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"We have to do something with Sophie's baby," complained Angelica.

Sophie, sitting the back of the solar with her baby sleeping in its cradle, did not look up from the letters she was penning for her father-in-law.  That had been Angelica's plaint ever since the baby had been born.

Besides, Angelica was right.  Sophie had no more idea than her mother-in-law what to do with a baby for which they were too poor to hire a nurse.  She and Gabriel had wed to secure the line when everyone had thought Gabriel's elder brother Michael had died; but now Michael was back, and Michael's wife had produced twins, Gabriel had died, and Gabriel's wife had produced a baby girl they could not provide for.

"Why not send them both to the convent?  That was where Sophie was going to go anyway," offered Vera, Michael's wife, in an infinitely practical voice.

"Sophie can," said Angelica.  "Her dowry is her own.  But how do we produce one for the baby?  When we are so badly off we can't persuade anyone to be the baby's godmother!"

And that was it, in the nutshell.  Sophie's fingers tightened on the pen.  This was the point at which, in every fairy tale, some mysterious man arrived and offered to stand as godfather.

The baby wailed.  Sophie scrambled to her feet and across the room to pick her up, and the baby began to calm.  Sophie looked out at the barren snowscape.

Sleigh bells jingled in the courtyard, startling Sophie; surely no one traveled in this weather to the poorest noble house in the land!

A red sledge, drawing by two golden horses, glided into the courtyard and stopped, one horse's tossing head framed in the window beside Sophie.  For a second she thought it had red eyes; then the grooms hustled up to take them, and Sophie realized that she must have been mistaken; Ed would have thrown a fit at an enchanted horse, even if none of the other grooms had noticed.  Still, Sophie moved closer:  there was something on the sledge, and it was no coat-of-arms—nor a merchant's mark, either!

The grooms moved so that Sophie got little more than a glimpse of the golden rune.  She bit her lip.  It did look like a wizard's rune.

"So much for my useless studies," she muttered.

"Sophie, what is it?" Angelica asked, her voice high and breathless.

Sophie turned to her mother-in-law.  "A visitor."

* * *
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"Faery gold, as it is called, has not set aside its moral nature with its mortal seeming.  All metals and other things are corruptible; gold is immortal.  For this reason, that which transforms base metal into gold truly will also turn moral men immortal.  Howbeit, the faery gold is transformed by a lesser transformation, the which is not permanent.  Where other things so transformed rot after their new seeming, gold can but revert. . . ."

"Lady Sophie!"

Sophie jerked her head up from the book, startled by Jennet's voice.  The elderly maid bobbed a curtsey and said, "His Grace will be seeing you in his office."

The lady quickly put the book aside.  Sir Marcel Silvermarsh wrote better than any man of the Northlands, where their guest's sledge came from, but he did so at great length.

"And you, silly woman," she told herself, "were side-tracked from your quest to name our quest by her run—by the faintest of sidetracks.  Like that chapter on the chapel of St. Jewel."

Lucius was very jovial when Sophie arrived.  "Ah, good, you are here, daughter.  This woman, Mariah, she's a merchant of great prosperity—has offered to be the baby's godmother.  Not only that—she has need of an heir, so she'll raise the baby herself."

"Has need of an heir?" Sophie heard her voice say.  This woman a merchant?  No caravan, no guards, no goods—what was Mariah supposed to be trading in?

Mariah nodded.  "I have a certain prosperity," she said, her voice low and rich.  "I have, also, need of an heir as the news I have here has told me."  She lifted a piece of parchment from her lap.  "It says that my kinsfolk have selected an heir for me.  I have no wish to give anything to that fool.  I will gladly foster my goddaughter and make her my heir."

What wizard needs an heir?  But Sophie said nothing.  Mariah looked her up and down.  Sophie stood there, a pale woman, whom black did not become, her lambent gold hair drawn into a severe bun.  The wizard smiled:  Sophie would go into the convent with no trouble at all.

* * *
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"Me mum said she looks just like a fairy-tale witch," said Jane breathlessly, as she brushed out Sophie's hair.  

Sophie, barely listening to the maid, said, "She is."  Then she gasped as Jane pulled on a tangle.

"She does look like one?  You think so?  Mum said you thought fairy tales were silly. . . ."

"No," said Sophie, absently, as her thought went back to her problem.  "I meant she is a wizard.  She has magical runes on her sledge."

The hairbrush clattered on the floor.  "Why, you can't believe that, me lady!  Even Mum knows that they're fairy tales!"

Sophie smiled.  "Your mum has utmost respect for my book-learning.  I assure you, I saw the runes."

Jane's eyes grew enormous.  "But what's she gonna do to baby Mariah?  No wizard needs no heir!"

Sophie grabbed Jane's hand.  "Listen."  The maid nodded.  "Mariah has a paper; she said it had the reason why she needed an heir.  She lied about what it said, but it might hold the truth."

Jane nodded, her eyes still wide.

"She knows I'm one of the family, but all she will see of you is that you're a maid.  If you could go to her room. . . ."

"And steal from a wizard?  I wouldn't dare!"  The maid stepped back, her hands going to her pale face.

"Think, Jane!" Sophie exclaimed, grabbing Jane's hand.  "She's going to take little Mariah.  Don't you want to keep the baby safe from the wizard?"

* * *
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Sophie took the nearest chair to the library's fire to read the letter.  Mariah may have assumed she was illiterate, but the wizard would guess where her letter went.  After a quick glance over her shoulder, Sophie unrolled it to see vivid writing, in ink of black, gold, blue red.

To Her Wisdom, the Wizard of the North Winds, from the Reader of Runes:

In response to your query, I must inform you that your name has again appeared in the Book of the Angel of Death, that you will die this coming year on the Feast of Candlemas in the third hour of the morning.  I advise haste in the necessary preparations.

Sophie stared for a minute, hoping that the letter would abruptly begin to make sense.  How far could this wizard raise the baby if she died within three months?  and how could the wizard's name appear again, if, when it first appeared, she should hae died.

Her lips moved as she reread the letter.  The Book of the Angel of Death—it almost rang a bell.  Briskly, Sophie rolled up the letter.  She did not have much time to puzzle it out.  Mages were unpredictable but powerful.  The best chance would be to look through the books that Gabriel had carefully kept from his father's attention—the books on wizardry, by the wizards.  They might not confess all, but they would confess much.

And she doubted that Mariah intended to leave an heir.

* * *
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The baby squalled again.  Sophie stuck the letter into her volume as a bookmark and hurried over.  Angelica would throw a fit if she thought Sophie neglected the baby, even in favor of finishing her husband's last work, and might even ban her from the library.

"Which would really be neglecting you, munchkin."

The baby gurgled.

"I've never seen a baby like attention as much as you."  Sophie put the baby on her hip and returned to the book she had been reading:  The Book of Jacobionous.

"Of such impudence are the mages that they presume to read the Book of the Angel of Death, therein learning the hours of their own deaths, and earning the righteous enmity of Almighty God, who had forbidden such presumptuous pryings into His benevolent plans."

Sophie faithfully read on.  Jacobionous rambled on for many pages about the evils the mages were able to do with the powers of their conjured demons, but did not return to the Book of the Angel of Death.

Sophie sighed.  At least she knew that Mariah was indeed about to die—again.

"How could anyone trick the Angel of Death?" she asked.

The baby answered very intelligently.  Sophie kissed it and put it back in the cradle.  There were very few books on sorcery left.  Idly, Sophie picked up a book on the Northlands and flipped through it; falling open on a chapter on superstitions, it caught her eye with the assertion that trolls fear milk, and she began to slowly turn the pages.

"It is held among the North Lands, that a babe may not be named after one still living, for the Angel of Death might confuse the twain when it comes for the elder, and take the babe when the elder must die."

Sophie remembered to breathe a minute later.

* * *
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Sophie licked her lips as she reached for the door latch to His Grace's office.  True, Lucius did not think much of her learning—it had been Gabriel who encouraged her—but he would have to listen to this.

He would have to.

Then she heard the wizard within the office.  "Your daughter-in-law spends much time in the library," said Mariah, coolly.

"Too much," said Lucius, heartily.  "I told Gabriel not to encourage her. . . well, we'll ship her off to the convent soon enough.  It's a good thing you'll have the baby; I'm not sure Sophie could be trusted as a mother.  Too many odd notions.  Why, she really believes that there's magicians!"

Sohpie's hand fell from the latch.  She would only be telling Mariah that she knew what the wizard was up to.  Lucius had settled his little problem.

Her lips tightened.  She should have known better in the first place; she began to walk briskly away, planning.  She could take little Mariah and run—but Lucius would no doubt think her mad and hunt her down; and even after the baby was baptized, it might not stop
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