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Ahead in the forest, flickering orange light turned pines to silhouettes, and voices sounded among the trunks.  Jan bit her lip, even though she heard no panic.  No easy path around that—

"Fiah!"  Elena wriggled, leaning forward in Jan's arms.  Jan sighed, shifted Elena's weight, and walked on.  The air smelled of pine and smoke, and the way brightened until she could see the flames, licking the air, and as tall as she was.  Sparks flew, orange in the gray smoke.  

At the base of the fire, a fireling no bigger than Elena's hand stood, like a smaller flame, like a vague human with its legs joined where it touched the wood.  It threw fiery, fingerless hands into the air.  Plumes of smoke and flame soared, but firemasters in their yellow smocks had already encircled the blaze.  Their faces were gilded with its light.

Jan breathed a sigh of relief; they did not need her when she had her hands full.  She still had to wait to get through.  She shifted Elena.

The firemasters' hands moved, and the flames turned back to the burned-out earth.  The fireling squealed in tremulous rage, and sparks flooded outward from all the flame.

Jan put her free hand up to cast a small spell.  Sparks doubled back.  Elena thrashed, trying to snatch them from the air.  And the firemasters' spells closed in on the fireling.  Tiny black dots like eyes opened wide, for a moment.

Hands rose into the air and plunged downward, like a knife cutting.

The fire blinked out.  Darkness and cool air rushed in, and Clarice's voice came sharply from the gloom.  "What brought you here, Jan?"

"Going home," said Jan, tartly.  Elena squeaked.

Someone chuckled.  A glow sprung up from one firemaster's hand, gilding their faces again.

"Good thing we caught you."  Clarice put her hands on her hips.  "You're wanted at the station.  Someone's coming on the train—"  She smiled, unpleasantly.  "Might be here now."

Jan's eyes narrowed.  Clarice might claim, afterward, that Jan had mistaken her, despite all the witnesses.

"Hurry, lass," said the white-haired Nan.  "They sounded—urgent."

Jan's gaze went past her.  Through the branches, she saw the station lights, atop the bowl that formed Firerock.  She faced a steep hike.  Sworn duty, she reminded herself.

Elena burbled, and Jan fought down a sigh.  She didn't have time reach home first, and she couldn't leave Elena anyway.  She strode past Clarice's smirk, to the green stairs doubling back and forth on the slope.

At the top, Jan stepped out of the way and stood to regain her breath.  Elena looked about with wide eyes and in merciful silence.  The station held no trains, but the last one must have discharged passengers, not long ago.  Brown-haired or blond, the travelers glanced at the red-haired souls who worked at the station—or the one with another one, a child, in her arms.

No one seemed to look for her.

A train whistle resounded through the trees, and a train thundered in.  Elena wailed, and Jan bounced her on her shoulder.

A grizzled ticket seller looked at her as passengers swarmed from the train.  His mouth quirked, and wordless, he pointed at the waiting room.  Esmond—Esmond himself—stalked out, looking ready to lecture, once again, on how the firemasters served the king and obeyed his officials.

He glared at Elena.  "Did no one tell you that this is important?"

"I had gotten Elena from my aunt.  Do you want me to lug her back there and return?"

Esmond snorted.  "When Lord Bertram has just disembarked?"

Jan glanced back.  In the crowd, one passenger stood out.  He had dressed soberly for travel, but the cloth was finer than most people wore for festivals.  A young man, also well-dressed, came behind him.

"Just well," said Jan, coldly.  "Aunt Cecily goes to bed once I take Elena."

Her gaze went past Lord Bertram, to the baggage car, where she saw something else.  "I wish—"

She handed Elena to Esmond—making him gape, and Elena look wide-eyed—and stalked to the baggage car.  There, she pulled out a ragged bundle.  The baby inside began to cry.  Little scraps of hair showed red-gold through the gaps in the cloth.

Jan touched the cheek and felt how chilled the baby was.  She juggled him into the crook of her arm so she could raise one hand and cast a spell.  Air glowed like candlelight and grew warmer, but the baby wailed on, more earnestly.  She walked back slowly, and had to slow still further twice, to keep the glow and warmth following.

"I suppose that it can not be a fire demon," said Lord Bertram, softly, if not so softly as he seemed to think.

"If it were, sir," said the young man with him, equally softly, "best to leave it in a firemaster's hand."

Jan closed the distance. 

"So!" said Esmond.  "You found yourself another foundling!"

"Elena takes up enough of my time—or so you complain."  Jan reached out to take Elena and dump the baby in Esmond's hands.  "Since I am needed, you must take him to the orphanage.  He can be fostered in the morning."  The baby screamed.

"This is a matter of royal service," said Lord Bertram.  He eyed her, the belted yellow smock, and the breeches underneath.

Firemasters, thought Jan, have to run.  Wizards wear robes because they can afford to look solemn and stately, not needing to make haste.

"We must raise our successors," said Jan, coldly.  "The king will need them."

After a moment, Lord Bertram scowled.  "You smell of smoke!  What have you left?  If there is danger—"

"That fire is done with.  I had just arrived here myself, because no one would cease their magics to tell me of your arrival, until it was gone."  She hefted Elena.  "I have to put Elena to bed, or she'll wail while you talk."

Lord Bertram's scowl deepened.  "Surely, some woman can look after the child."

"You mistake me for a fine noblewoman, with servants," said Jan.  Or a wizard, she thought.

"Go," said Esmond, coldly.  "We will come to your house."

"Bring my books when you come," said Jan.  "They would have come on the train, and it would delay me to fetch them."

​  * * *
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Down in the valley, two red-gold heads, a woman and a child disappeared, into the darkness of the trees.  Esmond snorted.

"I assure you, Lord Bertram, Master Colin, that I do not inflict this woman on you out of spite.  She is a master of fire and knows wizardry as well.  At least, some wizardry.  But—"  He shook his head.  "I wrestled with my choice.  Imagine, she feigns that that child is a foundling!  She claims some wizard conjured it to her hearth!"

Colin raised an eyebrow.  Conjuring a baby to a hearth would take skill and knowledge, but it could be done.

Esmond turned aside.  "You!"  A young, strawberry-blond woman blinked at him.  He dumped the baby in her arms.  "The orphanage."

She scurried off.

"At least that one is safe," said Lord Bertram, gravely.  "Through the king's providence in having the red-haired young brought here—through his parents' obedience."

Esmond's mouth twitched.

"Your Mistress Jan seems to overlook that the baby was fortunate not to have been taken for a fire demon."

"She knows that," said Esmond.  He shouted for a porter.  "The books for Mistress Jan!"  An auburn-haired man scurried over with three books.

"I am sure, Master Colin, that you can carry them," said Esmond.

Colin eyed the titles.  Books of wizardry:  a simple text on wards, and two tomes unfamiliar to him.  He slung the books under his arm.  Fortunate that they did not need this Mistress Jan for her skill with wizardry.

As they climbed down the stairs, Esmond said, "She spends a foolish amount of money on those books.  She was always fond of babies—but she was always fond of books, too.  Put off the young men.  If not entirely."

"If," said Lord Bertram, "she can deal with fires, we can deal with her—quirks."  He glanced at Esmond's dark brown hair.  "I am sure you are His Royal Majesty's faithful servant, but you are no firemaster."

Esmond plodded down the last stairs in silence.  Then he said, "No.  I am no firemaster."

Esmond cast a spell, and light glowed in a little circle about them.  Tree trunks loomed, casting enormous shadows on the trees behind, and holding their boughs too high to be quite seen.  As they walked along the path, branches blocked the lights from the station, and forest engulfed them.  Even their footfalls made little sound on the soft earth.  The light vanished swiftly, and shadows danced about them as they passed tree after tree.

Colin forced his breath out.  "Must not have been a fire here lately."  The forest swallowed up the sound.  "Look at the trees.  I've seen churches with smaller pillars."

"Pines," said Esmond.  "They grow quickly."

Still, thought Colin, these were not the growth of a year or two.

Birches appeared ahead, with snow-white bark, and stout trunks.  Next to them, a house stood built of stone.  Light glowed from its windows, and its door stood ajar.  "That's Jan's."

"Old," said Lord Bertram.

"Quite.  An old family of firemasters."  Esmond snorted.  "In no danger of extinction."

Inside, a vast fireplace stood in one wall, empty of fire and ash alike.  An open door to a side room showed Jan leaning over a cradle.  The air about her glowed, which shone into the room, over the table—long for a lone woman and one child—and the books along the wall.

"Put the books on the table," Jan called, without looking up.  "And close the door."

Colin laid the books aside and eased over to the bookcases, looking quickly.  An—eclectic collection of wizardry.  Some books were more commonly the province of master wizards than students, but he wondered if she even knew any ward spells.

The light shifted, and he turned to see Jan coming out,  her narrowed eyes intent on him, and the bookcase.  Without a word, she turned to the table.

* * *
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"Master Esmond recommended you," said Lord Bertram.  "You have fought firelings—and even fire demons, I have heard."

"True enough."  Jan sat back, watching him warily.  Royal officials seldom meant good news.  She wished she was not so tired and could increase the light spell, or had had time to start a fire before
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