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Prologue

Wallachia, Eastern Europe,

September 12, 1476

 


The two horse riders stopped as they came
around a bend in the narrow canyon. The sun was still low on this
chill autumn morning, leaving the canyon floor in shadow. On a hill
dominating the gorge on the far side was Poenari Castle. The canyon
was too narrow to farm and also too narrow for an attacking army to
mount much force. That was probably part of the reason the castle
was here in the Carpathian Mountains that separate Transylvania
from Wallachia.

Brunhild sat on her steed, one of the proud
beasts the Valkyrie bred for their needs. Mist was rising from its
white coat in the morning chill. They had ridden hard through the
night. She patted the horse on its long, strong neck: a gesture of
thanks and tenderness. The horse had carried her far for this
meeting: down the Scandinavian Peninsula, flying across the
Skagerrak as an eagle would, and bearing her down Jutland into
Germania and The Holy Roman Empire. Despite living in the wilds of
northern Scandinavia, this “holy empire” struck her as wholly
barbaric. A woman travelling alone often encountered those who
would take advantage, until they learned of her power. Most of
those encounters were fatal for the attackers. Adept ones did not
like to leave survivors to spread talk about them.

The other horse, the color of charcoal, was
also misting in the biting morning air. It snorted impatiently with
a burst of fog from its nostrils as its rider looked to the
castle.

“What grotesque trees surround Poenari?” he
asked with wonder. He was speaking the ancient language as the only
common tongue between them. His journey had been even farther,
riding a ship from Iceland to Britannia, then another ship to
Gallia. From there by horse or paid carriage or on foot across the
European continent to the Wallachian village of Pitesti, where he
bought his horse and saddle. As they planned to arrive during the
day, they needed to look like ordinary travelers: Ingólfur had to
use a local steed and saddle, but Brunhild’s horse could move on
the ground as easily as in the sky.

They had communicated by farseeing to ensure
their arrivals were closely timed.

“I do not know, Ingólfur,” Brunhild breathed,
looking where her Icelandic companion peered. There would normally
be no trees around a castle to deprive attackers cover and
concealment. But there was something surrounding the keep, small
distorted shapes, too short to be trees (an Icelander probably
wouldn’t know this) yet too tall to be bushes.

“Let us proceed with our business,” Brunhild
said strongly, to cover her own growing fear.

“I would still rather we had a sword or two
to accompany us,” Ingólfur growled, still looking at whatever it
was surrounding the red stone walls of the castle.

“Vlad has an entire army at his command. Two
swords or a hundred swords will not change matters.”

Ingólfur grumbled. Brunhild wondered briefly
if he were the right adept one for this mission. His long blond
hair had a slight curl to it and nearly reached his saddle. He was
of slight build, and the eyes that gazed at the far castle were sky
blue. But he was the leader of the Icelandic Guild and that spoke
to his power. Both he and Brunhild stood out in this country. Her
hair was almost as long as Ingólfur’s and also a golden color, but
more the color of sunshine, where his was cold, almost white. Her
blue eyes were darker than the Icelander’s. Brunhild hadn’t seen a
blonde head or blue eyes since Prague.

At the Great Conclave, where this trip had
been planned, it had been debated whether to have an adept one from
the Iroquois League or the Tawantinsuyu Empire accompany Brunhild
to reinforce the seriousness with which the guilds held this
matter. But the distance to travel was deemed to be too great and
would delay this trip unacceptably.

“Do my eyes deceive me?” Ingólfur cried, and
Brunhild looked at him sharply. She could tell he was using
farseeing to make the sights of the castle seem as close as if it
were in front of them. “A forest of the bodies of men,” he breathed
as if he couldn’t believe it. “And I see women, too,” he added.

Brunhild nodded gravely. So the rumors were
true about Vlad III Dracul. She did not wish to look upon impaled
persons any sooner than needed.

“We need to be going,” she said simply. “We
must reach Poenari Castle soon. Vlad is still there, I feel him.
But war beckons, and he will not resist long its cruel and bloody
siren.”

She gave her horse a gentle touch with her
heels near its hindquarters and the beast, large even for a horse,
bounded forward, its hooves pounding the dirt lane with a deep
resonating beat.

Ingólfur was not as skilled a rider but he
followed Brunhild as best he could. His horse was the best they
could find in Pitesti, yet it looked the plow nag next to the
Valkyrie’s mount.

Reaching the rise that led up to the castle,
she could see now the victims of Vlad’s cruelty. Impaling was an
acceptable form of execution among lesser ones, but Vlad seemed to
relish it. Men, women, aged from teenaged to old, had wooden stakes
about twice the diameter of a clenched fist driven into their
bodies; in between the legs, and out through the mouth or shoulder.
Then the stakes were planted in the ground vertically so that the
victims’ own weight and struggling pulled them farther onto stake.
It was said if the impaling was done “skillfully,” the condemned
could live for days in unbearable pain before they died.

The jungle of impaled humans extended at
least five hundred paces from the castle gate. They were all
mercifully dead or unconscious along this path, Brunhild noted.
Some were rotting corpses, skulls with hollow eyes and skin
sloughing off of muscle. The smell was horrible and inescapable.
Brunhild had, of course, seen death before, including violent ends
to human life that she had caused. But never had she experienced
death on this scale of numbers and cruelty. She looked back at
Ingólfur, whose ashen face showed his level of distress. What Vlad
did to lesser ones was not their business, but it gave an
indication of the type of soul with which they were dealing.

They halted before the great wooden gate of
Poenari Castle. There was no moat: the hill and the narrow path
providing ample defenses.

A man along the ramparts, visible as little
more than a helmeted head, yelled something in a language Brunhild
did not recognize. She called up a quick translation spell.

“…goes there? Identify yourselves and be
quick about it. There are arrows aimed at each of your
breasts.”

Vlad is being paranoid, Brunhild
thought, but with reason. His younger brother aimed to usurp
him and turn this land back over to the Ottomans. Since it was at
the nexus of the Christian West and the Islamic East, this land had
been fought over repeatedly for the past five centuries or so, most
recently between the Ottomans and the Hungarians.

“Tell your master that Brunhild of the
Valkyrie and Ingólfur of Iceland are here to meet with him,”
Brunhild called out, the translation spell ensuring the man would
understand. She kept her voice level, not sure if the threat about
the arrows was a bluff or not.

The man laughed. “What woman would have
business with the Prince of Wallachia?”

Brunhild looked at Ingólfur, who returned her
look of frustration. Dealing with lesser ones was always such a
chore.

Brunhild fingered her necklace from which
hung her talisman. Not Mjollnir, for it never leaves
Volhöll, but a temporary one, still ancient and still
powerful. The persuasion spell was strong. “Tell your master that
Brunhild of the Valkyrie and Ingólfur of Iceland are here to meet
with him,” she repeated. “You will be well rewarded.”

Ingólfur wondered if it was his imagination
or if the stone walls shook with her voice. His horse stamped the
ground and whinnied nervously.

“Yes, I will tell my master,” the man yelled,
fear lacing his voice, and his head disappeared.

“Now we will see if Vlad is accommodating,”
Brunhild said with a sarcastic chuckle, returning to the ancient
language. They could get into the castle, fight their way past any
guards, but she would rather be welcomed and face Vlad rested and
not weary from battle.

The sun had come from behind the clouds and
it was growing warm sitting on horses in the open. The smell of the
decaying bodies around them seemed to increase. Ingólfur looked
sicker and Brunhild found her throat tightening. She wondered how
long they should wait before they simply attacked.

Eventually, the gate opened slowly with loud
creaks, as if protesting having to move. When it was fully open,
Brunhild could see that two men had pushed open each side. A third
man in chainmail, helm, and carrying a spear walked out slowly. His
metal armored feet clanked on the paving stones.

“You will follow me,” the man ordered
imperiously.

Brunhild held her temper and encouraged her
horse to move forward, assuming Ingólfur would follow. The horses’
hooves made hollow clomping sounds on the same paving stones as
they passed inside the castle wall. Brunhild looked up and saw the
murder holes in the ceiling, and wondered if she was foolish not to
have a protection spell invoked. Vlad had to know what the purpose
of this visit was, and he couldn’t be pleased. But killing two
adept ones leaders would bring the wrath of all the separate guilds
down upon him. This was his chance to live, he must realize.

The man in armor walked into the dusty
courtyard. The smell from outside seemed not as strong, but in here
the odor of animal and human waste was mixing incongruently with
the smells of cooking. Brunhild was used to the clean mountain air
of Volhöll, and the cacophony of smells was almost as
overwhelming as a rune. She wondered briefly if that was Vlad’s
plan.

Dismounting, the Valkyrie stood tall, her
blond hair hanging to the small of her back, her blue eyes darting
around the courtyard looking for threats. On the ramparts and
parapets were armed and armored men, but none were making
threatening gestures.

Ingólfur dismounted lightly and held the
reins of his horse. There was a standard wooden beam for tying up
one’s steed, and both adepts draped reins over it. Ingólfur spent a
few moments making sure his horse was secure. Brunhild left the
reins loose and spoke to her animal. Ingólfur swore the beast
nodded in response.

“You will follow me,” the armored man again
ordered. Brunhild resisted the temptation to do something to him to
teach him manners. A fortnight without speaking would humble him.
Adept ones quickly learn to suffer fools lest they give away what
they are. The situation was worse for women.

The two visitors followed the guard into a
large hall that was just off the courtyard. At one end sat Vlad III
Dracul, Voivode of Wallachia and head of the Transylvanian Guild.
He was sitting in an ornate chair upon a dais. To his left in a
smaller chair was a young woman with the dark hair and eyes
Brunhild had come to expect of the local folk. She was quite
pretty, especially by lesser ones standards, and Brunhild wondered
if she was Vlad’s wife or consort.

Tapestries hung from the ceiling at the
entrance to the room. The pictures woven into the fabric depicted
barbarities to both men and beasts. They were as long as two men
and nearly as wide as a man could reach out with his arms. Brunhild
wondered why a man would want to surround himself with so much
suffering. There were at least ten armed men here, some with
swords, some with pikes, and two, standing on either side of Vlad,
with both. These also seemed to be the largest and strongest of the
warriors.

The doors behind them slammed shut, and the
only light entering the chamber came from high windows. Vlad seemed
to like it dark.

Brunhild strode purposefully into the
chamber, her eyes taking in all even as she looked only at Vlad.
Her skirts rustled as she walked, and her leather turnshoes made
soft clapping sounds with each step upon the stones. She knew
Ingólfur was matching her stride for stride. She could hear him
beside her and felt him building his strength. If Vlad attacked
they needed to be ready.

Vlad just sat, looking at them impassively.
If he was preparing an attack, Brunhild could not sense it. His
black eyes showed no emotion and his thin mouth was curled into a
slight smile. He wore no crown but his long black hair hung thick
to his shoulders. The mustache under his hawk nose was a black
growth across his face, and his chin protruded as was common in
this part of Europe.

The man leading the visitors stopped before
the dais and bowed low. “These are the people of whom I told Your
Highness,” he said in a loud yet respectful voice. It has lost all
of its earlier swagger.

“Return to your post,” Vlad growled low. His
voice was smooth, like silk upon water.

The man bowed lower with a tinkle of armor
and then backed away. He turned just before reaching Brunhild, and
she caught the look in his dark eyes through the eye slit in his
helm: he was afraid.

The Valkyrie kept walking until she was
closer to the dais than the guard had dared approach. Ingólfur was
by her side.

“Greetings, Vlad Dracul,” Brunhild said
strongly using the ancient language. Their business was no concern
of the warriors gathered in the room or the young girl. “I am
Brunhild, head of the Valkyrie Guild, and this is Ingólfur of the
Icelandic Guild. We would speak with you.” Vlad may be a prince and
lesser ones rightly feared him, but as guild leaders, Brunhild and
Ingólfur were equals. Brunhild would not cow to this man.

“Why do the heads of two of the most powerful
guilds in Christendom travail so in order to speak to me, the head
of a small, unimportant guild?” Vlad kept the slight smile on his
visage, but his voice was full of malice.

Ingólfur spoke, his voice higher pitched yet
strong. “There was a Great Conclave of the guilds, Vlad
Dracul.”

“And why was I not invited?” Vlad asked,
affecting an injured sound in his voice.

“Because you were the subject of the
Conclave,” Ingólfur added.

“Was I?” Vlad exclaimed, looking almost
pleased with himself. “And where and when was this Conclave about
me?”

“Paris,” Ingólfur stated, “six months ago.
Those who could not attend in person attended by far seeing. That
included those across the ocean.” Mentioning those guilds, so far
away in lands the lesser ones of Europe had yet to discover, should
communicate to Vlad the seriousness of the Conclave. But Brunhild
still thought Ingólfur was talking too much.

“I was occupied battling the Ottomans,” Vlad
said dismissively.

“Yes,” Brunhild confirmed, “we know.” Vlad
was a man of unique ambitions. Normally adept ones did not wish to
involve themselves in the affairs of lesser ones, much less become
leaders in their regimes. And those who sought power among the
lesser ones were not interested in learning to become an adept one.
Yet Vlad was both, the head of his guild by right of being the
strongest, most powerful member, and the Prince of Wallachia by
birthright and conquest.

“And yet, here we are,” Vlad sneered. “And
still I do not know why I have the honor of hosting two such
powerful guild leaders.”

Ingólfur stepped forward. “We have reasons to
believe, Vlad Dracul, that you are engaging in necromancy, which
has been forbidden since the time of Atlantis.”

“And what control should the ancient and
long-dead priests of Atlantis have over us?” Vlad demanded loudly,
standing and throwing aside his cloak to grab the hilt of a
knife.

The warriors, who had been standing as still
as empty suits of armor, stirred. The two beside Vlad set their
pikes against the wall and placed their hands on the hilts of their
swords. Even though they couldn’t understand the conversation they
could certainly understand Vlad’s tone and actions. Brunhild
wondered if it was her imagination or if the young girl cowered.
She, too, couldn’t have understood what was happening unless she
spoke the ancient language. But she probably knew Vlad’s actions
and voice were not friendly.

Brunhild looked at the knife Vlad touched.
This was not a mere weapon. It was his talisman, and the blade had
probably touched blood, and very recently.

Ingólfur opened his mouth to say something,
and then thought better of it. Brunhild got the feeling he was
going to protest Vlad’s statement.

“You are ordered to cease, and turn over any
documents in your possession dealing with necromancy to us for
destruction,” Ingólfur said instead, his voice still strong.
Brunhild noted his hand was at his belt, where he kept his
talisman. She casually touched her necklace, feeling comfort from
the power that flowed from her talisman into her body.

“And if I do not?” Vlad growled.

“Then the wrath of all the guilds, European,
Asian, African, and across the great ocean, will be brought down
upon you, Vlad Dracul,” Ingólfur said almost as a whisper, as if it
were not a threat but a fact.

“You will be killed,” Brunhild clarified. “No
matter how many adept ones and warriors it takes.”

Vlad’s black eyes blazed as he looked at the
two others. No one spoke for a long moment while Vlad glared at the
two adept ones and they looked at him, awaiting an attack.

Brunhild saw motion out of the corner of her
eye and turned quickly, hand on her necklace, arm out for an attack
as a tapestry began to wrap around her, tightly and quickly,
enveloping her in thick fabric. She fell over with a painful smack
against the rock floor, no longer able to stand as her legs were
pinned together. She heard Ingólfur shout a word that must have
been in his native language and saw him topple over, too.

Brunhild wondered for a moment how the
tapestries got there so fast and came unfastened from the wall. She
and Ingólfur had been at least ten paces from them. Moving fabric
with air was well known to most guilds, but from the time Vlad had
touched his talisman to the time the tapestry had engulfed her
seemed too short.

But she had other things to worry about
now.

Vlad stood and walked down the few steps of
the dais, cackling with laughter. The two warriors beside him
followed, drawing their swords which hissed as metal escaped
scabbard. The young girl chose that moment to flee from the room,
her skirts swooshing and her long dark hair swaying as she nearly
ran.

“You don’t know the power of what I am
doing,” Vlad said in a soft yet somehow terrifying voice. “Bring on
your armies and your adept ones. I’ll defeat them all.”

“You cannot believe that,” Ingólfur cried,
struggling against the tapestry holding him. “If you kill us they
will come for you. This is your last chance to live, Vlad Dracul.
Surrender or die.”

“So be it,” Vlad spat. Then he turned to the
guards. “Kill them.”

Brunhild’s hand was still on her talisman,
trapped there by the suffocating tapestry. She could put up a
protection spell to defend against blades, but that would do
nothing for Ingólfur and would only delay the inevitable as she
would tire and the spell would wear off. The warriors were raising
their long, straight swords to cleave off the adept ones’ heads.
Brunhild knew she had to act now or die. Her right hand was being
held by her side, she couldn’t move it in the crush of fabric. But
she could still spell. She shot flames from her hand, ignoring the
pain as the fire splashed back against it and her clothes. But they
burned through the tapestry in the wink of an eye, and Brunhild
directed them at the nearest warrior.

The orange flames lit up the room as they
slammed into the warrior just as he was bringing down his sword.
Spasmodically, he jerked with a painful scream and the sword blade
missed Brunhild’s head, slicing off some blonde hairs but crashing
into the stone floor with a spray of sparks.

The tapestry was on fire but it also
mercifully became loose as it lost its unity. Brunhild used a
strength spell to blow the flaming fabric apart from her.

The warrior who was about to behead Ingólfur
instead swung his blade at Brunhild. She heard its hum as it cut
through the air. She ducked backwards and hit him with a powerful
airbolt, crashing him and his armor against the wall where he
slumped. But something hard hit her and knocked her back. Vlad had
attacked, his hand on his knife, confirming that it was his
talisman.

Ingólfur was still trapped and another of the
room’s warriors was rushing to him, holding his pike with the
obvious intention of impaling the Icelander. Brunhild could hear
armored feet quickly approaching and knew between Vlad and the
remaining eight warriors she would have a hard time escaping, let
alone killing Vlad.

Ingólfur, taking his cue from Brunhild, also
burned off his tapestry. Still lying on the floor, he shot the fire
at the warrior about to run him through with a pike.

Brunhild ignored the pain from the burns on
her hand and thigh where her skirt had burned briefly. She pivoted
to face the approaching guards and fire arced from her hand, the
heat of it almost burning her face as the flames smacked into the
warriors. They screamed and dropped their weapons as fire sought
gaps in armor and attacked skin and cloth.

Ingólfur was standing now, retreating, and
looking weak. He’d been burned badly when he lit the tapestry on
fire.

As she watched in amazement, Vlad used his
talisman’s blade to slice the throat of the warrior she had burned.
He put his face to the gash as the blood sprayed into his mouth.
When he stood again, blood dripping from his pointed chin, she
could feel his power had increased alarmingly.

Vlad pointed at Ingólfur, and Brunhild knew
the prince was about to attack. She shot an airbolt at Vlad,
knocking him temporarily aside and saving Ingólfur, who still had
three warriors to contend with.

Vlad stood, his eyes showing his hate and
anger as their blackness seemed to be bottomless pits. He raised
both his hands, the left hand holding the bloodstained knife, and
both Brunhild and Ingólfur felt their air disappear. Brunhild
gasped, knowing she didn’t have long to live. She tried to pull
back the air but Vlad was too strong, the necromancy having made
him so. Brunhild’s vision started going gray as the life was
leaving her.

The door to the room burst open and sunlight
filled the room. Vlad was momentarily stunned by the brightness of
it and covered his eyes. Brunhild felt air on her face again and
sucked in a deep breath while hearing Ingólfur do the same. But she
feared this was more warriors to battle, and she still had not long
to live.

She didn’t hear armored feet slapping the
floor but horse hooves. Her horse was galloping into the chamber.
Brunhild noted an arrow in its haunches and blood staining its
alabaster coat; it had fought its way in. Brunhild shot flame out
the door, stopping anyone from following the beast into the room.
She was rewarded with screams of anguish from the courtyard.

Brunhild grabbed the saddle and pulled
herself up in one smooth motion. Vlad stood amazed by the spectacle
as the horse still charged toward him. The prince shot fire at the
beast but Brunhild deflected it, and suddenly hooves were on Vlad’s
chest as the horse reared up and crushed Vlad under it. Vlad tried
stabbing the horse with his talisman and knife, but Brunhild fired
an airbolt at his hand and knocked the talisman away and, judging
by the cracking sound, broke every bone in his hand. She pulled her
horse off of the necromancer and heard his rattling breath. Vlad
could heal himself but the guilds would return, and in force. His
life was forfeit.

“Let us leave,” Brunhild called to Ingólfur,
who nodded as he bounced onto the horse, wrapping his arms about
Brunhild’s waist. When more of Vlad’s men attacked, as Brunhild
assumed they would, she and Ingólfur would lose this battle and be
killed. Better to live and report back to the guilds and mount an
attack of many adept ones and warriors.

The horse pivoted and galloped out of the
room—Brunhild and Ingólfur had to duck under the door’s
opening—until it hit the open courtyard, where it bounded into the
sky. Brunhild heard someone cry, “Kill the Impaler and we shall be
free!” before a group of armed men rushed the room. Vlad had ruled
by fear and now his own protectors no longer feared him. Ingólfur
noted sadly that his horse was dead, probably killed as a
precaution when Brunhild’s went on the attack.

The white horse flew over the wall of the
castle and dropped into the narrow valley below.

The excitement of battle over, pain from her
hand and thigh became intense, so Brunhild healed herself and
assumed Ingólfur was doing the same.

“His documents?” he asked.

“We’ll go back and find it after his subjects
. . . overthrow him.”

Ingólfur whispered, “Yes.” Both adept ones
needed to heal and rest.

Brunhild patted the neck on her horse as it
landed in the valley. She spent some of her own meta force healing
the animal after she pulled the arrow from its hide.

“How?” Ingólfur asked.

Brunhild just smiled. Every guild had its
secrets.


Chapter One

Seattle, Washington

March 19, 1968

 


I had a first-class ticket on West Coast
Airlines from San Francisco to Spokane with what was supposed to be
a short layover in Seattle. But my flight out of Seattle was
canceled due to weather problems—Spokane was fogged in—and because
it was a weather problem, the airline stated they weren’t
responsible for getting me to my destination. They even suggested I
rent a car and drive.

“It’s only about two hundred eighty miles,”
the chipper girl behind the counter said with a pasted-on
smile.

As if that were likely to happen. I had to
use a persuasion spell to even get a seat on the next possible
flight to Spokane. I did not want to be stuck in Seattle for the
day and especially not overnight. Through the glass of the airport
concourse I could see it was a nice sunny day. But that is the
exception in Seattle, as I knew from personal experience. That, and
there were too many echoes from my past here.

After securing my seat in tourist class (and
being told “the F27 doesn’t have a first-class section,” the “F27”
being the name of the airplane) I found a pay phone and called the
number I’d been given. This meant feeding a lot of coins into the
coin receptacle. Damn machines, can’t use spells on them to get
them to cooperate, and the long-distance operator was
unsympathetic…and also couldn’t be influenced by a spell due to her
distant location: inverse square law.

After boarding, I found my seat was in the
back of the plane against the rear bulkhead. It was a small
propeller-driven aircraft that seemed to hold about thirty
passengers and had high wings. When the pilot gave the required,
“How you doin’, folks?” announcement he called it a “turboprop.”
The rounded, middle-aged lady sitting next to me wanted to talk—”Is
business or pleasure taking you to Spokane today?”—but I subtly
touched her hand and she fell mercifully asleep. I kind of felt bad
about it, but that was easier than making up lies the whole way
across the state.

The plane climbed out of Sea-Tac Airport into
the azure sky with a droning throb of propellers. As it turned
east, it passed Mount Rainier. I was in a seat next to a small
window and had a great view. I smiled looking over the
white-mantled mountain that dominated the landscape. I swore I
could feel the power of the volcano even sitting in the plane.

The Cascade Mountains were lovely to fly
over, covered in snow with the occasional iced over alpine lake
reflecting the morning sun. I gawked at the beauty of it and was
thankful it was a beautiful clear day, at least over the
mountains.

But then, abutting the eastern slopes of the
Cascades were low clouds that covered the flat landscape in a
dismal gray blanket. We crossed a river I decided must be the
Columbia and a small city I decided must be Wenatchee before the
cloud cover became thick enough to obscure the ground. I stopped
watching and closed my eyes, resting. I’d gotten up early to catch
the flight out of SFO. Now I was going to be late in arriving,
getting to Spokane around lunch time instead of the planned
mid-morning.

Landing in Spokane an hour later, I was
finally able to get off the plane as everyone in front of me, and
that was the whole damn aircraft, seemed to be taking their time
getting their carry-ons and shuffling out the small door and down
the few steps to the tarmac. I gasped as I stepped
outside—it was cold. It was still March,
the day before the equinox, in fact, and while San Francisco wasn’t
exactly warm, it wasn’t anywhere near that cold. There was a short
walk into the new, albeit small, airport terminal. You walked from
the short concourse into a domed common area, then out into the
baggage claim. As far as I could see there were two concourses
labeled A and B. I wondered how primitive I would find Spokane
compared to San Francisco, and again why Vaughan and Brown had sent
me on this trip.

A dark-haired man in a blue business suit was
holding a white paperboard sign with hand-lettering that read “MR.
SMITH.” He was standing near the luggage carousel looking bored. I
noticed his hair was cropped short and neat. These days you could
pretty much sum up a man’s politics by the length of his hair.
Another man, younger, also in a suit but this one gray and his hair
just slightly longer, was fidgeting next to him looking about
nervously. “Smith” wasn’t the name I was using, but it was the
agreed-upon code name.

“I’m Smith,” I told the man with the sign, my
hand on my talisman. He wasn’t an adept, but I had no doubt he was
armed.

“Do you have checked luggage, sir?” he asked,
lowering the sign. His voice was crisp and efficient. I wondered if
he were ex-military and if so, how he avoided being in Vietnam at
that moment.

“Yes, I do,” I said simply. “Black hard-side
case.”

“If you would identify it, please, sir,” he
stated, his grey eyes glancing over at the carousel full of black
hard-side luggage.

I smiled. “Of course.” Anica has acquired
an interesting warrior, I thought as I saw my bag round the
corner. “There it is.” I pointed, and the younger man rushed over
and grabbed it, lugging it back to our group. I tended to
over-pack, so the suitcase was a bit heavy.

“We have a car waiting, sir,” the older man
said.

“Fine,” I replied. He led me out a nearby
door and there was a long black Cadillac idling on the curb. I
could smell its exhaust and hear the deep rumble of its engine. The
car had sides that were flat as a wall and seemed to go on forever,
but they were splattered with dirt and fresh gray slush. It’s
probably a pretty impressive car when it’s clean, I
thought.

I sucked in a sharp breath. “We’re not in
California, anymore, Toto,” I said, laughing. I had just warmed up
from my last exposure to the elements. I could see my breath, a
phenomena I’d rarely experienced in my life.

The younger man was putting my suitcase in
the trunk, and the older holding the back door to the car open for
me. I slipped in and was thankful for the warmth inside, although
the leather seats were cool and seemed to suck the heat out of me
right through my clothes. The door closed and both men got in
front, the younger driving. He piloted the land yacht away from the
curb. There was still snow on the ground but the road was bare.

“How long of a drive?” I asked. The older
warrior turned in his seat, looking at me, and held up a red pack
of cigarettes. I shook my head, and he put them away. At least
he was smart enough to ask first, I thought. I’d healed the
scars long ago, but the Pavlovian response I have to cigarette
smoke would never heal.

“About thirty or forty minutes,” he said,
turning back around to sit straight.

I shrugged and watched the landscape roll by,
again wondering why Louis Brown and Michael Vaughan had sent me.
They usually handled issues with the Transylvanian Guild. Yes, I
was the American Meta Association’s “fixer”: the one adept the
leaders could count on to fix problems. This made me, in practice
if not in fact, third in command of the guild. But this routine
trip to see the head of the Transylvanians wasn’t my usual
fare.

Maybe Brown and Vaughan were grooming me for
a higher position in the guild. Brown was getting older—he wasn’t
that much younger than Kader, who had to be in his sixties—but
Vaughan was only maybe five years older than I. That would make him
around forty, still young enough to head the guild for a long
time.

Or maybe Brown and Vaughan felt I needed a
milk run after dealing with that upstart in Alabama, who thought he
could break the southern adepts away from the AMA because they
didn’t like taking orders from a Negro such as Brown. I was amazed
that there was anybody, let alone adepts, who somehow thought skin
color mattered. As that Negro civil rights leader had said a few
years ago, “content of their character, not the color of their
skin.” Or something like that. But, hell, it’s 1968, I
thought. Can’t we get over these stupid, old ideas?

The driver pulled the car onto the freeway
and we drove through what must have been the small city of Spokane.
The train ran right through the middle of the downtown, it
appeared, on elevated tracks. There was a predominate red-brick
church not far off the freeway to the north. To the south was a
hill with buildings that looked like hospitals. A white police
cruiser passed us, and I still had to fight my almost instinctive
urge to hide. If I hadn’t become an adept I would probably be in
jail right now, or worse.

I decided to concentrate on the
Transylvanians.

In 1950, Francis Kader, then head of the AMA
(and the adept leader who formed it out of the many diverse guilds
in America after World War II) ceded Northern Idaho and Western
Montana to the Transylvanian Guild. They were refugees from
Soviet-dominated Eastern Europe. There’d been no problems for
eighteen years with this arrangement. Members of the AMA that were
living in the area—and there were few because it was sparsely
populated—had no problems with the Transylvanians. Our guilds were
at peace, according to documents Kader had signed with the
Transylvanian leader Anica. When Vaughan and Brown became co-heads
of the AMA about four years ago, they had renewed the peace
treaties with both the Transylvanians and the Valkyrie. Every year
or so Vaughan or Brown, or both, would come to visit Anica (as far
as I knew, she used no last name) to ensure there were still no
problems. For some reason this year, they sent me; and for some
reason, they sent me the day before the vernal equinox conclave. I
didn’t mind missing it, but there was usually some good booze
there.

I saw the sign signifying the border with
Idaho about twenty minutes after passing out of Spokane. It seemed
at the border the pine trees got thicker, as if they preferred to
grow in Idaho. I smiled at that. We pulled off the interstate and
drove down a narrow, snow-covered road surrounded by evergreen
trees; deciduous trees are pretty spotty in the Northwest. At one
point we passed what appeared to be a fairly big lake, which was
frozen over in the chill of this winter weather. After winding and
occasionally slipping through snow-covered streets—the older man
had to tell the younger driver to slow down—we stopped in front of
a large one-story, ranch-style house. I could see its rear faced a
lake that was also covered in ice. The house was isolated, with
tall pine trees around the yard. The nearest neighbor was probably
a quarter of a mile off.

The older warrior jumped out and opened the
door for me. I looked down. The sidewalk leading to the house’s
front door had been shoveled and I could see the white evidence of
salt. But there was about a two-foot gap between the car and the
bare concrete. That gap was full of slush. I was not going to step
in that and ruin my expensive shoes.

“Sorry, sir,” the warrior stated.

“Could you please move the car closer?” I
asked, looking at him. I tried to keep the annoyance out of my
voice.

“Yes, sir,” the warrior said, closing the
door. The driver spent a few minutes moving the car back and forth
until he was satisfied it was close enough. I simply sat and
waited. I wondered if they’d do that to Anica, who paid their
salary.

The door was pulled open again, and this time
the car was close enough I could step out onto the bare sidewalk.
The sky was covered in gray clouds that seemed to want to drop
lower, and the cold cut through my suit jacket. Again, my breath
was white clouds. I walked quickly to the house’s front door, not
caring if the warrior kept up.

He did, and he opened the door for me. I
stepped into the embracing warmth of the house. The interior was
clean and tastefully furnished in a classical style, as if the ‘50s
and ‘60s never happened. There was a newer-looking television with
a large screen—maybe twenty or so inches—against one wall.

Anica stood from a leather wing-back chair
and walked toward me, her high heels clicking on the hardwood
floor.

“You must be Mr. Smith,” she said, holding
out her delicate hand. Even though she was probably in her late
forties, she was still an attractive woman. I looked into her deep
brown eyes and smiled while I took her small hand in mine. I could
feel her power as we touched.

“Yes,” I said. “But that’s not the name I
use.”

She chuckled and her free hand brushed back
her long, luxurious dark hair from her shoulder. She was dressed
conservatively out of style, looking more like June Cleaver than
the way women were beginning to clad themselves in loud colors and
short skirts.

“I’m called Peter Branton,” I explained,
releasing her hand.

She smiled knowingly and met my eyes with
hers. “Yes,” was all she said.

Of course “Peter Branton” was not my real
name, either. Adepts don’t use their real names for many reasons,
the most critical being another adept who knew your real name would
have power over you. I’d chosen that name by pointing randomly in
the Seattle phone book in 1949. In the ensuing nearly twenty years,
I’d pretty much accepted it as my name.

“Won’t you sit down, Mr. Branton?” Anica said
cheerfully as she again sat in her chair, crossing her long
legs.

I found a nice comfortable-looking couch and
settled into its brown leather embrace. “Thank you.”

She smiled at me and I was again struck by
how lovely she was. If only she were ten or fifteen years
younger, I mused.

“Well,” she said, “are Louis and Michael
busy?” She was referring to Brown and Vaughan: I wondered if I
caught just a hint of hurt in her voice.

“No, Teacher,” I replied. “But I have their
full authority to speak in their place.” And the telephone number
for Suite 1313 at the Huntington Hotel in San Francisco
memorized.

She nodded. “That is fine.” I still wasn’t
sure she wasn’t upset that an underling had come and not Brown, or
even Vaughan.

I decided to start as Louis Brown had
instructed me. “Do you have any issues that need to be addressed by
our guild?”

She gave what appeared to me to be a
bittersweet smile. “We have issues, but none I think your guild
could help with.”

“Perhaps we could,” I said, trying to stay
cheerful. Brown said to offer them assistance with whatever they
needed…within reason. The question was, what was the definition of
“within reason”?

“Well,” she started, “I foresee the end of
our guild.”

I blinked. That seemed pretty serious.
“Why?”

She leaned forward and locked those intense
brown eyes on me. “We cannot recruit new members. We have not had a
new apprentice for five years.”

“Why not?”

“In Romania, before the war, we could always
draw apprentices from the local population. We were always and
still are a small guild. But also, some would come from other parts
of Europe, drawn by our power.”

I nodded. The Transylvanian guild had long
kept secret the source of their power. Kader hinted once that he
knew, but would never tell.

“You have to understand our history,” Anica
said softly. “Transylvania and Wallachia, now part of Romania, are
our traditional homes. Since the 12th century, those lands have
been disputed, conquered, paid tribute to the Ottomans, liberated,
divided, reunited, and now are under Soviet domination. It is a
bitter history for our people.”

I didn’t know if she meant the Romanians as a
whole or her guild.

“We fled the Communists and were in danger of
going extinct when Francis Kader offered us these territories in
North Idaho and Western Montana to settle, for which we are
eternally grateful and indebted to your guild. We enjoy the
mountains and the space and the sparse population, too. It reminds
us bitter-sweetly of our homeland.”

I nodded. If she felt the need to run through
their history that was fine with me.

“But as much as we love it here, we cannot
find new members. Under the terms of our agreement with your guild,
those who wish to apprentice and live here can join either guild.
Since Houser was deposed, all wish to join the AMA.”

Which made sense: to join the biggest and
most powerful guild in the world rather than a small albeit
powerful guild that was tolerated in the AMA’s territory.

“It is frustrating,” she sighed. “For there
must be those who would like to join and have the ability to join
in our homeland, yet they are trapped behind the Iron Curtain.”

I nodded, trying to look sympathetic, but I
didn’t have any idea how the AMA could help them. The geopolitical
nature of the
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