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“Kurland out-writes romance fiction’s top authors by a mile.”
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Prologue
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The evil leapt up like a geyser, cascaded down, and washed the boy away with it.

It wasn’t unexpected, that eruption from the well, but it was terrifying in its quickness and horrifying in its ferocity. The lad would have stopped that spewing, or mitigated its effects, or reached out but a moment sooner to take his younger sister’s hand if he could have managed it, but events happened too quickly for him to do aught but struggle frantically to find his footing on top of that wave so he wasn’t pulled beneath it and drowned.

Yet even with all his efforts, he was dent tumbling over and over again through the forest until, bruised and battered, he came to rest against a mighty oak.

Time padded without his having any sense of it until he came to himself and realized he was alive. He pushed himself up to his knees but could rise no farther. After many moments of simply trying to gain his bearings he managed to turn and crawl painfully back through the trees, back the way he’d  come. He knelt at the edge of a particular glade and looked at what another might have considered to be the remains of a great battle.

He knew better.

It had been a slaughter, a hopeless, unforgiving slaughter. He sought frantically for signs of life, but saw none. No doubt the force of the eruption had been enough to wash away all the others—save his mother who was still there, lying motionless by the well. He watched her for several minutes, hoping beyond hope that. . .

He looked away quickly. Obviously, he was the only one left alive. He pulled himself up by means of an obliging tree, then staggered from trunk to trunk, forcing himself to scour the surrounding area for any sign that he had judged amiss. But nay, there was none moving save him. He realized suddenly, with a certainty that left him cold, that he would join the slain if he didn’t flee.

The evil was still there, alive and seeking.

The thought of leaving his kin behind was a hot dagger thrust without mercy into his chest, so painful that he could hardly bear it, but he knew he would die if he didn’t run, so run he would have to. He had failed that day to stop the destruction, but if he could stay alive long enough to regroup to fight another day, to avenge his mother, and his brothers, and his wee sister. . .

He turned and staggered away. He managed to keep his feet for perhaps half a league before the effort became too much. He fell to his hands and knees in dirt that would have been tolerable before but was now full of the marshy, putrid leavings of what had recently washed over it. He ignored the foulness. He had to get away and there was no other direction but forward.

Time continued to stretch, from minutes to hours to days. He continued to creep along, stopping to rest only when he couldn’t manage another step. The ground eventually became rugged paths through mountains, then well-worn tracks over in hospitable plains, and then unpleasant slogs through muddy farmland.

It was then that he began to notice the magic.

At first he saw it only out of the corner of his eye. He turned aside several  times to reach for it, only to have it disappear. He began to suspect it was,  nothing more than a cruel trick played on his weary mind until one particular moment on that interminable journey through his dreams. He saw a piece of magic lying on the ground in the shape of a page from a book. He stumbled over to it, then reached out to touch it.

The spell reached up, took hold of him, and pulled him down into itself . . .

 

Ruith of nowhere in particular found himself on his feet in front of his own hearth without knowing quite how he’d gotten there. He was breathing harshly, as if he’d run for leagues without pause. He’d done that regularly over the course of his thirty winters, so he felt fairly safe in comparing the two. He leaned over and put his hands on the long table there, sucking in desperately needed breaths until he thought he could manage a few normal ones without feeling as if he were drowning.

He didn’t dream often. In fact, he had spent more of his youth than he should have not sleeping in an effort to avoid dreaming. In time, he had learned to simply sleep dreamlessly.

It had taken years, but he had also eventually learned not to remember how he’d managed to crawl up the rugged path to what had turned out to be an empty house, bury his magic deep inside himself with a single, powerful spell, then surrender to the weariness he had no longer been able to fight. He rarely thought about how he’d woken later in front of a stone-cold hearth only to find wood chopped and ready for his use, food preserved and set aside to keep him from starving that first winter, and a library large enough to engage his ten-year-old’s curiosity.

Eventually, he had settled quite comfortably into an existence that was physically and mentally demanding in a strictly pedestrian sort of way. If he could sense the spells that surrounded his  house and protected him, or if he sometimes amused himself by thinking on ways they could have been fashioned differently, or if he now and again found himself tempted to add something extra to the local alemaster’s latest offering, well, those were things that other men thought on without incident.

Surely.

He hadn’t used a single word of magic in a score of years, not since that last spell he’d woven, a dwarvish spell of concealment. He was, for all intents and purposes, just a man—or, rather, a man pretending to be a mage whom the nearby villagers feared too greatly to approach. He sometimes wondered what he would have done had one of them dared beg for a decent piece of magic to be wrought on their behalf, but that never required much thought.

He wouldn’t have used magic if his life had depended on it.

He straightened, took another deep, cleansing breath, then turned and walked back into his bedchamber. He pulled on boots and a heavy tunic, then walked back to his front door. He snatched up a brace of hunting knives and strapped them to his back. He might have been out merely for a run, but he was also not fool enough to leave the safety of his house without some sort of weapon to hand.

He buckled the belt for his sheathed knives and winced at the pain in his hand. He looked down at that hand and frowned. There was nothing to be seen, of course, but he felt the remains of his dream wrapped around his arm, from his wrist up past his elbow. He clenched and unclenched his fist, then purposely ignored the discomfort. Overindulgence in Master Franciscus’s finest pale ale, no doubt. Spending the better part of the morning running would be penance enough, perhaps.

It was odd, though. He hadn’t had dreams of that sort in at least a decade. He’d all but forgotten that he’d ever had them.

He pulled his door shut behind him, then loped off down the path. Dawn was still an hour off, but the darkness didn’t deter him.  He had run through the woods surrounding his mountain for so long, he likely could have run them with his eyes closed—

Which at the moment might not have been such a wise thing to do. He was almost on top of a man strolling through the woods before he realized it. He supposed ’twas a fortunate thing he was as light-footed as he was, or he might have had a battle on his hands he didn’t particularly want to fight. He drew back and waited until the man continued on past him, walking without haste, apparently oblivious to what was in the woods around him. Ruith watched him go, then shook his head. The fool would likely end up in a ditch somewhere, dead and missing not only his very fine cloak but his boots as well.

He consigned the almost-encounter to the list of rather odd things that had happened to him in the past several hours, then decided that perhaps he should make a vow to swear off more than a single glass of ale at a sitting. Perhaps Master Franciscus’s brew was more potent than he’d led himself to believe all these years.

He considered the direction the man was taking, then frowned. He had no stomach for conversation and now south was apparently denied him. He muttered a curse, then put his head down and took a direction he hadn’t intended to take.

And he ignored the pain in his arm that had nothing to do with a visible wound.




One
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The village of Doìre lay to the south in the county of Shettlestoune, which found itself comfortably to the south of anywhere else. It lurked close enough to the kingdom of Neroche that the occasional bit of reluctant trade was possible, but far enough away that undesirables generally found the trek north to be just too much trouble. The kingdom of Meith to the west was not so arduously reached, but that was countered nicely by the enthusiastic guarding of Meith’s border by hardened soldiers with very sharp swords, which tended to discourage any but the most desperate of lads determined to attempt a trip into more welcoming territory.

Shettlestoune was a place where men with secrets went to hide and women with aspirations of a decent future tried to escape as soon as possible. Villages were few and far between, taverns were rough, and local constabularies more than willing to find the  relentlessly sunny skies more interesting than whatever mischief might have been going on under their noses.

It was also quite possibly the most unrelentingly bland landscape in all of the Nine Kingdoms.

Urchaid of too many places to name acknowledged the truth of that as he eyed with disfavor the flora and fauna, such as it was, that huddled nervously beyond the boundaries of the one-street village he was wandering in. Traveling in the south was always tedious, but he’d found himself, against all sense, blown down from more civilized countries on an ill wind that seemed reluctant to let him go.

He checked his sleeves briefly, tugged at a bit of lace that had somehow become tucked where it couldn’t be seen, then smoothed his hair back from his face. At least it could be said that no matter where he went, he traveled there well dressed. Perhaps he should have continued on a bit longer on wing, as it were, and spared himself even a few hours’ worth of travel stains, but he’d been interested in what was being whispered in the trees. There was something afoot, something untoward. Given that the only thing that intrigued him more than a well-stocked haberdasher was an evil spell, it had been worth the trouble to settle back into his usual form before dawn.

There were those, he had to admit, who found his magical preferences distasteful, but fortunately for him those lads were either locked up in the schools of wizardry or doing good whilst sitting on some kingly throne or another in countries he tried his damndest to avoid.

He hated do-gooders.

He tried to counter their efforts as often as possible, though he couldn’t say his current journey had anything to do with that. It had merely been the result of nothing more villainous than a bit of eavesdropping. He’d heard rumors of magic, magic he hadn’t  heard discussed in years, springing up in unexpected places. What else could he do but see for himself if those rumors were true?

He walked into the only pub in town, a decent-looking place as far as rustic pubs in the midst of hell went, then found a relatively comfortable seat by the fire and waited patiently for someone to come take his order.

He waited without success until he realized he was still wearing a spell of invisibility. He frowned and removed it with a snap of his fingers, which had the added benefit of drawing the attention of the lone barmaid. She looked every bit as wholesome and well fed as he’d expected a local country miss might. Whatever else they did in the south, they certainly didn’t forget to eat. At least she was quick about her business and remembered to deliver exactly what he’d ordered.

He sipped his ale hesitantly, then found to his great surprise that it was eminently drinkable. He sat back in his chair, stretched his long legs out and crossed his feet at the ankles, then amused himself by looking at the patrons who had wandered in for an early-morning constitutional.

Thieves, liars, cheaters—and those were the more upstanding souls gathered there. The few honest ones stood out like gold nuggets lying in the sun on dark soil. The wench who had served him was one of those, as was the master brewer who had come in from his workroom, but the barkeep didn’t qualify, nor did most of the patrons. Well, save that gawky farmhand who had stumbled into the pub and was asking for watered-down ale, if the barkeep wouldn’t mind seeing to it for him.

The alemaster elbowed the barkeep aside and saw to the deed himself. Urchaid frowned thoughtfully. The man pushing the glass across the wood seemed familiar, though he couldn’t fathom why. He considered a bit longer, then shrugged. Perhaps he had frequented so many pubs in a search for something decent to drink  that all the alemasters had begun to look alike. Such was the hazard of a very, very long life, apparently.

The alemaster waited until the boy was well watered, then slid a jug across the counter to him.

“Best hurry home, Ned, lad. I heard tell that Lady Higgleton is off to see your mistress this morn.”

The lad looked nervously over his shoulder out the window, as if he fully expected to see a legion of black mages clustered there with his death on their minds. “She wants a spell, do you think?”

“What I think, lad,” the alemaster said with a wry smile, “isn’t fit for speaking most of the time.” He started to say something else, then looked up and stiffened. He reached out and pulled the boy around the counter. “Go out the back, Ned, and run home. Keep Sarah safe.”

The lad clutched his jug of ale and did as he was told without hesitation.

Urchaid turned to see what had spurred the alemaster into such abrupt action. A man stood in the doorway, clutching it as if it were all that held him up.

He lurched inside and stumbled over to a table where he cast himself down into a chair for only so long as it took him to rid himself of his cloak. He bounced back up as if he was simply too full of energy to sit. He walked over to the bar and demanded a meal first from the alemaster, who merely favored him with a sour look and turned away, then from the barkeep, who apparently had a stronger stomach. That, or the barkeep had noted the fatness of the restless one’s purse, a purse that made a copious noise when he moved.

Urchaid caught the elbow of his serving maid the next time she passed by him. “Who is that lad eating as if he hasn’t in a fortnight?” he asked casually.

Her gaze flicked to the man and back quickly, then she hesitated. Urchaid fished a gold sovereign out of his purse and laid it  on the table. There was no use in being frugal when information was to be had.

“He’s the brother of the village witch up the way,” she said promptly. She leaned over and wiped the table with her cloth, deftly scooping the coin into her hand at the same time. “He’s an unpleasant sort.”

“He certainly seems to be,” Urchaid said, depositing more money onto the table. “Does he weave spells, or is it just his sister with all the common magic?”

“Oh, he wouldn’t bother with useful spells,” she said, pocketing the new offering with alacrity. “ ’Tis beneath him.”

“Is he so powerful, then?” Urchaid asked, tracing his finger idly around the rim of his glass.

“So he says, though I wouldn’t know.” She shivered. “Thought we were rid of him.”

She turned and headed without hesitation to the back of the pub. Urchaid looked at the local witch’s brother and decided that perhaps he could pass a bit of time in conversation with the lad—just for the sake of being polite, of course.

Urchaid rose and picked up his ale. He nodded at the barkeep on his way across the room, then sat himself down at the table next to the newcomer’s. He wasn’t one for seeing things, but he could certainly smell them. A stench clung to the man, much like the smell of charred meat that lingered in the house even after it had been thrown to the pigs.

The smell of something the lad before him definitely shouldn’t have been up to.

Curious.

The barkeep himself arrived with another pint of ale. Urchaid casually gestured with his pointer finger toward the man sitting at the table next to his. The barkeep set down the second glass in front of the witchwoman’s brother.

“With his compliments,” the barkeep said, nodding in Urchaid’s direction.

“Thank you,” the man said, reaching for the glass and downing the contents in one long, ungainly pull. He belched loudly and dragged his sleeve across his mouth.

Urchaid lifted an eyebrow, then nodded to the barkeep again.

It took half an hour before the man had surrendered his name, which Urchaid already knew, and his business, which was apparently large, important pieces of magic that were bound to garner the notice of equally important people. Urchaid leaned one elbow on the table and his chin on his fist as he listened in fascination to the spewings of an utter neophyte. He could bring to mind without effort a dozen mages who would have had his naive companion for breakfast accompanied by a fine, dry sherry.

“I didn’t succeed the first time,” Daniel said, his eyes full of terrible things he likely wished he hadn’t seen, “but I will this time.”

Urchaid smiled pleasantly. “Of course you will, my lad.”

Daniel looked about himself blearily, as if he couldn’t quite remember how he’d gotten to be where he was, then he turned back to Urchaid. A shuttered look came over his face, something profoundly unpleasant and cruel. That was, Urchaid suspected, a fair sight closer to who he truly was than was the persona of a happy drunk. Daniel looked down his nose coldly.

“I thank you for the ale. I’ll remember it and show you mercy when the time comes.”

Urchaid sat back, thoroughly enjoying the display he was witnessing. “Off to do foul deeds, are you?”

Daniel leaned close and looked at him with dark, fathomless eyes. “I am. And I believe, friend, that you would be wise to be very far away when they’re wrought.”

Urchaid suppressed the urge to laugh out loud. What a ridiculous  boy, to be so completely unaware of whom he was dealing with. He managed a solemn nod, then watched Daniel stride off toward the doorway with the sudden soberness of a man truly off to do something truly vile. Urchaid finished his drink in a leisurely fashion and considered what he’d heard. It was tempting to dismiss the lad’s ramblings as those of one who’d had too much hard ale to accompany his eggs, but there had been something in the lad’s eye.

Something as intriguing as that faint hint of magic clinging to him.

He pushed his cup away and decided it would be rather interesting to follow Daniel of Doìre for a bit, just to see where he led. With any luck at all, the direction would be out of Shettlestoune. He looked around the pub again, shaking his head. To be trapped in such a place without any hope of escape. Very unpleasant. Even the barkeep looked miserable. The alemaster looked less miserable than calculating, standing there suddenly as he was with his arms folded over his chest and an unwelcoming look on his face.

Urchaid supposed that was his cue to exit stage left before he drew more attention to himself than he cared to have. He rose, nodded to the alemaster and barkeep both, then left the pub without haste. He stopped in the shadows of the building and looked up into the bright morning sky. The world trembled, as if it held its breath for a mighty change. There were things afoot in Neroche, of course, but this . . . this was different. More wrenching. More dangerous.

Quite a bit more interesting.

He looked to his right, saw the path in the distance that led through yet more profoundly unattractive clutches of scrub oak, then sighed. He could hear the faint sound of Daniel’s cursing from that path. Perhaps the lad had decided that a quick visit home would be useful before he trotted off to see to his villainous business.

Urchaid began to whistle softly as he walked toward the mouth of that path. He would follow and see if Daniel of Doìre’s sister was as full of inadequate magic as her brother was. For all he knew, he might find the girl more powerful than Shettlestoune merited.

Though he sincerely doubted it.




Two
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Sarah of Doìre watched a cauldron that bubbled ominously over a substantial fire and supposed that, given who she was, she should have been stirring some sort of potent witch’s brew. Unfortunately, all that found home in her pot that morning were unremarkable, unmagical skeins of wool.

She blew her hair out of her eyes, then walked away. She was too restless to give her dyeing the attention it needed, too restless to sit, too restless to even stand still and accept events as they came her way. She had known for years that she wouldn’t spend the rest of her life in Doìre, for more reasons than just the landscape and the inhabitants. She had a secret that would spell her end if it was known, a secret she had kept uneasily her whole life. In truth, ’twas a miracle her brother hadn’t blurted it out in some drunken stupor. Fortunately for her, he’d been gone for the past two months,  so she’d slept a bit easier at night. She didn’t have much hope the reprieve would last.

She walked along the edge of the glade, touching the trees as she passed them. She didn’t allow herself to look past them to the spots where she’d been burying gold for the past fifteen years, from the moment she’d realized that it would take more than a few coins to get past Shettlestoune’s gnarled reach. She’d covered the hiding places with clutches of nettles and carefully transplanted clusters of poisonous mushrooms. That blended in nicely with the rest of the untamed forest surrounding her mother’s house and assured her that her coins would be there when she needed them.

She almost had enough. She had supposed that five hundred gold sovereigns would, if she were very careful, finance her journey and buy her either a modest house or a very small shop when she reached the right place to land. She lacked only a handful more gold to reach that tally, though business hadn’t been precisely brisk of late. The odd silver coin, the occasional chicken plucked and ready for her stewpot, and the customary loaf of bread and jug of ale were lovely gifts, true, but they wouldn’t see her over the mountains or into a new life.

Nay, an infusion of coin of the realm it would have to be.

She walked back to her pot, picked up a stick, and lifted a skein up to study. The wool was an unremarkable, unmagical shade of greyish green that would, by evening, deepen into a much darker hue. She would dry it, then weave it into a cloak that would hide her and a blanket that would hide her horse as they both disappeared into the surrounding woods.

Actually escaping Shettlestoune was the last part of the plan she had woven in secret for months, patiently, carefully, waiting for the right threads to find themselves under her hands. She had a means of travel in the person of Castân, her faithful chestnut steed who snorted when he saw her and would have walked through fire for the love of her. She would earn her future bread by the spinning  wheel she had sawed into as many pieces as she’d dared, then hidden in two saddlebags buried under piles of hay along with the other, smaller tools of her handworking trade. Once she had her cloth woven, she would take Castân and be off—

“Mistress Sarah!”

Sarah spun around, the knife she kept in the back of her belt ready in her hand. Her mother’s farm boy stood ten paces away, suddenly frozen in place. A jug fell from his hands and shattered on the stone at his feet.

“ ’Tis only me,” he squeaked. “And Lady Higgleton. She’s coming with her daughter, and oy, she’s in a tearing hurry. I just saw’em a hundred paces down the path.”

Sarah closed her eyes briefly. Lady Dorcas Higgleton’s purse was every bit as ample as she was. She wasn’t a generous woman with her servants, but she was willing to pay a fair price for magic to solve her problems. Obviously, she was ready to open her purse today.

Sarah abandoned her wool to its fate without hesitation and walked briskly toward the house, stepping over the shards Ned had created, then continuing on, wishing she looked less like a sweaty stable hand in need of a wash and more like a self-possessed, slightly mysterious brewer of potions. She snuck around the corner and into her house, trusting she hadn’t been seen. She looked quickly around her, relieved there was no last-minute hiding of household clutter to be done.

Her loom was pushed into a corner, sporting a half-woven blanket on its substantial frame. Baskets of wool in rainbow hues were tucked tidily underneath it. Hearth, shelves with bowls and platters, her own sleeping nook with its curtain drawn discreetly across it: everything was in order. She glanced at the only door inside the house, but turned away just as quickly. That was her brother’s bedchamber, a place she never approached for reasons she didn’t care to examine too closely at present.

She snatched up a skirt from off the back of a chair and yanked  it down over her tunic and leggings. She scarcely had time to tie a clean apron around her waist and pin her braid around her head in some organized fashion before she heard the imperious tones of the alderman’s wife wafting into her home with all the delicacy of a woodsman’s axe.

“Witch! Witch, where are you?”

Sarah hastened to the door and stood there, attempting a pose that hinted at no haste whatsoever. She looked down at her hands, green from her morning’s work, and quickly put them behind her. She fixed a slightly aloof expression on her face and watched a potentially quite hefty infusion of gold approach.

Lady Higgleton and her daughter were, as Ned had said, marching furiously up the path toward her. Or, rather, Lady Higgleton was. Prunella was being pulled along behind her mother like a recalcitrant dinghy. Sarah half wondered how Dorcas Higgleton managed the path and her daughter at the same time. The way up from town was not particularly steep, but it was full of twists, turns, and uneven places that discouraged all but the most determined. Those who came were ones who either didn’t want to pay the wizard over the mountain in Bruaih his substantial fee, or didn’t care about the handblown vials or embroidered silken sachets that could be purchased from the sorceress over the river to the south. They wanted spells, at a decent price, provided with a minimum of fuss and a great deal of secrecy. Her mother’s stock in trade, as it happened.

“She makes me nervous.”

Sarah glanced over her shoulder. Ned, whom she had inherited along with half her mother’s house and the entirety of her dam’s workroom upon her mother’s death, was never anything but nervous. Why her mother had taken him in the first place, then kept him on in spite of his lack of usefulness, was something Sarah had never understood. An uncharacteristic burst of charity, no doubt.

Ned gulped, then suddenly dashed for the corner of the house. 

“I’ll fetch wood,” came floating back on the breeze he’d created with his haste.

Sarah didn’t begrudge him his flight. The sight of the terrible storm sweeping up the path, dressed in purple silks and sporting a spray of feathers on her hat that would have put the finest of Isean of Eunadan’s menagerie to shame, was enough to make all but the most strong-stomached—or desperate—take a step backward. Sarah was no weak-kneed maid, though, so she waited where she was without moving.

Lady Higgleton stopped just short of the doorway and put her hands on her substantial hips.

“There is a ball tonight,” she announced in stentorian tones. “Prunella is not ready.”

Sarah didn’t need to look at Prunella Higgleton to know that such was the case. The girl was plain, true, but what she suffered from primarily was a visible desire to fade into the background and leave her overbearing parents out in front where they preferred to be. But lessons on the benefits of standing up straight and not hiding behind her hair were not what her mother had come for. A potion it would have to be and a strong one by necessity to repair hair that had been chewed on when the fingers had become too raw to endure the travail.

“Of course I have just the thing,” Sarah said, stepping back and beckoning for her guests to enter. “But first, let me bring you refreshments. The journey from the village is a long and difficult one.”

Lady Dorcas harrumphed in pleasure and went to seat herself at the little table in front of a lovely fire Ned had started earlier. Sarah fetched cakes she hadn’t baked herself and served them with as much tea and ceremony as necessary. Her mother would never have offered refreshments. Her wares, as she had said on more than one occasion, were all the villagers were buying. If they wanted dainty baked goods, they could splash out for them elsewhere.

But Sarah had her own reasons for wanting her customers to feel as if they’d gotten their money’s worth, so she offered tasty edibles whenever possible.

She left Lady Higgleton chewing on cake whilst Prunella chewed on her thumb, and walked into her mother’s workroom, pulling the curtain across the doorway behind her. There was a worktable there under the window, flanked by thin shelves resting on long nails hammered into the wall. Scores of bottles stood on those shelves, bottles that had been full of tinctures that Sarah had brewed and her mother had enspelled. After her mother had fallen ill a year ago, the number of filled bottles had decreased. The supply had not been added to after her mother’s passing. Sarah hadn’t dared cut what had been left with things of her own make. She’d simply made do and put aside as many coins as possible against the day when the magic would run out.

That day, she supposed, would be today, for she had one last bottle of enspelled tincture. With any luck at all, Lady Higgleton would buy the entire thing.

She walked to the shelves on her left and reached up to pull down a cobalt bottle from off the topmost shelf. She held it up to the window to see how close to the cork the liquid might find itself so she might judge just how much she could charge for it—

But there was no line visible.

Something settled in her stomach. It might have been dread, or perhaps something amiss with her breakfast. Given that she’d cooked the latter herself, she supposed quivering eggs were potentially to blame. She pulled the cork free with her teeth, then stuck her wee finger into the bottle only to draw it back completely dry. She rubbed her eyes, on the off chance they were deceiving her, then gingerly tipped the bottle’s mouth toward her hand. When that produced nothing, she upended the bloody thing and shook it vigorously.

It was empty.

“Witch! Witch, make haste!”

“I’m coming!” Sarah called, hoping she sounded less frantic than she felt.

She pulled the stool out from under the table and shoved it toward the shelves to her right. Several bottles protested the bump, and she managed to catch the two that fell only because she’d been doing the like since childhood. She opened every cobalt bottle on the highest shelf, on the off chance she’d moved her tincture without remembering it, but they were all as empty as the first. It wasn’t possible that she had used up the last of her goods without knowing it.

She stepped down heavily to the floor and looked up at the shelves in astonishment. She hadn’t miscalculated, she was sure of that. It also wasn’t possible that Ned had been in her mother’s workroom. He never went near the place if he could help it. There had to be some other explanation—

Her eyes narrowed. She leaned up on her toes suddenly and looked closely at something she hadn’t noticed before. It was very faint, almost more of a hint of something than something in truth, but she had to believe what she could almost see.

A single thread of spell that had become snagged on a rough piece of wood.

She reached up to touch it, but there was nothing there. Indeed, she might have thought she was imagining the entire thing, but that wasn’t the first time she’d thought she’d seen an echo of a spell where it shouldn’t have been.

She had the feeling she knew who had woven that spell.

Damnation, but that missing bottle was full of her mother’s last, best bit of magic, something Sarah had held in reserve for the right customer with the deepest pockets. And if she didn’t have that to sell, she wouldn’t have that last bit of gold she needed. If she couldn’t get well past the Cairngorm Mountains into more friendly territory, she might as well remain where she was and hope she saw  a score and ten. Most didn’t. Witches’ get with secrets had an even poorer chance of survival than that.

She muttered vile things about her brother under her breath, then picked up the first bottle she’d reached for. Now that she looked more closely, she realized it wasn’t the bottle she’d been looking for. The one she sought had a flaw that looked like a drip of water running down the side of the glass, as if it had come from a well that had overflowed its bounds—

“Make haste,  gel!”

She glanced at the window and cursed her mother for never having put in a back door. Keeps me customers from runnin’ out with me wares had been her mother’s reasoning. Sarah had never once considered that she might come to regret the fact that whilst no back exit had been good for her mother’s business, it was rather inconvenient when the former village witch’s daughter might want to make a hasty getaway.

She was halfway to heaving a chair through the window when something occurred to her. If Daniel had poached her vial merely to vex her, perhaps its hiding place wasn’t as far away as she might have feared.

She took a deep, calming breath, then turned and walked back into the great room. “I’m not finding exactly what I want in the back,” she said with an ease she most certainly didn’t feel. “Let me fetch what I reserve for only the most discriminating customers.”

Lady Higgleton chortled in pleasure, but that could have been over finding something chocolate under a stack of mince tarts. Prunella turned her attentions to one of her pointer fingers and twirled her hair with the other.

Sarah lit a candle in the fire, then walked confidently over to her brother’s door. She steeled herself for potentially unpleasant things, then took hold of the latch and opened the door.

Invisible spiderwebs fell over her face as she crossed the threshold, almost suffocating her. Spells, obviously, and not very nice  ones. She dragged her sleeve across her eyes to dislodge them and looked inside the chamber. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, given that Daniel had banned both her and their mother from entering his chamber years ago, and she wasn’t disappointed. Along with the clutter, there were hints of unpleasant, unfinished spells hiding in the corners and tossed carelessly about the place like so many soiled clothes.

Unfortunately, there were no bottles tossed about equally as carelessly.

She set her candle down on the worktable in the middle of the chamber and cursed silently. Lady Dorcas had a patience Sarah knew she couldn’t outlast, and an ability to spread gossip with a speed that rivaled a brushfire on a windy day. The woman would wait all day, eating, until she had what she’d come for. If she left disappointed, she would tell everyone she knew that the witch up the way had failed her.

And then things would go very ill for Sarah indeed.

She looked at the stacks of books cluttering up her brother’s table and straightened them absently. There was nothing useful . . . She paused, for she realized that books were not the only thing on that table. She swept her hand over it, clearing away the hints of magic she couldn’t quite see.

And then she saw what she hadn’t before.

A single sheaf of parchment lay there, tattered and scorched on its edges. Actually, it wasn’t even an entire page. Just half of one page, looking as if it had been fought over and torn asunder as a result. She couldn’t imagine why anyone would have bothered, for it looked perfectly unremarkable to her. She reached out to pick it up—

Magic leapt up from the page and wrapped itself around her wrist, slithering up to her elbow before she could think to cry out.

“What are you doing in here?”

Sarah ripped her arm away from the spell, ignoring the white-hot  pain that flashed up her arm as a result, then whirled around to see her brother standing in his doorway. She was very surprised to see him when she’d sincerely hoped she never would again. Obviously, this was not going to be one of her better days.

Her brother was naught but darkness, but she was certain that had less to do with his sorry self and more to do with his being silhouetted by the light from the great room’s fire. She was surprisingly reassured that there was a knife in the belt of her apron. She had never used it for anything more lethal than forcing a chicken to meet its end in her stewpot, but she supposed there was a first time for everything.

She put her burning hand behind her back, conveniently close to her blade, and looked at her brother coolly.

“I’m looking for something that went missing.”

He walked unsteadily into the chamber and threw his cloak onto his table, almost extinguishing her candle. “And why would I stir myself to take something of yours?”

“You left a fragment of spell hanging from a shelf in Mother’s workroom,” she said. “Near my last bottle of potion.”

He drew his hand over the table, disturbing other spells she hadn’t seen. And there, next to her candle, sat a cobalt blue bottle with the tear running down its side to pool at the bottom. She reached out to take hold of it, but Daniel caught her by the wrist before she could.

Her skin burned like hellfire.

“I know your secret,” he said in a low voice, “and I plan to tell anyone who’ll listen.”

“Surely you didn’t come home just to do that,” she said, trying to ignore the pain that crawled up her arm and almost felled her where she stood. Of course, she knew exactly what he was talking about, but she would be damned if she would admit it.

He released her and turned to look at his table. He started to speak, then apparently caught sight of the torn page. He went very  still, as if it were so mesmerizing that he simply couldn’t look away. Or perhaps he’d had one too many glasses of ale down at the pub and had lost all sense. Given the smell of his breath, she suspected the latter was indeed the case.

She decided very quickly that she didn’t care why he was home, what mischief he was combining, or why he’d seemingly forgotten she was standing next to him. The sooner she was out of his sights, the better off she would be. She picked up her bottle and slipped from his bedchamber with as little fuss as possible, closing the door softly behind her and ignoring the spiderwebs that again fell against her face. She brushed them aside quickly, then walked over to Lady Higgleton and presented the bottle to her with a flourish.

“Prunella Higgleton will be the most enchantingly beautiful lass in all of Shettlestoune,” she said. And if she wasn’t, Sarah fully intended to be too far away to hear about it.

Lady Higgleton clutched the bottle to her ample bosom. “I’m counting on that.”

Sarah accepted a handful of coins without counting them, then stood back and waited as Lady Higgleton rose and swept past her. She reached out and caught Prunella by the arm before she could escape.

“Stand up straight,” she said very quietly, “and for pity’s sake, stop chewing on yourself unless you’d rather live under your mother’s thumb for the rest of your days.”

Prunella shot her a look from under her hair, but said nothing. She started to put her hand to her mouth, looked at it for a long moment in silence, and then trotted off along after her mother.

Sarah followed them outside. She took a deep breath of sweet, crisp air as she watched Prunella march along behind her mother with her hands clasped behind her back and with a bit more vigor in her step than usual. Sarah smiled, then looked down at the coins in her hand. They weren’t what she’d expected, but she would just  make do. She would wait until her brother had gone, then quickly weave her cloak and be on her way herself.

She felt a chill wash over her and looked back to see that Daniel had come out of the door. His cloak was draped around him and a pack was slung over his shoulder.

“Off on another journey?” she asked brightly. Now, damn you, don’t say you’re taking the same path I’m intending to take.

He looked at her with disgust. “Do you actually think I want to stay here in this pitiful house with that pitiful village down the way for the rest of my life?”

She didn’t imagine he was interested in her answer, and nay, she had never imagined he would stay. She was only surprised that he hadn’t left the day their mother had died instead of waiting a month to go. At the time, she’d supposed laziness had been the reason. Now, she suspected he’d been plotting something and it had taken a bit to come to fruition. She hadn’t cared for the look in his eye as he’d left, and she liked even less the reek of magic he now carried with him, obviously acquired on his jaunt to points unknown.

“What are you going to do?” she asked, because she apparently couldn’t stop a last attempt to be polite to her only sibling.

He picked a speck of lint off his black cloak, then looked at her. “I am off,” he said, with no inflection at all to his words, “to destroy the world.”

She blinked in surprise, then laughed before she could stop herself. “Don’t be ridiculous—”

The change in his mien was swift and terrifying. She watched as the darkness that surrounded him rose up and rushed toward her.

“I will do it, but before I do, I’ll make a brief stop in the village where I’ll tell everyone what I know about you. Be grateful. At least that way you won’t be alive to see what I do to the rest of the Nine Kingdoms.”

Sarah watched, openmouthed, as darkness loomed over her.  It was full of terrible things that she had only half imagined in nightmares, though she would be the first to admit that there were a few pockets of light where she supposed Daniel’s spell hadn’t been woven very well. She stared at those holes and looked absently at the bits of scenery she could see through them. Shettlestoune as a county was not a pretty place, and Doìre was surely the ugliest part of it. She had hoped she wouldn’t have to look at it much longer.

She hadn’t intended that to be because she was dead.

She felt herself falling. She supposed she should have said something to Daniel about that shadow she saw lurking in a scraggly bit of scrub oak behind him, but before she managed to open her mouth to say anything, she blinked and the shadow was gone. She frowned. Did figments of her frenzied imagination have lace at their wrists, or had Daniel woven a better spell than she’d given him credit for and she was now losing her mind as a precursor to losing her life?

She felt her head crack against her mother’s threshold with a sickening crunch before she could decide.

She felt darkness descend and knew no more.
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