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	“There is another shore, you know, upon the other side.”

	 

	“The Lobster-Quadrille”

	Charles Lutwidge Dodgson

	(Lewis Carroll)

	 


 

	Prologue
Vengeance

	 

	 

	“She’s still out there,” Verek murmured. “As I feared.”

	Carin slipped within the reassuring circle of his arms and for a moment said nothing, too shaken by his words to reply.

	She had been reading in the manor’s library when the pool of the wysards exploded with such violent agitation that the noise like a foundation-shattering flood reached her at the big desk under the windows. Verek had been in his ground-floor workroom. Both of them raced to the stairs that plunged downward through bedrock to the enchanted wellspring, Verek a few steps in the lead. Bursting into the cavern, together they witnessed a maelstrom.

	Waves billowed above the pool, their crests halfway to the ceiling of the enormous cave. As each wave collapsed, frothing and roiling, it sent the waters of the wizards’ well fountaining up to crash against the cave’s walls. Carin and Verek were forced back to shelter within the stairwell, their hands clapped over their ears, the thunder of the waves beating at them and ringing from the cavern’s walls with a note like a deep bass bell.

	The maelstrom died within seconds. Silence returned. The waters of the enchanted pool flowed back into the perfectly circular basin and grew still, the pool’s surface regaining its flawless mirror sheen.

	For minutes, neither Carin nor Verek spoke. Her head throbbed from the deafening noise, and the assault on her ears had left them feeling stuffed with cotton wool.

	Verek stood a little in front of Carin, his hands still at his ears as if he had forgotten them. Then he flung out his right arm and held up his hand in a gesture of warding, his fingers stiff and pointing at the ceiling. His gaze remained locked on the waters of the wizards’ well.

	“What do you see?” Carin questioned him in a whisper.

	He did not immediately reply. Quietly, to avoid breaking his concentration, Carin stepped nearer, standing close at Verek’s side and peering at the surface of the enchanted pool. It showed her nothing except a red-tinged reflection of the cave’s rough ceiling, high above them. But her husband had always seen more deeply than she into the pool’s depths. He was following something there, something that held his gaze for long enough that the ringing in Carin’s ears had largely subsided by the time he turned to her and took her into his arms.

	“She’s out there,” he said quietly. “And she’s attempting to recross the void.”

	Carin had no need to ask who “she” was. Only one woman of Ladrehdin could possibly be “out there,” beyond the void, now that Carin had returned from that mind-bending place after destroying the crystals which had complicated her own world-spanning travels. Only one woman of Ladrehdin could possibly work the magic required to cross the void and return here, to exact her revenge on the pair who had exiled her.

	“You don’t think she died in the jaws of the dragon?” Carin asked the wysard who held her close.

	Verek shook his head. “I saw no blood in the water that day. The lack has troubled me.” He paused, then added, “Would that your dragon had ripped her open and devoured her entrails as we watched. Then would my soul be eased.”


Chapter 1
Remembrance

	 

	 

	Master Welwyn returned to Ruain in the early summer of the year in which the daughter of Carin and Verek turned five, and the couple’s son reached his fourth birthday. As the brown-robed “monk” observed the youngsters at their roughhousing in the courtyard of the manor house, Carin only had to cast the spell of stone once—to stop Galen from setting fire to a garden planter-box.

	Both children had been delightful until the age of two. Then, each had turned into a barely manageable hellion. Impulsive, stubborn, and possessing intuitive gifts for magic, both could work it before learning the first thing about controlling it. Red-headed Galen would have made a firedrake proud, the way the boy sparked flames with scarcely a thought. His raven-haired sister Nina had her own untamed talents, hers lying in the opposite element: water. The nymph raised small but mighty floods that toppled statuary and cut muddy channels through Weyrrock’s flowerbeds.

	In near-desperation to control the children, Carin had thought of the ’scrying stone that Verek had once employed to trap the woodsprite in his library. She’d also remembered, with distaste, the shackle of sorcery she had worn—the chalse Verek had clamped on her ankle to keep her from deserting their quest into the mountains to face a necromancer. Reading about both devices now, however, when she had a few rare moments in which to read, convinced her that the things were borderline black magic. Wysards who followed the teachings of Archamon frowned on their use.

	It was evidence of Verek’s own desperation that year, that he had been driven to such extremities in his early dealings with the mistrustful “accidental conjurer” who held the key to summoning an otherworldly dragon. So urgently had Verek desired Carin’s help in overpowering the sorceress Morann, he had resorted to behaviors he would condemn in any other circumstance.

	As she reshelved the books that described those questionable devices, Carin also put away any thought of using them to monitor or restrain her children. Slightly ashamed of herself for even considering such methods, she heaved a sigh of resignation and thought, I’ll just never sleep again or have a moment to myself, until the hellions grow up and leave home.

	Oh, she shouldn’t say she never slept. When exhaustion drove her to it, Carin dosed the children with Aunt Megella’s sleep-for-now powder. The wisewoman kept her supplied with that concoction, which had proved to be a sanity-saver. Carin used it liberally to keep the children in their beds at night and out of mischief.

	She also had the spell of stone at her command, but she employed it sparingly. Petrification was the first spell learned by any novice magician, and it was as easily broken as cast. Carin used it on the children as little as possible, to maintain its effectiveness for as long as possible. No doubt both Nina and Galen would soon figure out how to free themselves from the spell’s control, discovering the trick on their own, needing no word of instruction from their parents.

	This afternoon, after Verek had picked up Galen’s small, rock-hard body and swung the boy away from the planter he’d started to burn, Carin lifted the spell and listened as her husband explained to his now-fidgety son why burning garden decor was unacceptable. Verek redirected the boy’s attention to a wood-filled fire-pit, well away from Nina’s muddy floods, where Galen could practice his flame-throwing.

	Master Welwyn, standing in his monkish robes at Carin’s side, watched all of this, and chuckled. When Verek rejoined Carin, Welwyn turned to them both and declared:

	“My lady, m’lord, you make handsome children, the pair of them as gifted as they are beautiful. But these offshoots of yours need taking in hand, don’t you know. Leave them to me. From this moment, I am their governor and tutor.”

	Carin tried to pretend she was insulted by Welwyn’s seeming to cast aspersions on her parenting abilities. She rounded on the monk, spluttering a little, and managed to assert in a tone that was faintly indignant, “They’re happy and healthy!”

	Verek, however, made no effort whatsoever to feign any response except relief. “Good,” he snapped, and turned to his housekeeper, who sat beside the kitchen doorway enjoying the sun as she snapped beans into a pot.

	“If I recall aright, Myra,” he addressed her, standing with his hands on his hips, “in the main wing of the house there is a suite of rooms spacious enough to house Welwyn comfortably, and alongside him our two hellions … securely. We will move the children into a nursery there, where their new governor may exercise his oversight of them as they merit.”

	The relocation was swiftly accomplished, as neither child had ever shown an inclination to stay much indoors or to accumulate possessions. Karenina—she they called Nina—wanted only her favorite toy, the pincushion that Carin had transformed into a huggable sea urchin bristling with soft “spines.” Galen happily left behind his box of playthings, demanding only his wooden rocking horse, a miniature likeness of Brogar that Verek had made for the boy, complete with a tooled leather saddle and bridle.

	As Welwyn picked up his saddlebags and started to follow the children to their newly assigned apartments, the monk paused and laid his fingers on Carin’s arm. The round little man gazed up at her with a sympathetic eye, then raised himself on his boot-toes to kiss Carin’s cheek.

	“Give them into my hands,” he murmured, “and go pour yourself a stiff drink, my dear. You’ve earned it.”

	Carin did exactly that. Joined by Verek, she downed a glass of dhera in the library, almost gulping the tart liquor. As she and Verek sat together drinking, not talking, Carin tried to feel guilty about the heady sense of liberation she was experiencing at having Welwyn arrive, just as she neared a breaking point, only one more fire or flood away from screaming insanely at her potentially destructive offspring. She could summon no guilt, however, only intense gratitude.

	After drinks came supper, and after that, bedtime. When all three—Welwyn and his charges—were comfortably settled in their suite of rooms, no sound but their laughter drifted down the long upper-story hallway of the house’s master wing. For a time that evening, Carin and Verek stood listening in the doorway of their own nearby apartment. Not once was Welwyn’s voice raised loudly enough to reach their ears. Shrieks aplenty came from the children, but these were sounds of glee, not alarm or protest. As the night darkened, all noises ceased.

	Even so, Carin and Verek left their hall door open when they went to bed. Both had learned to sleep lightly, alert to any patter of bare feet that might be passing by on the way to burning down the house.

	Very soon after Galen was walking, on a night when all the household slept, the child had paid a stealthy visit to Myra’s kitchen. On the cooking hearth he had sparked a conflagration so enormous that flames were shooting up the chimney—and out into the room, threatening the trestle table—before Myra could awaken and sound the alarm.

	Carin and Verek had found the boy sitting so close to the inferno, his bright-red hair was in danger of catching fire. But Galen only giggled and clapped his hands in delight at what he had made—his gestures sending the flames higher and hotter with each clap.

	Nina was there too, at the sink basin, working the hand-pump so vigorously that she’d flooded the kitchen floor three inches deep—but not, evidently, with any thought of dousing the fire. As her parents rushed in, slipping on the wet floor, barely avoiding broken necks—Carin sidestepping a drowned mouse—Nina came sloshing to them, laughing, stomping her bare feet. With a summoning gesture the girl sent the water up the walls, to drip from the ceiling and steam in the fire. Which only made Galen giggle harder.

	After that episode, Verek went around the house placing spells of suppression on every unused fireplace in all the then-vacant rooms in the manor’s main wing. And he secured the kitchen hearth with a spell of confinement so restrictive, Myra complained that her cooking fires would hardly boil an egg.

	Maybe that will keep Galen from burning us all alive, but it still leaves us the Nina problem, Carin thought, mulling her daughter’s love of water and what might happen—the uncontainable magic that might flow forth—if the budding wysard got into the blue bedroom and conjured with the potently pristine springwater pool adjoining it. Unsettled by the prospect, Carin suggested unbreakable locks on that bedroom’s door. Verek, alive at once to the danger, his face a study in fatherly pride mixed with alarm, rushed off to secure the chamber with both spellwork and metalwork. Laboring late that night in his downstairs workroom, he forged iron door-locks that neither a tidal wave nor dragon-fire could have breached.

	So it was that both parents listened closely and slept lightly for several nights after Welwyn took the children under his tutelage.

	On one of those evenings, Carin sat gazing into the fire in the bedchamber she and Verek had taken in the master wing, a few doors down from the sprawling apartments where Welwyn lodged with his pupils. Carin was remembering her first meeting with the monkish wysard—or trying to remember it. Her memories seemed to be everywhere and nowhere. Images and episodes flashed through her thoughts, vivid but oddly random. Many of them, Carin couldn’t assign to specific places or times.

	She looked up and smiled as Verek came in through the open bedroom door. He left it ajar behind him, the better to hear any uproar that might arise from the hellions down the hall.

	With a contented sigh, Theil settled beside her on the thickly cushioned couch.

	“By the Powers,” he said, “it is a fine thing to apprentice those two adepts to the only wysard of Ladrehdin fit to take them under his wing. Welwyn is a matchless teacher, and we are fortunate that he is willing to accept the task.”

	“‘Willing’?” Carin laughed. “Master Welwyn didn’t need his arm twisted. The man was barely off his horse before he was laying claim to his new apprentices.”

	“No marvel, that. He sees in them what you and I see. Perhaps more. Welwyn can assess those two—and train them—unencumbered by parental affections. Certainly he will be a stricter taskmaster than I have been.” Verek’s expression was rueful. “I fear I am too fond to demand what I should of them.”

	Carin took Theil’s hand, interlacing her fingers with his. “You’re much better at parenting them than I am. You take the time to explain why walls should be left standing—not burned down or toppled by a flood.” With her free hand, she rubbed her forehead. “It seems all I can do is shout ‘Stop that!’ and turn them to stone when shouting fails. I’m sure Welwyn will manage them better than I have. He is a good teacher—he had me shuffling along on snowshoes in less than a day, and those Briga bearpaws of his were not easy to walk on.”

	“No part of that journey was easy,” Verek muttered. With a small motion of his head, a slight dip of his chin, the wysard caused the flames in their fireplace to burn a little dimmer. The softer light made the huge, echoing bedchamber feel cozier, more intimate. This oversized apartment in the master wing was not their favorite bedroom. They both preferred the plainer room which had been Verek’s alone during that eventful month when Carin slept in the blue bedchamber just down from it, in the minor wing of the house.

	Verek put his arms around Carin and pulled her to him, where they sat together on the couch. She settled into the hollow of his shoulder and breathed the spiciness of the herbs that clung to his clothes. The smell of him wrapped her in memories, all of which fell sharply into line. But casting her thoughts back to the winter’s journey that had introduced her to Welwyn, Carin found disordered, broken images, seemingly adrift in the flow of time. From many of these fragments she could derive no meaning, since she could not tell what had led up to those episodes or what events had proceeded from them.

	Focusing her mind’s eye beyond Welwyn, widening her gaze to encompass other past encounters and incidents, revealed other gaps in her memory. Except they weren’t gaps: Slivers of imagery and splinters of impressions filled the holes that memory should occupy. The harder Carin stared at the shards and scraps, the farther apart they flew and the more stubbornly they eluded her grasp. But would the pieces not form a coherent whole, if she could somehow force them to join together into their proper places?

	Her perplexities only deepened as Carin sought for a means of telling Verek about them. How to convey, in words, a disarray that she couldn’t clearly identify within her own thoughts? After a time, as they gazed together into the bespelled and shadowy fire, she decided to start by reminiscing about Welwyn. It was, after all, her effort to recall her first meeting with the monk that had made her realize she couldn’t catch hold of some of her memories.

	“Welwyn being with us,” Carin began, “he has me thinking about his cabin, his deer herd, and those snowshoes … But it’s the strangest thing, Theil. I can’t quite remember how I got to his cabin, or exactly when or how I left that glen where it sits.” She tilted her head, her finger rubbing at her lower lip. “I have impressions, but things seem … broken up, split apart … and not in order. Events before and after don’t line up in sensible ways.”

	Verek’s embrace of her tightened. “Fìleen,” he murmured, “I remember every step of that wretched journey, for I did not believe we would survive it. If you find yourself at a loss for the particulars, ask me and I will tell you what I recall.”

	Carin smiled. Theil wouldn’t see her expression in the low light, with her face turned to the fire. But he would hear the smile in her voice. “My lord, your memories are apt to be very different from mine. I remember enough to know that we experienced that journey in quite different ways, from two opposing points of view.”

	At this, Verek’s arms tightened further, and he made a noncommittal sort of grunt, deep in his throat.

	He might prefer that I not remember certain parts of our trek into the mountains, Carin thought—such as that damned chalse on her ankle.

	To spare him coming up with a reply, she went on speaking.

	“With my mind on Master Welwyn, and wizards’ apprentices, and teaching adepts to control themselves, I’ve also been thinking about the Book of Archamon. When Lord Legary’s spell of concealment was on it, I couldn’t read its pages because the words broke apart into letters that scattered themselves across the paper. Worse, even the letters fell apart. They were nothing but tiny lines, dots, and curls that swirled over the pages. It was like trying to read a stirred-up anthill.”

	Carin spread her fingers and moved her hand in a circle, mimicking as best she could the dizzying gyrations of the characters in the once-ensorcelled book.

	“Some of my memories are like that,” she continued. “I recall bits and pieces—and I think the bits and pieces are all there, inside my head, same as every letter and word remained within the Book of Archamon. But like the letters of the Book, the bits of my memories are broken up. I can’t read meaning in the fragments. Some of the things I remember, I can’t pin down long enough to understand where they go. Trying to arrange the pieces so they make sense is giving me a headache.”

	Carin turned in Verek’s embrace to meet his gaze. “Can you help me put my memories back together? I don’t want to forget a moment of our lives together.”

	In the flickering light, she couldn’t be certain, but she seemed to see a small grimace flit across Theil’s expression. What settled on his countenance, however, was a look of puzzlement.

	 “I am confounded by what you tell me,” he said. “Were you merely mortal, I would surmise that the magic of Ruain has taken your memories, so that you know nothing of any world beyond. Ancient wizardry safeguards this province against discovery by those who do not belong here.”

	Carin shook her head. “I’m not under the spell of omission. Welwyn explained how it keeps Ruain secret from the rest of Ladrehdin. And Megella has told me how the magic tried to steal her memories of the south country when she first returned to this northland.” Carin paused, then added, “I’m fully aware that there are worlds beyond Ruain. And I’m wysard enough to be sure this place isn’t magicking away anything that gives me strength—or makes me who I am. I need my memories, and I’m fairly certain I still have them.

	“But they’re in a jumble, some of them—a mixed heap of bits and splinters.” Carin tipped her head again. “It’s odd, but until Welwyn came here and started me reminiscing, I hadn’t noticed that parts of my memory needed sorting. I haven’t had time to think about the past, my love, because I’ve been too busy raising those hellions you beset me with.”

	Verek laughed. He fingered a lock of Carin’s hair.

	“Children are a blessing and a curse, are they not? They run mothers and fathers ragged.” With his fingers still twined in Carin’s hair, he stroked her cheekbone, then touched her lips.

	“My lady,” he murmured, “I will do all in my power to put your memories to rights. Perhaps it will aid our task, if we may know the reason for their … dislocation.” He studied her, his dark eyes catching the firelight as he raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Could it be a consequence of your final journey through the void? You returned to Weyrrock, that last time, with your body overtaxed, heavy with our first child and exhausted in your flesh from all that you had endured. Was your mind affected as well?”

	“Probably,” Carin admitted. “Time behaves so strangely in the void. It can speed away, stretching to forever, but then seem to turn back on itself and slow to a crawl. When time is meaningless, I suppose memories could have a hard time locking into their proper places. They might just fall to bits.”

	She paused, then added, “I’m not convinced, though, that traveling the void is completely to blame, or ultimately at the root of my broken-up memories. This feels different. It’s a jumble, not an absence. My recollection of getting to Welwyn’s glen isn’t gone, not in the way my earliest memories were lost, that first time I crossed the void, in my childhood. I do recall riding to Welwyn’s cabin, but it comes to me in pieces—enough pieces, I think, to make a complete picture, if only they’d stick themselves together. It’s a difficult thing to explain. In my mind, where my early impressions of growing up on Earth should be, I have only a blank—no fragments, not even splinters. That picture is truly lost. But these more recent memories that I’m trying to pin down aren’t gone, they’re … jumbled. That’s the best word I can find for the mess they’re making in my brain. I’ve got pieces, and the pieces refuse to fall into place.”

	“Hmm.” Verek looked thoughtful. “Though I am far less familiar than you with the oblivion between the worlds, I have experienced something of the distortions it engenders. My exposure was trifling, however, compared to the over-many journeys that you have made within that realm.” Theil settled against the cushions at his back, as though preparing for a long session of memory-sorting. “Whether the void begat your ‘jumble,’ or we must seek a culprit elsewhere, I can say only this: My recollections are intact, fìleen, and at your disposal. Ask what you would.”

	Gifted with such an open-ended invitation, Carin considered only briefly before choosing a matter that she knew had been satisfactorily resolved, though she could not piece together the when or where of it.

	“All right, then. Put me straight about this: I remember you lost your powers for a time. When exactly did you get them back?”

	Verek dropped his fingers from her hair to grip Carin’s hand. “Power returned to me when you returned to this world,” he murmured, looking into her eyes with an intensity that revealed the feeling behind his words.

	Carin needed no time at all to sift through her recollections. Reuniting with Verek stood apart from the splintered heap: of that event, her memory was perfect, having no breaks in it. But still she could not shake out of the jumble the precise time or place of Theil’s full wizardly restoration.

	“At the sea cliffs?” she asked. “Where the cedar forests meet the ocean on Ruain’s east coast?”

	Verek looked pleased that Carin remembered those details about the far reaches of his lands. But he shook his head. “You had healed me before then, my lady. Throughout all the months of your absence from this world, I remained powerless. But when you reappeared to me, rising in mist above the wysards’ waters, in that blessed moment I felt the Power flow in my sinews with a heat like molten metal.”

	He raised Carin’s hand to his heart and pinned it there, his fingers gripping hers as though he’d never let her go. For a moment, Verek seemed unable to continue. When he did, his voice was husky, conveying a depth of emotion barely implied by his words.

	“It transpired that you had arrived on the shores of Ladrehdin well south of my borders. You were not so far down as Easthaven, but still you faced a lengthy journey alone, wending your way up the coast toward Ruain. You told me you would meet me at the sea cliffs … though as I hastened to saddle my horse and head east with all speed, I was prepared to ride as far as Granger, if need be, to reclaim you.”

	Granger, Carin remembered in every particular. But Easthaven? That name rang no bell … challenging her previous assumption that all her memories remained in her head, only broken, in a disconcerting number of instances, into pieces too small and scattered to read.

	She refocused on Verek as he continued, his manner absorbed, his head atilt.

	“I found it unnecessary, however, to ride so far. I’d barely begun leading my horse down the steepness of Ruain’s coastal edge when I spied you racing up the trail toward me. We had arrived at the sea cliffs at the same moment in time.”

	That part, Carin certainly remembered. The horse had been left on its own to scramble back up to the grassy tops of those cliffs, there to graze in solitude for quite a while. Verek and Carin had come together under wind-twisted trees high on the cliff face where the precipitous, zigzagging trail leveled off. They’d dispensed with words: actions spoke louder. Carin had not been heavy with child then, and her body had been neither overtaxed nor exhausted. All of that would come later, as together they recrossed the length of Ruain to return to the old stone mansion called Weyrrock. By the time they reached the house, Carin would be shockingly wrung out and mere days away from giving birth to Nina.

	But at the moment of her reunion with Verek on the nearly vertical face of the cliffs that looked out seaward, Carin was slim and fit, and needing her lover in ways heightened by a time of separation that had seemed infinite. Indeed, their separation had missed becoming permanent by only the space of a single grain of sand.

	The pair were a long time satisfying themselves, that day, that both were back where they belonged: in the magical land of Ruain and in each other’s arms, with liquid fire coursing through their veins.

	“I remember,” was all Carin could whisper now, as they sat safe at home in a firelit room, and she looked into Verek’s darkly brilliant eyes.

	Her gaze had been locked with Theil’s during all the moments of her remembering, and whatever other questions Carin might have framed for him had flown out the window. Thought itself had flown. They were again in a state that required no words, and again they had their privacy. Or would have it, as soon as Verek stood, shut the hall door, and took his wife to a bed blissfully remote from the hellions a few doors down—those formerly shrieking children whom Welwyn had miraculously quieted.

	Thank the Powers for old wysards who show up on the doorstep just when you need them.



	
Chapter 2
Restoration

	 

	 

	As it became clear that the venerable Welwyn was more than capable of mastering two headstrong apprentices, Carin and Verek shared sighs of relief and moved back into their old bedchamber, Verek’s former bachelor quarters just down the hall from what had been Carin’s bedroom. Though the apartment was smaller and simpler than the almost palatial quarters they had been occupying in the manor’s master wing, both favored the more cloistered space. In Verek’s canopied bed, under its simple blue blanket, Galen had been conceived in due season after Carin’s return to the world called Ladrehdin.

	Nina, of course, was the offshoot of those months when Carin and Verek had worked their way north from Granger, over the plains on their journey-of-many-detours back to Ruain. Upon their eventual return to the manor house, and in its cavern of power, Carin had suspected she was with child when she threw herself into the void. That couldn’t be helped. She had done what she must to end the hemorrhaging of the world’s lifeblood.

	Afterward, in questing through the void to finish the task it had been given her to do, Carin had become thoroughly unanchored in time. Given the strange effects upon her body of the void’s time-twisting, she could not count backward from the month of Nina’s birth to establish the moment of conception. Reckoning from the child’s birth-day put Carin somewhere in the void—or on the world called Earth—when Theil Verek’s seed begot their first child within her. That, clearly, could not be so, for he had not been with her. Carin had made that journey alone.

	Therefore, Nina must have sprung from their “trips behind the wagon,” as Megella put it, that summer they traveled the plains in company with the wisewoman. On that journey, Carin and Verek had finally felt free to give, each to the other, what each had longed for.

	Nipping back to the more secluded bedchamber in the lesser part of the house freed husband and wife for the delights of love-making in complete privacy. They could be as noisy as they pleased. They’d originally moved to larger quarters in the master wing to gain space for Galen’s crib and Nina’s cot. But merely keeping the children with them in the same apartment had proved insufficient for managing two resourceful escape-artists and mischief-makers. The imps had found ways of slipping out even when their parents were wide awake. The one seemed capable of turning into a liquid and flowing soundlessly under the door. The other, Carin suspected, could transform into a smoky will-o'-the-wisp and drift out through the keyhole.

	“Your imagination is running away with you,” Verek said when Carin voiced her thoughts about their offspring. “No wysard of Ladrehdin has been capable of shape-shifting in five thousand years.”

	“Maybe not,” she replied. “But you and I are living in the present, not the past, and I’m telling you these two can do it.”

	In the end, during the weeks before Welwyn’s return, the pair had found their only recourse for a disaster-less night was to bring the children into bed with them and sleep—or try to sleep—with the youngsters squeezed in between. Verek disliked using his great-aunt Megella’s sleep-for-now powder, though Carin freely dosed the devilkins with it when Verek was away overnight—as he was at times, seeing to his lands and holdings. She also wouldn’t hesitate to fling Meg’s forget-for-now powder into the face of a child who persisted in some misbehavior that imperiled life or limb. By the time the powder’s effects wore off, the mischief-maker had generally turned from the first fixation and found his or her way into new trouble—leaving the spell of stone as Carin’s last resort.

	But children could not spend the night bespelled to stony immobility. Hence, in the face of Verek’s opposition to sleeping powder, the hellions were squashed into bed with their parents.

	From all this had sprung Verek’s unhesitating “Good!” when Welwyn laid claim to the younglings. Carin, though feeling it must reflect poorly on her, could not help the sense of relief that acted on her taut nerves as the release of an arrow relieves the tension on an overdrawn bowstave.

	Now the children were thriving under Master Welwyn’s tutelage, learning self-discipline while learning the craft of their forebears, losing none of their high spirits, gaining daily in knowledge, understanding, and control. Verek became their weapons master, teaching them swordsmanship and tutoring them in archery.

	With considerably more patience, Carin observed, pleased by what she saw, than Theil could muster with me when he was trying so hard to guard his heart.

	Carin herself taught the children—and Welwyn—how to make and use a sling. The old wysard had read of simple stone-throwing devices but he’d never seen one used. He watched intrigued as Carin showed her pupils how to make the strap from leather, affix cords, arm the weapon with a stone, whirl it, and discharge the missile at exactly the right moment.

	“Most excellent, Lady Carin!” the monk exclaimed as she demonstrated with a string of bull’s-eye hits that, despite years with little practice, she had lost none of her mastery. “Had you carried such a weapon when first you met his tetchy lordship Verek, he might never had got the better of you, don’t you know.”

	“Oh, I had a sling then,” Carin replied. “But Lord Verek took it away from me before I could let fly and spill his brains in the dirt.”

	“Fortuitous indeed!” Welwyn’s laughter rumbled up from his jiggling belly. “Had you managed to kill him, I would not now have these two vessels of raw power to shape into something we can all live with!”

	Turning to the children who had been slinging stones at the archery targets, the monk disarmed them before they knew what he was about—that being the secret of his success, Carin surmised from watching him assert his jolly, easy authority over Nina and Galen. Welwyn stayed ahead of the imps, acting before they knew it, moving before they saw him move.

	It’s sorcery, Carin supposed, and exactly what my hellions need.

	Adding to her satisfaction with the new arrangement, in no way did Welwyn usurp Verek’s place as the children’s father. The monk was their teacher, governor, wise friend and trusted counselor. The lord of the manor was unquestionably their father and sovereign. And their hero and champion. From infancy the children had the confidence that comes from knowing with their whole selves that their father would keep them safe from any harm. Being themselves “vessels of raw power,” as Welwyn put it, they sensed and responded to Verek’s overarching power—

	—Power that Carin had restored to him, after Verek’s confrontation with the necromancer in the mountains had so drained him that he could not spark even a campfire during their later journey across the plains. Here, in his own realm, in the presence of his deep wellspring of magic, Verek was strong again.

	He’s stronger, now, Carin thought, watching him help Nina brace her little bow, than he was when I first entered his world.

	It was she who had strengthened him, and not only as his wife and lover and the mother of his children, though certainly she had healed Verek’s heart from the torment of losing his first wife and son to demonic murder.

	Alesia and Aidan were not forgotten, would never be forgotten. Their bodies rested in the family tomb in a remote part of the grounds within the manor’s encircling wall. Unbeknown to Verek, Carin had gone there when Galen was born, compelled by a half-formed impulse to share the event with Alesia and receive the dead woman’s blessing. She had come away feeling that her predecessor was indeed pleased with her, pleased that Carin had brought Verek out of his soul-crushing grief and restored him to fully lived life.

	But in a much larger sense, Carin had restored the fullness of life to the whole of Ladrehdin. By removing the parasitic crystals from this world, she had ended the ruinous drain on the realm’s primordial energies.

	Now this world burst with life. The trees grew green-leafed and strong in Verek’s formerly blighted woodland. Ferns and flowers thrived in the understory. Even the pond had returned, the lake of the lilies in which the necromancer had drowned Alesia and Aidan. Verek never went there, but Myra visited it often. Carin sometimes accompanied her and helped the woman cast bread upon the waters. What Myra meant by the ritual, she never said and Carin did not ask, but she understood the housekeeper’s impulse to make a memorial offering. Myra, the queen of the kitchen, the cook who had elevated the task of feeding her household into the highest of callings, was as bound to offer food to the dead as Carin had been to seek Alesia’s blessing on her newborn son.

	At the root of all the robust newness in the world lay, unquestionably, the restored life-force of Ladrehdin’s heart. By ridding the world of the energy-draining crystals, Carin had made possible a core deep and globe-spanning healing.

	In the cave of the magic wellspring, she watched the healing progress over time. At first, it was noticeable only as an easing of tension in the cavern. As Carin sat on the bench of the fish and gazed into the mirror pool, she felt a kind of relaxation spread through the chamber. At times, she fancied that a breath stirred in the cavern, like a sigh, and it seemed a sigh of contentment.

	Gradually the signs of restoration became more evident. The light from the cave’s glowing walls lost its reddish tinge and brightened until it shone clear like the strong yellow-white of the walls around the undamaged pool upstairs. The surface of the enchanted wellspring lost its mirror sheen as a current began to stir, ever so gently in its depths. The flow increased weekly, until the current became a visible stream that bubbled up in the center of the enormous pool, then bathed the stone steps below the pool’s rim as the current circled back, down into the depths.

	As it streamed up, around, and out again, the current began to carry hints of the outside world. Carin caught the fragrances of mosses, sweet-flag and marsh marigold, and other plants that grew on the edges of quiet streams and ponds.

	Also wafting into the air was the smell of wet rocks and the earthy odor of subterranean passages. That odor suggested lightless caves far beneath the cavern of the wysards’ well. Into those hidden places the current flowed unseen, spilling from the pool’s nethermost reaches, down into the bones of the world. There, the waters of the wysards joined the wider realm of Ladrehdin, mixing with underground rivers that surged in the depths for thousands of leagues before bursting to the surface or emptying into the oceans. In her mind’s eye, Carin traced the hidden flow: the seaward current, then rain clouds forming offshore, moving inland, flooding rivers, storm-waters filling secret passages and sunken, pitch-black caves … an endless cycle.

	After millennia of near-total separation from that cycle, the pool of enchantment was rushing to return to full participation. In the waters that came circling back, in the ever-stronger current that welled up in the pool’s center, Carin caught whiffs of the faraway ocean: the tangy smell of salt air, salt water, seaweed.

	The day came when a pronounced tang in the air brought Carin to her feet. From the bench where she often sat to meditate, she walked to the pool’s rim, crouched, and put her hand in the water. Her every fiber tensed, expecting to feel the mind-deadening, bone-shattering, heart-stopping cold that, in the past, had nearly killed both her and Verek.

	But no! The water was warm. On Carin’s skin, it felt like heated velvet.

	She slipped out of her clothes and leapt down the steps into the pool. Many times she had bathed and dove in the springwater pool upstairs, and had thought it the most glorious, luxurious experience that any body of water could offer a swimmer. But this! This warm velvet was a sensual, carnal delight beyond anything her body had known in this world or any other.

	Three times Carin swam the width of the pool. Then she dived as deeply as her held breath allowed, but she could not see the bottom. This pool was immeasurably deep. Its waters, however, testified to the pool’s hidden recoupling with the wider world and all that it held. Carin smelled rain and sun and fertile soil. She felt life overflowing, within and without. She tasted salt—like the seawater that runs in my veins, she thought.

	Carin swam to the rim and bounded out of the water. Sprinting naked across the cavern’s smooth floor, she spiraled up the stairs to the landing that opened on both the library and Verek’s workroom. Bursting through the latter door, she found Theil at his labors, shaping a longer bowstave for Nina, who had outgrown the first bow Verek had made her.

	“Come quickly!” Carin exclaimed. “It’s happened! You must come.”

	“What?” Startled, Verek dropped the stave on his workbench and stared at Carin. His dark eyes flashed with the flaring of desire at the sight of her naked body standing, dripping, in his doorway. “My beautiful lady, I will go with you anywhere. But tell me what has happened.”

	“You’ll see! Follow me.”

	Carin turned and ran back down the stairs. She hurtled across the cavern and sprang high from the pool’s rim, to execute a clean dive into the bubbling, upwelling current at its center.

	When she surfaced, she discovered Verek standing at the pool’s edge, gaping at her. “Come in with me!” she cried. “The water is warm. Beyond ‘warm’. You can’t imagine how good it feels.”

	Verek hesitated—and for sound reason, Carin thought. This pool had nearly frozen the life from him more than once. But she swam near the rim and with the flat of her hand sent a spray of water into his face. At its touch he cried out, not in pain, but astonishment.

	Hurrying backward several steps, Verek sat on the bench of the crescent moon and tugged off his boots. He lunged to his feet, shed his clothes, and strode to the rim. Very deliberately, as if still not sure that what he had felt on his face could be true, he lowered one bare foot to the pool’s uppermost step.

	“By the Powers!” he swore. With a kind of awestruck slowness, he brought his other foot down beside the first. As the gloriously soft, sultry, sensual water of the wysards’ well swirled around his ankles, Verek stared first at his feet, then at Carin.

	“I know,” she whispered, treading water. “It’s … beyond words. We’re the first in five thousand years to feel this. Come in with me.”

	He did, but still moving as if entranced, foot by foot descending the steps that dropped from the rim toward the pool’s depths. Watching the water rise gradually up his naked form, devouring with her eyes the lean, graceful body that she knew so well, with its erect stance and the proud set of his head, Carin wanted him with an urgency that wouldn’t wait.

	A kick of her feet sent her arrowing at Verek. She knocked him backward forcefully enough to get a deep-throated grunt from him. She pushed him down until he sprawled on the steps with only his head above water. The ends of his long hair swayed like seaweed, awash in the waves thrown up by Carin’s onslaught. Tasting salt in her mouth like sweat now, she grabbed Verek’s shoulders, digging her fingers into his muscles, kneeling on the steps astraddle him, open to him.

	Half off-balance but jolted out of his trance, Verek caught her hips and moved hard to her, pulling Carin to him. The water that bathed their joined bodies was soft as velvet and intoxicating like liquor, and powerful as the elements unleashed—quaking rock, tidal wave, storm-wind, fire—for it was the raw power of the world itself, the living essence of the world.

	Around them the cavern rang with their cries of a pleasure exceeding anything they had yet known together. Again they coupled, and again, sometimes buoyed up by the current that rose in the pool’s center, sometimes supported by the wide stone steps that did not feel stony under them, but cushioned them—soft as featherbeds, Carin thought, only dimly conscious of any touch but Verek’s and the water’s.

	They stayed in the pool for hours. If Welwyn had not been there to supervise the children, up above in the nearly forgotten daylight world far over their heads, no doubt the imps would have burned down the house while Carin and Verek remained lost in each other, transcendent, their senses heightened almost beyond what flesh and blood could bear.

	 At last, spent, they climbed from the pool and fell exhausted on the cavern’s floor. As her wet body began to dry, Carin felt no chill. The polished stone under her was warm. She stretched, luxuriating in a warmth like that of a sun-heated boulder on the shores of a summer pond.

	She rolled over and studied her husband where he lay asleep beside her. With no feeling of surprise—how could it be otherwise?—Carin saw that the hair at Verek’s temples was no longer streaked with gray
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