, Aidan finally came out with, “I would not dream of troubling you.”

			“For eight pence and a turn at keeping watch? That’ll put some food in your stomach.” He gave Aidan a sympathetic smile and ducked out of the tent.

			His shoulders dropped and he shook his head. There would be a price, Aidan knew. There was always a price. Still, he hadn’t eaten since the previous day. Whatever the Romas demanded, he could probably afford. He hoped he could afford.

			He Summoned his saddlebag, pulled out eight pence, stuck them in his money purse, then Dismissed the saddlebag again. He tucked in his shirt, smoothed back his hair, and joined the Romas in the main tent.

			There was no making a fire that night, what with the rain falling and the winds gusting. The group of vagabonds dined on tinned meats and dried fruit, which they shared freely with their guest. “Some wine, milord?”

			“Lord?” the old man laughed. “I doubt it.”

			“Now, Uncle,” said Trudy, filling a tankard and passing it to Aidan, “Isaac’s just usin’ his manners, ain’t he?” She shot Isaac a look.

			“Oh, aye,” said Isaac after dragging a long draft from his stein.

			“So, where’re ye from, Mr. Aidan Powell?” said a young woman he had mistaken for a boy earlier.

			Aidan swallowed a small mouthful of the cherry wine and shook his head. “Just Aidan, if you please.” He set the glass aside, though kept his hand over the opening, should he care to take another sip.

			The young woman leered at him for a moment, then her eyes fell down to her plate. “Is you from these parts?”

			“Now, Pol, keep yourn mouth shut. Our guest don’ have to answer no questions.” Trudy winked at Aidan, then nodded at Isaac.

			“Don’t he?” asked another man. “We could be takin’ a murderer into our company.”

			Pol hissed, Trudy tutted, and Isaac wouldn’t meet anyone’s eye.

			Silence fell over them like a blanket. Am I a murderer? Aidan wondered for the millionth time. I surely hope not. Aloud he said, “No, he is right to be wary. Any man should be wary of a stranger.”

			“But you ever kill a person?” asked the gruff old man.

			Aidan took another sip of the wine, feeling all the eyes on him. He wiped his mouth clean with the back of his hand and set down his glass, this time for good. “Not that I’m aware of.”

			That eased the tension a little. A few even laughed.

			“As it is,” said Aidan, “you’ll be rid of me tomorrow.”

			“Don’t be too sure of that,” said Isaac. “You’re low on supplies, and this storm could go on for days. No, you’d better plan on spending more than tonight in our company.”

			And plan on spending more than eight pence. Rather than making a fuss, Aidan simply nodded.

			The old man belched and stretched. “Who be on for the first watch?”

			All looked to Isaac, who gave a dramatic sigh. “Very well. We’ll draw for it.” He reached into his inner vest and pulled out a handful of twigs. “The short straw gets the pick of the watches.” Isaac rose and went to each man, having them pick one of the twigs from his fist. “The longest gets the second pick.”

			“Any paying a man to take my watch?” asked one of the men.

			“That isn’t fair, an’ you know it,” Trudy spat. “You’re the keeper of everyone’s wages, you indecent—”

			“Now, Trudy.” Isaac held up a callused hand. “No need to get after the old man for trying.”

			Aidan took his twig from Isaac and fisted it. His whole body seemed to relax into the cushion he sat on. No, he would not be awake for long. He would allow himself to sleep lightly, and Dismiss all of his belongings. Then, he hoped, he would be left alone.

			As it turned out, Aidan had drawn the middle straw and was at the mercy of the rest of the men. His watch was set for the very middle of the night, the slot nobody wanted.

			“Sorry about that,” said the man named Algie, an owlish youth with a beaklike nose and large tawny eyes that were set too close together. “Rules are rules.”

			“Speaking of rules,” said Isaac, “I think it’s fair to set a few of them, regarding our guest.” He cleared his throat and looked each man and woman in the eye. “There will be no disturbing, robbing, or murdering of our guest while he sleeps. Ain’t polite.”

			The men grunted in agreement. “Aye, sir.”

			Aidan nodded his appreciation, his jaw tensing. “That is quite good of you.”

			Isaac shrugged. “We’re a decent lot.” He looked at Algie, a warning. “For the most part. As for our guest – there will be no disturbing, robbing, murdering of us in our sleep, for we’re a close-knit group, and there will be retaliation.”

			Aidan quirked a half-smile. “Understood.”

			“A deal, then?” Isaac spat in his hand, which he extended to Aidan.

			Aidan spat into his own, and they shook on it.

			* * *

			Back in his tent, Aidan began to feel the effects of the alcohol. He hadn’t consumed much, only half a glass. But perhaps that had been unwise. 

			He dropped where he stood, the candle in his hand hissing, fizzing, and then extinguishing on the damp earth next to him. The world was topsy-turvy, and he scarce could think straight as he crawled away from the entrance of his tent, the wind whipping at the flaps.

			The Romas had given him a blanket, but Aidan couldn’t muster the strength to find it. “How am I to keep watch in this condition?” he wondered, his whole body shaking with cold. “I haven’t been this drunk since I was five and twenty.” Seven years. He hadn’t even touched a drink since then. Alcohol did strange things to men, he’d observed, made them put their guard down.

			“You think he’s out?” said a voice in the entryway, one that sounded like Trudy’s.

			“Do it matter?” answered another, the girl’s. “He ain’t armed.”

			“But he’s strong, no doubt.”

			“Aye, and handsome,” the girl giggled, fingers feathering Aidan’s hair.

			“Shh. Keep your voice low. Isaac already suspects us.”

			Aidan tried moving, but it was as if his whole body had been weighted down with iron. I’ve been drugged, he thought, cursing his own stupidity.

			“Where do you think he hid his money?” the girl asked with a sigh. She stopped stroking his hair, and her Pull told him she had begun prowling around the tent. “Can’t we light a candle?”

			“Nay, fool girl. We’ll draw the others to us.” Trudy cursed. “Is he lying on it?”

			“Only one way to find out.” They rolled Aidan over onto his back, and he flailed like a dropped ragdoll. “Nothing. You don’t think he buried it?”

			“If he did, it’ll be buried nearby. Do you think he can hear us?”

			“Nah. He should be dead, the dose I gave him. Can’t imagine how he managed to survive, less he be Blest.”

			“How could you, Trudy?”

			Someone snorted. “What? Poison him? I don’t see why not. He ain’t done nothing for us.”

			“True, but I might have liked him.” The girl sniffed. “But do you really think he might be Blest?”

			“Must be.”

			Aidan could do nothing but listen to the two chat and prowl around the tent, searching for his money. At his watch, if he lived to see it, he would take his horse and ride as far from these cursed Romas as he could.

			“Did you hear that?” asked the girl. “Is he getting up?”

			“Nah. You’re too easily spooked.”

			Someone’s skirt brushed Aidan’s side. “Well, this was fruitless.”

			“Aye.”

			“What should we tell Algie?”

			“That he can do his own dirty work next time, that’s what. C’mon, girl. We’ll be missed.” And with that, the two left.

			The storm raged on, and the tent leaked. Horses whinnied their displeasure nearby. Aidan wondered if his horse and saddle would still be there in the morning, or if the Romas would merely abscond with everything, including the tent over his head. The woman, Trudy, had meant to kill him. What was to stop the others from leaving him there paralyzed, fit to die?

			He could try Dismissing the drug from his system. He felt it coursing through his blood. But it was a tricky business, Dismissing foreign objects from one’s body. With his luck and current level of alertness, he might end up Dismissing a vital organ or a vein. No, he would have to simply wait and hope that whatever they’d slipped him wore off.

			There was some shouting outside, and the tent flaps ripped open. “Well, you’d just best get the bleedin’ antidote,” said Isaac. “Or I’ll skin the both of ya.”

			“We meant no harm,” said Trudy, her voice quavering.

			“We’re sorry. Truly we are, Isaac,” said the girl.

			Isaac swore. “And how much did you give him?”

			Someone sniffled. “Not more than ten drops.”

			“Ten drops?” Isaac roared. “He’s probably dead.”

			At last Aidan managed a groan. He might as well be dead, for all the good his limbs were doing him.

			“Antidote, now!”

			“Yes, sir,” said Trudy.

			“Can you hear me, milord? Girl, fetch us some water. He ought to be dead, the poor lucky fool.” There was some scuttling around, and a wave of ice-cold water hit Aidan in the face.

			“If you can hear me, don’t try to move. We’re going to fix you up. You’ll be well again soon.”

			“I’ve got it, sir,” said Trudy.

			There was silence followed by a whine, and then something vile was poured down Aidan’s throat. He was about to spit it out, but a hand was clamped over his mouth and his jaw was held shut until he had swallowed every last drop.

			“Sorry about this. It’ll burn like the dickens.”

			An inferno swept into Aidan’s chest, beat in his heart, and rushed through his veins. And yet, through all this, he could not make a sound, though his mouth was open and he was most definitely screaming. But with the fire came the assurance that feeling and life were re-entering his limbs, that he was no longer paralyzed.

			“If the poison didn’t kill him, this surely will,” the girl whimpered. “Do something, Isaac. He’s as white as a ghost.”

			“Nah, the worst is over. You’d best go back to your tent and pray I don’t horsewhip the both of you at dawn.”

			Aidan gasped as the rest of the antidote coursed through him. He moved his fingers, wiggled his toes, turned a hand over and tried to lift it to his sweaty brow.

			Isaac grabbed his arm and held it down. “You’d best not, milord. You’ll be weak as anything for the rest of the night at least. Here, let me fetch something for you to drink.”

			Despite the warning, Aidan sat up. The whole world came back into sharp focus as weakness overtook him and he was forced to flop onto his back. That’s what you get, Aidan, he thought. That’s what you get for even half-trusting someone. He watched his breath puff out in great clouds in the darkness. His whole body ached and felt feverish. He wanted to leave. He needed to leave. But he knew he was in no condition to ride, and the roads would be in no condition for him to make an escape either.

			Isaac returned presently and lifted an iron goblet to Aidan’s lips. “Please drink, sir. You’ve probably sweated the rest of the poison out. You’ll be quite weak and thirsty, I’d imagine.”

			Aidan was not in the position to resist. The water that poured down his throat was cold and fresh, and his mind cleared at once. He said, “I know you did not mean for this to happen, Isaac. Stop blaming yourself.”

			“I’m glad you understand, milord.” He was quiet for a moment, the only sound the rain beating against the canvas. “You don’t remember me, do you? Nah, you can’t have done. You was but a boy.”

			Aidan clenched his jaw for a moment before responding. “You do know me, then?”

			Isaac laughed without humor. “The poor Ingledark orphan—’scuse me, presumed orphan. Never did find your folks, did you?”

			Aidan let the silence answer for him. Of course he had never found them. Why else would he be in this position?

			“Well, then. You don’t remember a beggar named Isaac Taylor, do you?”

			He thought for a moment. There had been a man, maybe fifteen years Aidan’s senior, that could hardly make a decent wage, so poor were his connections. He’d been put in the stocks twice for thieving, and was suspected of house-breaking, though that last charge couldn’t be proven.

			“When Lord and Lady Ingledark went missing, taking their youngest and leaving you behind…well, we know your uncle took over your fortune to manage.”

			“He managed all right,” Aidan said, trying and failing to keep the bitterness out of his voice.

			“Starved you, he did. Beat you, too, I’d imagine. Is that what led you to—”

			“You said you were a beggar, sir,” Aidan said, cutting the man off. “I remember no beggar, just a man fallen on hard times.”

			Isaac clapped him on the shoulder. “You always were a good lad. Gave me your last crust of bread before…well, before that bad business with Dewhurst.” He spat. “So, what made you return to Breckstone?”

			“Just a visit with an old friend,” Aidan said. As kindly as he remembered Isaac, Aidan was not going to mention the sale of his estate and the money it provided him just then. The man would find out soon enough.

			“Pol and Trudy will take your and my watches tonight, sir. I’ll keep my eye out for ya, in case there’s more trouble.”

			“That won’t be necessary.”

			Isaac snorted. “Proud as an Ingledark, that’s for certain. No, I ain’t letting anything happen to you in your weakened condition. My fault. It’s my fault what happened.” The man moved to the mouth of the tent and muttered to himself.

			Aidan covered himself with the blanket as best he could, as Isaac repeated, “My fault. All my fault.” 

			Aidan sighed. “And I thought that was my mantra.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Tethered and tied to the bow of Pridewyn

			A maiden cries “Woe!” into the wind

			Tossed in the waves that spit in her face

			The sea a drunkard at his gin

			If only, if only I could take her place

			She’s freer than I, no ache in her chest

			Since thou hast come nigh to me

			Ne’er free can we be

			The be-cursed children called the Blest.”

			Aidan awoke with a start. He felt…not himself, but like a great bat hanging upside down from some great height, the blood rushing to his head. When he finally opened his eyes, the sun was up and he was lying in the dirt. “Oh.” He looked around for the source of the strange music, but was not enlightened and was now all the crosser for it. Aidan blinked. “Who was singing?”

			“Ah, the dead man rises…and hallucinates,” said Isaac with a laugh as he stooped into the enclosure. “No worse for the wear, I trust?”

			With a grunt, Aidan sat up and tested his arms by shaking the stiffness out. The dream – for it must have been a dream – was now receding into the dark corners of his mind. “All seems to be in working order.” No thanks to your people.

			“You’re a good man, milord. A good man.” Isaac pulled a bag off his back and tossed it onto the ground near Aidan. “Here.”

			Aidan eyed it, feeling for the contents. He sensed no real Pull, but it was definitely full of something heavy. Iron. “What is this?”

			“An apology.” A moment passed, and Aidan did not move. Could this be yet another trap? Isaac seemed to have read his thoughts, as he said, “Go on, open it up. It ain’t gonna bite you.”

			With trepidation, Aidan reached inside the large moldy pouch and produced an iron goblet. “Thank you….”

			“But you’ve no use for it?” Isaac chuckled. “You don’t understand. That is a magic goblet.”

			Aidan eyed him askance. “What?”

			“Aye. I—I don’t rightly know how to say this but I pinched it from your uncle.”

			Aidan smirked, and turned the vessel around in his fingers, eyeing the design to see if it was familiar. “I doubt he missed it. We had numerous…. What?”

			It was Isaac who was now laughing. “You still don’t understand. This was his to guard. I took it after – well, after your folks disappeared. I figured it would be safer in my care than his.”

			The pulse in Aidan’s eye began to tic, and he shuddered involuntarily. “Why?” Perhaps if he had not been poisoned by this man’s ‘family’, he wouldn’t feel so cross. As it was, a headache was forming. “You said it was magic?”

			“Just a hunch.”

			Aidan quirked a smile. He tried to ignore the repulsion he felt to the metal and the urge to fling it aside; what would Isaac think of him? What would he suspect? “Magic,” he repeated. “So, are you going to tell me that you’re my fairy godfather or some other nonsense?”

			The man grinned at that. “Nah. Me? I’ve not got a drop of magic in my blood. I am not Blest.” Ah, there it was. Before Aidan could open his mouth to protest, Isaac broke in. “You survived that poisoning when no man thrice your size should have.” His breath reeked of breakfast – sardines and burnt toast, it would seem – as he leaned in and whispered, “You’re Blest, aren’t you?”

			Aidan set the goblet down and rubbed the remainder of sleep from his eyes. “I’ve heard that word applied to me before. I don’t know what it means.”

			“Blest,” Isaac said again. “You’re an invincible, aren’t you? Like in the days of old? Legend says….” He looked around before continuing in a lower voice. “Legend says that you can do things that no ordinary man ought to be able to.”

			As if to answer Isaac’s question, Aidan lost control of himself for a moment and Summoned his saddlebag, which thudded between them. He closed his eyes. This was not his day. “Oh.”

			“Wowee.” Isaac whistled. “You are one of the Blest.”

			“You mean there are others?” Aidan asked, knowing he was good and outed. The headache was not abating, and he had to make water rather urgently. He stumbled to his feet, Dismissed his bag again, and made his way away from the camp.

			Isaac followed closely on his heels. “I always wondered how you survived. Why Dewhurst is really after you.”

			Aidan found some brush and relieved himself there. To his surprise, Isaac continued to chatter from behind his back. 

			Aidan interrupted. “And there are others? Others like me? And what of the goblet? You said it was magical.” He made himself decent and followed the man back toward where the others were working.

			“Goodness me, how would I know any of this? I only just started believing the rumors.” Isaac shook his head. “That goblet always did make me feel strange. It must really be magical. It must.”

			“And you’ve kept these notions to yourself?” Aidan continued to look straight ahead. Everyone, he noted with his peripheral vision, was avoiding his gaze.

			“The notion that a man can survive being murdered like that?” Again Isaac whistled. “Naturally, word got around camp.”

			Aidan put out an arm and caught Isaac. “And you’ll keep it in camp?” He turned and extended his hand. “You’ll give me your word to keep this from traveling far and wide?”

			Isaac bit his lower lip and gave a quick look around. “Yes, milord.” They both spat in their hands, shook, and returned to Aidan’s tent. There in the middle of the floor sat the chalice.

			“And you are certain you want to part with the goblet?” Even now as he studied it, he sensed there was some truth to Isaac’s words. The vessel repulsed him, that was for certain; but there was something else there. It almost had a Pull as well…but that was impossible. Aidan shook himself out of a daze. “Perhaps someone could melt it down and find use for the metal.”

			Isaac clucked his tongue once. “No, and don’t think we haven’t tried. It just won’t melt.”

			Aidan scratched at the beginnings of a beard. Metal that wouldn’t melt…something felt off about this whole thing. He Summoned his saddlebag and put the goblet inside. “Is there anything you’re not telling me?”

			“About the goblet? Or about legend concerning yourself?”

			“Both.”

			Isaac popped outside the tent for a moment, yelled at some of his crew, and then returned. “For the goblet, I have no idea. Probably won’t melt because of its magic. But as for yourself…. Legend says that there were men and women among us who could do all sorts of remarkable things. Making objects appear and disappear at will.” He nodded at Aidan. “They also had incredible luck, succeeding in everything they tried. Some say that they’d seen these mysterious folk – well, fly.”

			Aidan could only nod like he understood. His luck had been abominable most of his life, and flying? If only that were possible for him. It would save him a sore seat after riding horseback for hours on end.

			Isaac looked at him with a knowing eye. “Maybe these abilities haven’t come about yet. But I wonder…. Well, where did these abilities come from? Why some and not others? Luck? Fate?” A moment passed between them in uncomfortable silence. It would seem Isaac was warring with himself over something. A few times he opened and closed his mouth, his weight shifting as he looked heavenward and muttered a blessing. “All right. There’s one who might know, and her you’ll want to avoid.”

			With arms crossed over his chest, Aidan turned the Roma’s words over in his mind. If he could discover the origins and limits of his abilities, perhaps he could find a way to undo the damage he had done. “Tell me.”

			Isaac shuddered and muttered something that sounded like, “Curse my hide,” before coming out with, “The mage’s name is Meraude.” He scratched his beard. “She’s…well, she’s not a good sort. Some say she hunts down magic folk and kills them.”

			Aidan tried to keep a neutral expression, his heart racing all the while. Isaac, he remembered, had not been the first to mention that name. “How would I go about finding this Meraude?”

			Again Isaac hesitated before admitting, “There are four sisters who could tell you. In truth, they’re elves, but—”

			“Elves?” That caused an uneasy stirring in Aidan’s stomach. He’d had dealings with elves in his youth, when he was still naïve and wandered too far into a certain wood. He’d barely escaped two of the ‘fair’ folk with his life, and he had the scars on his back to show for it. “What are their names?”

			But Isaac was shaking his head. “They go by many. But I won’t be telling you any of them. No, the sisters would know I told you about them, and above all, you must not say it was I that sent you. They’ll accuse me of working for Meraude, see?”

			Aidan nodded. “How shall I know these sisters?”

			“Deep calls to deep. Most likely, if you want to find them, and they wish to be found, they’ll find you.” He nodded at the goblet. “Keep your belongings close to your person, and make no deals with them. But when you do make a deal, make sure you don’t break it, or there’ll be hell to pay.”

			“Yes, but what do they look like?”

			Isaac sighed. “Well, they use Glamour, don’t they? Their faces must change half a dozen times a day. At least, that’s how I would work that sort of magic.”

			Aidan had seen Glamour before, of course. It always looked like a puff of colored smoke to him, a thin screen in front of the real image. Perhaps it had to do with his other abilities that he could see through it.

			“Thank you, Isaac. For everything.”

			The man blushed beneath his beard. “Nah, no trouble. No trouble. And truly, I’m rightly sorry for what went on last night with the women. If there’s ever any way I can make up for it….”

			“No harm done.” Aidan extended his hand, and the men shook.

			“If ever you need anything, know that the Bartlett Band of Romas is always at your service.”

			“I shall hold you to that,” Aidan said with a smile, leaving the tent behind.

			“Milord?”

			“Hmm?”

			“I hope you find happiness,” Isaac said through a pained smile.

			Aidan shrugged and replied, “I neither need nor seek it. But I thank you all the same.”

			He untethered his steed. The beast turned his head to look at his master, and then went back to grazing on a bag of feed that had been left him. Aidan patted Triumph’s side. “Getting fatter, are we?”

			The horse whinnied. And that is when Aidan felt a strong Pull.

			Pulls of varying degrees of strength were not uncommon to Aidan. He experienced them on a daily basis from everything and everyone. But human Pulls were the strongest. The more people within a mile, the more he felt anchored down.

			What he felt now was pure magnetic misery. He’d never experienced anything like it, not by a half-fold. It was as if – but no, the thought was crazy. And yet…and yet it felt like someone was Calling him. But you couldn’t Call a person; their strong Pull would hold them where they were as an anchor. I’m being absurd.

			The feeling abated, and Aidan decided that he had imagined it, until he involuntarily skidded two paces from a standstill position. He frowned. Who would try to Call me? Lord Dewhurst? The man didn’t have a drop of magic running through his veins.

			Aidan’s stomach lurched, and he gave whatever was bothering him a tentative Pull, knocking himself onto his bottom. With a grimace, he leapt to his feet, mounted his horse, and walked him out to the main road.

			“How about some exercise?” Aidan turned the reins in his hands, and left the company and so-called protection of the Roma camp.

			* * *

			Aidan rode through the day and into the early afternoon, guided by no map, no memory, but by the Pull, foolish though it was. And whenever he thought he might doze off in his saddle, that Pull would jerk him awake.

			When noon came and went, Aidan was scarcely able to remain in his saddle, so strong and sudden was the tug in his gut. He’d lived in villages of hundreds, but each person’s Pull tugged him in a distinctly different direction. The Pull he felt now was urgent and centered in one direction alone. But despite the strength of the Pull, Aidan could only sense five humans in the near distance. Four had a Pull lesser than the average human, but one was making it hard to breathe. One person with that strong a tug on me? he scoffed. I must be delirious.

			Triumph seemed to sense his master’s urgency, for he broke into a gallop, whinnying.

			Aidan leaned back, pulling on the reins. “Whoa. Easy there.” Whether he said this to himself or his horse, he was uncertain.

			Blue smoke wafted over the hill up yonder. Aidan continued to calm his beast and resist the urge to run perhaps into a trap. It wasn’t easy; the closer he got, the more he wanted to shout in frustration. The Pull was nigh unbearable.

			At last he gave in to his temptations and followed the path to the source of his longing. The trees thinned shortly, and there sat an open wagon pulled by four milk-white horses. Glamour, he thought with both excitement and dread. A haze hung over all, and the image of how things were was clouded by shadows of how things were wished to be seen.

			It was too late to retreat. Whoever was casting the Glamour knew a stranger was near. Why cast it otherwise?

			Aidan dismounted and called out a greeting. The one with the strong Pull, he could tell, had run off into the brush beyond the small encampment, but he could feel that four beings remained near at hand. Aidan blinked, trying to separate reality from illusion so he wouldn’t trip, and entered into the four’s line of sight.

			Four old women sat around a fire, though the Glamour showed him quite a different picture. In the illusion, three young noble women stood to greet him, their green frocks whipping in a non-existent breeze. They were beautiful beyond compare, quite a contrast to reality. The sight of them put lead in Aidan’s stomach, and when they spoke, the back of his neck prickled uncomfortably. “Who are you and what do you want?” one of the women asked.

			Aidan made sure to look at the illusion instead of the person who was really speaking. The fact that he could see through Glamour could be the trick up his sleeve that he needed. He’d hesitated too long.

			“Speak up, my good man. We are not seers to know your mind.”

			Aidan smiled with difficulty. He was no actor, but this surely was a charade of the most dangerous and irksome kind. “Of course. I am called Aidan, and my business concerns—”

			“Where did that urchin get off to?” said one of the old ladies, her voice raspy and thick with phlegm. “I be needin’ my tea.”

			“Hush, Treevein,” said one of the others.

			The three illusions and the four real women stared at him, until, with a pop, the Glamour faded. It took them a moment, but squinting, the leathery-skinned horrors seemed to realize that they were no longer protected from view. “Leech, what did you let it drop for? We had him good and rightly fooled. Look at how shocked the poor man is.”

			The largest of them, presumably Leech, grunted and shrugged and muttered something about it not being her fault.

			“Aye it were,” said the smallest of them. She leered at Aidan, who pretended to shake himself out of a daze. “Now we’ll have to kill him or hear him out.”

			“Not a good idea to attempt a murder,” said the one they called Treevein. “Not before tea at least, and definitely not before we know whether or not he’s got power.”

			“Of course he ain’t got power,” said Leech. “Look at the boy. He’s got mortal written all over his face.”

			“Where is the urchin? She could sort this out for us.” The oldest woman turned her wrinkly head to address Aidan. “She’s been complaining of a headache for the last twenty-four hours, but we all know she was having one of her fits.”

			“Fiddle-faddle. Slaíne don’t have no fits,” said Treevein. “Jus’ loses control, ’tis all.”

			As they spoke, Aidan sensed this Slaíne moving about in the wood. The Pull distracted him from the banter, making him an easy target for the four elves – for he was certain that was what they were – if they were to turn on him. He knew this, berated himself for it, and yet could not control his steps that led past the brush.
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