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Clearwater looked as if no one would go to law over it—certainly not for years.  Rain soaked the fields and filled up the ditches, with not even a breeze perturbing its fall, leaving every inch dull and dreary beneath leaden skies.

Avice, ready to hug herself with glee, watched it from the window.  Even when the justice had decided the suit, she had not really believed that her father would settle Clearwater on her, whatever he had promised—but she had held the papers in her hands.  Despite raindrops smearing her view, she could not look away from her fields.

Someone stood there.

She blinked.  Whoever that was, she had not seen him walking over the field, though she might have missed such a dark shadow—she scowled.  Who would walk about in this drenching rain?  To stand in the mud?

The figure swept the air with one arm.  Light flooded from his hand.  Her breath rushed out.  The man wore a wizard's robes and cast spells—on her lands.  "What the devil's that?" 

"Really, Avice," said her father, from talking with his man of business behind her, "the language—"

The wizard gestured again.  Avice ran, past her father, toward the door.  A chilled, damp gust greeted her, and she ran into the driving rain.

Within strides, the cold water had soaked her.  Her skirts weighed like lead, and mud clung to her shoes, slowing her.  The wizard still gestured.  Chanted, too, perhaps; she could not hear in the rain.

I will never reach him in time, Avice thought, but slogged on, her skirts slapping at her legs.  His hands did not stop.  She could even hear words, despite the drumming rain.

The wizard, a lean, brown-haired man, looked at her as she neared him.  He flourished a bone-white staff at her.  "You think the king's—justice ended the dispute!  This will show you otherwise!"

Avice lunged toward him and grabbed his bony arms.  For a moment, her fingers caught the cloth, but he twisted away.  She dug in her fingers, trying to keep her grip, but her foot slid on the mud.  The cloth and arm slipped free, and she fell, hard, to the ground.  She fought for breath.  Water seeped into her clothing, and staring blankly at him, she tried to struggle up.

Silently, the wizard vanished.  From his hand, the staff fell to the earth.

He had appeared out of nowhere, one thought said, with insane clarity.  She staggered to her feet.  Rain fell on her, sending rivulets through the mud on her skirts.

The staff lay, startling white on mud and grass, and she stared at it for a long moment, seeing odd nubs and dips, before it slowly came her that it was not a staff, but a bone.  Feeling numb, she took it up.  It felt like any other bone—a leg bone, she thought, but it might be either man or beast.

She plodded back toward the house.  Puddles spread to either side, and the ditch was half-full, with circles spreading from every heavy drop that hit the waters.  She could not manage half the speed that she had, charging at him.  Her arm and side ached, where she had fallen, and she started to shiver.

At the house, she pulled the door shut behind her, to stand, dripping and muddy, on the floor, and be vaguely glad it was of stone.  Her father looked grave as he studied her, coldly.  Feeling stupid and futile, she looked down.  She was colder than she had thought; her hands were the same shade as the bone.

Then, she had retrieved more than the bone.  "Lord Blondell," she said.  She laid the bone on the table and put her hands about her hair to wring out the water.  It splattered on the floor, and she thought of a fire, and dry clothes, and hot drinks. 

Her father's eyebrows went up.  "That was not Lord Blondell."

"He cursed Clearwater," said Avice, enunciating each word, "he said so, and that Lord Blondell hired him."

The man of business looked away.

"If we lay the charge on no better evidence," said her father, "the king will accuse us of a private war."

Avice stood still, her hands still tangled in her hair. Unlike her sister Mirabel, she would make no grand match—even with lands, she did not have the beauty to attract one—but she could avoid living on Mirabel's charity as an old maid—or could have.  If her lands could support her instead.  If they were not under a curse that would blight them.  She glanced between the men.  No one would hire a wizard for a lesser curse than that.

"It would cause trouble, such a charge," said the man of business, his voice gray and neutral.

Heaven help me, Avice thought.

* * *
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Sunlight shone over where the wizard had stood.  All about it, grass grew lushly green, and bees buzzed over sweet, bright wildflowers, but within, yellow grass lay on the ground, as if scythed, in a perfect circle.  When the dew vanished again, it would be as dry as—her mouth twitched—bone.

The circle spread.  The bounds already touched the house; roses bloomed, red, yellow, and pink, against the walls, and sweetness hung on the air, but the bushes nearest the curse had withered to brown.

The roses were among the great charms of Clearwater, blooming all summer long.  She had liked that tale even when she was a small girl and knew nothing of lands.

Avice bounced a peasant baby on her hip; he gurgled merrily enough.

"My lady, what'll happen to us?" his mother said.

Avice swallowed.  She had tried; she had gone to stop the wizard and defend them all, with only her bare hands at that.

"I do not know, but—"  She gestured at the carriage her father had ordered.  "We go to ask a scholar to break the spell.  Master Clement.  He is a master of magical learning.  And we can go and return in a day."

She closed her mouth before she talked of what a pest she had had to be before her father would agree.  As if he had not believed she would persist when her lands were at stake.

* * *
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In Master Clement's study, sunlight slanted in from half dozen windows, most of which were half-covered by bookcases and stacks of tomes, and dust motes drifted, gilt by the light.

Avice sat with her hands folded in her lap, and her ankles crossed.  Her father described the wizard's attack; she could not fault him for accuracy, only indifference.

"A bone wizard, Lord Harding," said Master Clement, plump and brown and fussing with his papers.  "Very rare.  I can't imagine finding another to consult with.  There is a book, the Book of Bone. . . legendary for its learning on it. . . but you will need the knowledge now. . . ."  He shuffled through more papers, frowning.

"Do you know how to break the spell?" her father said.

"Ah no, Lord Harding.  Only that breaking the bone will not do it."  The scholar shuffled his papers.  "You had best find the Book of Bone."

He sounded, Avice thought, doubtful of the possibility.  "What is this Book of Bone?"

Her father scowled, but the scholar peered at her.  "A book.  On bone wizardry."

Her father rose to his feet.  "Thank you for your time."

"An honor, Lord Harding, Lady Avice."

Avice's hands tightened about each other.  "There are other scholars," she said.

Like an owl trying to make sense of day, Master Clement looked at her.  Her father scowled again, but the scholar, oblivious, said, "I do not know of any who have made a study of bone wizardry, any more than of bone wizards themselves."

Which he had not said to appease her father, but still she said, "Do you know where I might learn of them?"

Her father snorted.  "You think you learn more of scholars, in season, than Master Clement has in a lifetime?  What do you think you can do?"

Avice thought of scholars, libraries, and then—  She stood.  "I will appeal to the king."

Her father eyed her.  After a minute, he said, "How can you?  How will you travel?  Where will you stay?"

"I will use my allowance and stay with Lady Witt."  Avice smiled.  "My dear godmother has invited me to visit her before, and said I could come at any time—to match-make, to be sure, but I must look to my dowry for that."

Master Clement looked between them with mild eyes, but her father spat out his words, as if Master Clement were no more of a witness than a cow would be.

"Looking to your dowry?  Babbling wild charges?  When there are a thousand curses in this kingdom?"  He stopped to draw a breath, and his voice was laced with malice.  "I can't stop you, but you will go alone.  I will not permit you to take a maid."  He glanced sideways.  "And it is unkind of you to argue so in the study of a scholar, disturbing his studies."

"Then," said Avice, "you should permit me to ask my questions in peace, and so not waste his time in our quarrels."

"Lady Avice," said Master Clement.  "Your father is quite right.  The king does not deal with petty curses, laid between neighbors in minor quarrels.  As for other scholars—you saw how you had to travel to me.  How could you travel to the wastes and forests where many of them live?"
"Many of them live in towns," said Avice.
"Not the ones who seek strange knowledge—and bone wizardry is strange indeed."

Her father eyed the door.  This time, Avice went.

As the carriage rolled over the roads, it passed wheat fields, orchards that grew green between the blossom and the fruit, pastures where sheep grazed—peasants tending them.  It looked very like Clearwater, where she was lady.  Her duty was to preserve those fields, pastures, orchards, and peasants, and without them, she would be a poor and ragged relation, lucky to have a godmother or sister to take her in.

She felt as cold as when the rain had drenched her.  She folded her hands in her lap and tried to work out what she would need to pack.  A gown for court itself would not be needed.

* * *
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Shocked though she had been, Lady Witt had been willing to aid her.  Her dowry had to take precedence
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