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Marisa woke slowly, finding her face in the middle of something enormous and soft.  Confused, she shook her head; she would never have been such a fool as to carry something this useless when they were chasing the Nameless Necromancer.  She had not had a pillow like this since she left her apprenticeship, having discovered she did not have the patience to be a wizard.

She rolled over and woke up a little more as she peered at a wall-hanging of a unicorn and a lead-paned window, through which morning sunlight poured.  She grimaced, wondering if she were dreaming; it looked like her old room.  She rolled over onto her back.  Of course, she remembered, blinking, they had caught the necromancer, and she had brought a mysterious tome of his to her old master for his aid in deciphering it.  Marisa grinned.  Cleaning up the tail ends had a few advantages, when you were in the royal employ.

A boom echoed in the room, shaking the wall-hanging and rattling the panes.  Marisa sprang out of bed, startled, and the floor shook a little under her bare feet.  She gulped.  The noise sounded like thunder, but it definitely sprang from the room below, Jerome's laboratory.  She sprang for the door and down the stairs, her brown hair flying behind her.

The oaken door had not budged, but gray smoke, smelling like his alchemy experiments, seeped under it.  Marisa grabbed the brass doorknob and yanked.

An enormous cloud of smoke rolled out to greet her.  Marisa coughed and tried to peer into the smoke-filled room in spite of her watering eyes.  A fit of coughing echoed in the room, and Jerome came slowly into view, his gray robes more than usually scorched and disarrayed.  "Lucky my spells of protection work so well."  He noticed his former apprentice and nodded to her.  "Be careful where you step, my dear; it broke the crucible."  He waved his arms in front of him and cleared a gap of air, revealing a table set with a shattered crucible, and an open book with a small lens resting on it.

Marisa briefly noticed the sharp edges of the crucible and felt very aware of her bare feet, but the book caught her attention.  "What have you been doing, Master Jerome?" she asked, barely able to keep sharpness out, and respect in, her words.

Jerome beamed and lifted the lens from the tome.  "I used one of my translation glasses on the book you brought.  It is a book of alchemy—it is not necromancy at all!"  He looked down at the crucible.  "I tried one of its concoctions."  Marisa's eyes narrowed.  Jerome held up a hand.  "I know, I know.  You don't like alchemy."

Marisa spread out her hands.  "Alchemy is a way of turning lead into a lion's worth of gold, spending twelve lions in the process."

"I'm down to eight," Jerome said, brightly.  "Besides, this is not a transmutation formula.  Although it contains only sulfur, charcoal, and saltpeter, it can make things fly through the air!"

Marisa put her hands on her hips.  "It nearly," she said, "sent you, and me, and this whole tower, flying through the air."

Jerome tossed one hand in the air in a grandiloquent gesture.  "Obviously, it needs more work."

Marisa cocked an eyebrow.  "Perhaps breakfast first?"

Jerome took a look around; the smoke had cleared, revealing the scorch marks around the room and the bits of the broken crucible.  "I think I'd better clean up first."

Marisa nodded.  "I'll see you in the kitchen."  She started back up the stairs to dress.  He was scatter-brained when I was an apprentice, she thought; but was he this scatter-brained?

A faint noise echoed in the stairwell, drawing her out of her thoughts.  She frowned, puzzled:  was that a snigger?  She looked around, but saw nothing.

* * *
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The door to the outside stood open in the kitchen, allowing the sunlight and the fresh smells of grasses and wildflowers in.  Jerome hunched over the fireplace, stirring up a fire from the banked coals.  He nodded to Marisa as she came down.

Marisa, feeling startled at how easily it came back, walked outside to wash her hands.  An enchanted jug sat on a wall beside the garden path; tilted on one side, it spilled an endless stream of pure water that ran babbling down the hill.  She had forgotten how cold it was and gasped at the first touch, but it came back to her.  She looked out over the view, of rows of delicate blue hills beneath a pure cloudless sky, for a long minute before she headed back to the door.  What a contrast from hunting the necromancer, she thought with sudden longing for the days of her apprenticeship.

A puff of smoke sprang into the room, and Jerome hopped back, coughing.  With watering eyes, he looked at Marisa.  "There were eyes in there!" he said, his tone disbelieving.

Marisa looked the cloud of gray wood smoke; she saw nothing untoward, and even the smell was the clear sooty smell of burned wood.  She raised her hands and blasted the cloud with a conjured wind; the cloud dissipated.  She looked back at Jerome.  "Perhaps," she said, "the explosion shook your nerves."

Jerome considered the matter.  "Perhaps."  He squatted to feed more wood to the fire.  Flaxen tongues of fire licked at fuel, greedily.

Marisa sat on one of the stools beside the table.  "You're certain that this book is on alchemy, and not necromancy?"

Jerome looked up at her and blinked.  "Didn't this morning prove it?"

Marisa's mouth twisted.  "The Royal Wizard is not going to be satisfied with that."  She tilted her head to one side.  "Nor would the king.  After all, we found the book in the possession of the Nameless Necromancer, who robbed graves and raised the dead and destroyed entire villages with strange diseases—and he kept it under lock and key."

"I never understand why you went into the royal employ," said Jerome, plaintively.  "Hunting down criminals is not a wizard's business."  He shook his head.  "You learned to cast your spells of fire and cold and sand like lightning, but that's just a matter of practice.  Why, you haven't even devised a single spell that could make your name immortal."

Marisa shrugged.  "I'm not really a wizard, since I didn't finish my studies, and I haven't the patience to devise spells," she said.  "But I must reassure them about the book."

Jerome blinked.  "It's all alchemy.  I looked it through before I experimented."  He went to the cupboard and pulled out the pot.  "After all, didn't you say that the chest he kept it in was covered with cobwebs?"

Marisa nodded, slowly.

Jerome beamed.  "There you are.  He guarded it as a rare work, but it did not help his area of studies."

Marisa nodded again.  "It would explain a great deal."  She put her elbow to the table to support her chin.  "They might even let you keep the book."

Jerome blinked, as if he had not realized he could lose it.

* * *
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Another explosion rocked the tower.  Marisa sighed and laid aside her letter to the Royal Wizard.  Jerome was bent on getting the concatenation to work before he lost the book, and she did not think she would get any writing done until he calmed down a little.  He was methodical enough to stop to write down his notes; she could write the letter then.

She walked over to the window.  The woods and fields spread out over the hills like a pieced quilt in shades of green.  She pushed open the window; the white roses climbing over the tower scented the warm breeze.  Marisa sat down on the sill, in the sunlight, and began practicing her spells, sending flashes of cold and heat and blasts of air from the palm of her hand.  She did not have the aptitude for pure wizardry, but she had shown the Nameless Necromancer that she had plenty of aptitude for some spells!  She grinned.

The smell of smoke rose up toward her.  Marisa sniffed, frowning.  That was not wood smoke.  Indeed, it smelled rather like the mess that morning.  She looked down, and saw the smoke billowing from the windows.  The smell thickened; it was not only the strange mix from the book, but half a dozen other ingredients from Jerome's laboratory.

Marisa leapt to her feet and ran.  There hadn't even been an explosion just before, she thought as she ran down the stairs; if Jerome had set the room on fire.  Without completing the thought, Marisa yanked open the door.

An almost black cloud of foul-smelling smoke billowed in her face.  Coughing, Marisa fell back against the opposite wall.  A deep chuckle sounded out of the smoke.  Marisa threw her hands up and whipped up a blast of air, dissipating most of the cloud and revealing its core.  A black wisp with dull red eyes looked
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