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      Waking to excruciating pain was not unknown to me. That for the past few months I hadn't, in fact, was far less credible than the circumstances that had obtained prior to my body's restoration by an elven sorcerer. I had grown up debilitated, and having resigned myself to a short life consisting mostly of suffering, the reprieve had felt like some sort of beautiful dream. And as we all wake up from dreams, I have been waiting to wake from this one.

      What I'd anticipated was to find myself in my old, seizure-raddled, human shell. Instead, when I could think through the bright wall of agony, I saw I was pinned to the floor by more blades than I could count. This intelligence I divined only because I made the mistake of glancing past my arm and seeing the hilts rising over me, like a crop of iron stalks... and from the blood drooling out of me, constantly, as I shifted against them.

      Clever, that. So long as I bled, I couldn't hurt them. And they'd pinned me with so many sharp edges that I couldn't breathe without opening some number of the wounds, because my imperishable body had healed itself around them. The pain was nearly intolerable, but I had endured through so much already. This... this could be dealt with. If I took shallow breaths and did my best not to move... then it was merely agonizing, and not sufficient to snuff my consciousness. Which left me with enough mentation to recall how I'd arrived here. Barely.

      My mentor's colleagues had decided that I was in league with demons, and taken matters into their own hands... and I had given them the opportunity by sending my friends upstairs to their lessons in magery. For an hour! The travesty my captors had exacted on my body must have taken longer than that. God knew they'd wedged enough swords into me. So where were my friends? And what had happened to the genets? And in what world did Eyre's unfriends believe they could keep me this way with the Church's knights above ground? Unless they thought the Church ignorant of my apparent demon-touched nature, and had planned to turn them against me...

      I was in agitated contemplation of these questions when the door opened, which was itself an education. There was a door. I had noted none on our tour when we'd first arrived, which made it likely I'd been installed somewhere in the newest discovery, the palatial halls accessed via the library stairs.

      “Don’t drop them,” an exasperated voice said. “For God’s sake, if you’re going to saddle me with this, have the grace not to make it harder by dulling the things.”

      “Be reasonable, Miss Carrington. They’re sharp!” That was the second of Eyre’s antagonists, the meeker of the two. Powlett.

      “Of course they are. They wouldn’t work if they didn’t. Oh, for love of… just leave them on the floor there and get out.”

      “But what if he attacks you?”

      “If he has the wherewithal to attack me, one more person won’t be much obstacle to him. And your presence is an obstacle to me, because I am now irritated at how thoroughly ruined my shoes are going to be by this debacle.”

      Even through my pain-haze I could hear how dearly he wanted to be released. “If you’re certain—”

      “Oh, get out.”

      The door swung, but didn’t close entirely. I heard the scrape of steel on stone and then my body rocked and a flare of agony ripped up my back. The woman—Carrington, Mary Carrington—put her boot on my side to hold me still. “Stupid bigots,” she growled. “’Oh, get Miss Carrington to do it. She’s a woman, women must have experience with nursing, and blood, and such.’ Miss! They can’t even call me Doctor without twitching. As if I hadn’t sweated my way through school, and with twice their handicaps, to achieve what I have. Oh yes. I’m a colleague until someone needs impaling, and then it’s ‘oh, well, she has experience with pincushions!’”

      “Rather unfair of them, if you ask me,” I said.

      “God and saints!” She leaped away, then slowly walked around the room in an arc until she reached my face. “You cannot possibly be awake!”

      “I wish I wasn’t, believe you me.” I licked the blood from my lips. “Would it be much of an imposition to ask you to cease stabbing me?”

      “So you can work your demon wiles on me with your full powers at your beck?” She shook her head. “I’m afraid not, sir, or prince, or whatever you are.”

      “My demon wiles,” I said, rueful. “They are so compelling that you and your peers attacked me and visited torture on me without apparent hesitation or remorse. Obviously my wiles are rather lacking.”

      She eyed me, setting aside the gory sword she’d removed from my back and lifting a fresh one… but slowly, as if I was some wild beast she should take care not to agitate. “So we escaped before you could turn us to evil, as you did the other humans riding with you. What of it? We were forewarned, that’s all.”

      “And I have done so much evil.”

      Carrington paused. “No,” she allowed. “Or at least, none that I’ve witnessed. But you are very demonstrably an unnatural creature.”

      “On that we’re certainly agreed.”

      She had been about to plunge the thing into my back, and thank God my comment distracted her. I was not healing as quickly as I was accustomed; no doubt my exsanguination had everything to do with that, but short of licking the floor I couldn’t think of how to solve it in any way other than preventing her from re-opening my wounds. “You concede the point.”

      “It is, as you said, demonstrable. I happen to know it’s also unnatural. Elves were born to die, once upon a time.”

      “Before they consorted with demons.”

      “Before,” I said, “they were betrayed by humanity.”

      She thrust the sword through my back. I may have cried out. No, I must have, because instead of resuming her work she leaped away. It was one thing to stick a body full of swords when it was inert, I thought grimly. Another entirely to do so to a screaming person. Panting, I said, “Or did your research not reveal that permutation of history? A small footnote, perhaps.”

      “Humanity did not deliver elvenkind to demons.”

      “According to whom?” That gave her visible pause, or at least I thought it did. Focusing on her was difficult, and lifting my head was only possible by moving against something stabbed through my neck. “I am a student of history and folklore myself, Doctor Carrington. Don’t tell me you don’t understand how the biases of those who record history influence what is written, and how the story’s told.”

      “As if you know anything about our history!”

      Had I once bemoaned my decision not to memorize our articles of confederation? I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the bubbles of blood that were gliding down my lips. “I know that I despair of young socialites taking on imperialistic titles as affectations for their peers so they can flatter themselves. We bled to overthrow the monarchy, and now its atrocities have been relegated to party stories told by overbred aristocrats in all but name. My best friend is due to marry one of these creatures and I find the idea appalling.”

      She was staring at me, mouth agape—that I saw because she had backed away far enough to put her spine to the wall. I finished, tired, “She fancies herself Princess Minda now. Before I’d left for the Archipelago, it was Duchess Minda. If she marries Chester I fear it will become ‘Empress Minda’ and there will be no living with her.”

      “How can you possibly know….”

      “About the customs of Evertrue’s socialites? Because I grew up there,” I said. “And attended Leigh University. I grew up human, Doctor Carrington. Eyre was my mentor and trust me, if I’d had demon wiles I would have wished myself easier grades because he was never afraid to dock me for slacking.”

      A laugh burbled from her before she could stop herself. She looked away. “Whatever your origin,” she said. “You’re still what you are, or what you’ve become. And I’m sorry, but you’re destined for a bonfire as soon as they’re done debating whether to feed you to it immediately or torture you for information about how many more elves we are to expect.” She tilted her head. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me and spare yourself the torture.”

      “What do you call this?”

      She had the grace to blush. “Worse torture.”

      “At some point, pain becomes undifferentiated,” I said. “You know Eyre, obviously. Do you honestly believe he would give himself over to evil?”

      “No,” she said. More firmly, “And that is precisely why I know that you must be very fair on the surface, to have deceived him so completely. John would never willingly consort with demons.” She looked at me with pity. “I am sorry, sir. I am not without feeling, to wish to see any creature suffer before its death. But I counsel you to prepare yourself for your passing, because there is no preventing it now.”

      “Then may I make one last request?” When she paused, I said, “Since I am likely to have no more of them soon. May I have my spectacles? It is a trial not to be able to see.”

      “I’d think seeing your situation would be rather more distressing than remaining blind to it.”

      “Doctor,” I said, “I was not a scholar of your erudition, but I was one. There is little more distressing than turning away from truth.”

      A hesitation as she considered me. Then she inclined her head. “I will give you this, sir. You know how to play on the emotions of others. But I’ll grant the request in honor of the truth you’ve invoked.” She vanished from my field of view. When she returned, I felt her setting my glasses on my nose. It was an awkward process, giving my inability to lift my head, and I felt her flinching from the blood-soaked side of my face… but she hooked the earpieces over my ears and drew back to adjust the fit, as best she could, on my nose.

      Through them, I saw that glow I’d once assumed to be magic, that I now knew to indicate something else… for I had seen a darkness in Eyre’s other colleagues, and they had had magic for me to draw on. So what was it? What were my enchanted glasses trying to tell me?

      Withdrawing, she drew in a breath, and this was my only warning before she put her foot on me and rocked me once, violently, against the swords already holding me down. This broke all the wounds open at once, and as I screamed, she fled.
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      I woke sometime later, or I presumed sometime later by my weakness. All the elves I’d known had assured me that a prince had more power, so perhaps that was the reason I still lived despite how completely they’d bled me. Perhaps the blood of a royal elf was literally symbol, and as long as I clung to that duty, I would live.

      Then again, was I so eager to continue living like this?

      I thought of Ivy’s gentle touch and breathed carefully around my wounds. I thought of Amhric, riding for me, and what would happen to him if I didn’t free myself to warn him. I thought of the elves—found I cared little for them, save the individuals I’d personally met—so I thought instead of the genets. What fate could they expect without someone to champion them?

      I could still die here, if I made an attempt to rescue myself. But I would certainly die here if I didn’t. I flexed my flattened palms against the blood-drenched stone, steeled myself… and thrust upward with all my force.

      There is no anticipating pain. One can be prepared for it and still be shocked by it. I had all of two frenzied heartbeats to sense just how much agony I’d inflicted on myself and then my vision faded, and tried to take my consciousness with it. But I had no way of knowing how soon my enemies would come to bear me to the fire, so I struggled with every fiber in me to cling to awareness, and I would have wept but I was so thirsty and so dry there was nothing in me left to give to tears.

      I thought—was fairly certain—that I succeeded, or at least, that I hadn’t lost consciousness long. When I could focus again on the opposite wall, I had managed to liberate myself from the floor, and some number of the blades had been expelled by flesh eager to repair its insult. Several malingerers, however, were stubbornly holding fast, and my thigh was still trapped. So in addition to all I had suffered, I thought, I would have to pick myself clean of other people’s weapons like a child did nettles? What a farce my life could resemble, when it so bent its will!

      Grim, I dragged the sword out of my thigh, trying not to find it ominous how many weapons they’d found. Where had they come from? Was this collection of scholars and students more martially educated than we’d assumed? And after the thigh, I saw to the last few daggers clinging to my extremities, and it hurt past my desire to trammel it into words, not least because I was forced to watch myself slice myself open. Too, my wounds were appalling sluggish to close, and while I’d found the ability disturbing in the past I was too much in need of my strength to be glad of this sign of normalcy now.

      I looked down at myself, then, and found that I didn’t glow to my own sight.

      I, who was magical in every possible way.

      I removed the glasses and frowned at them, the whole lens and the emptied. Then, resigned, replaced them and tried rising, only to find it beyond my powers. All there was for it was to try again until I succeeded.

      I was engaged in this pursuit when the door shifted, began to open. Hastily I grabbed for one of the swords in a fist too weak for my confidence and prepared myself to face my foes—

      One of the Black Pearls peeked in and then gasped. “Master!”

      “Emily?” Was that my voice? It sounded desiccated, but then I felt so. My tongue rasped the insides of my mouth when it moved. “No… Serendipity? What… what are you doing here?”

      She squeezed inside, beckoned behind her, and there, God help me, was Chester, and at the sight of one another we stared in shock.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked as he began, “What did they do to you?” We stopped again, and I said, “They have divined that without blood I am powerless, so they did their best to deprive me.” Serendipity, trembling against the wall, was staring at the pool with such longing that I sighed. “Don’t waste it, at least!”

      As she licked the floor, tentative, Chester said, low, “We haven’t much time. There is apparently a way down into the library that we didn’t know about and they used it to ambush you, and now they are holding the entire complex hostage while attempting to convince the Vessel that you are in league with the demons. They are showing her references, even, books they’ve found here that describe signs of the demon-inhabited. Serendipity found a passage we believe them to be unaware of, but there’s no telling how long that situation will continue to obtain. The Vessel is distracting them by pretending to consider their evidence, but we can’t tarry. Can you stand?” He slid an arm under mine, one foot skidding on the slippery flags. “We have to get you out of here while we can run. We saw Carrington leave, but we can’t be sure how soon she’ll be back to finish the job.”

      Perhaps I had exhausted all my powers healing the wounds, but I found myself shaking against him, and my knees wouldn’t hold me. We both fell.

      “I had wondered at all the swords,” I murmured.

      “I still do.” Chester eyed them. “I wouldn’t have expected them to have so many. But one thing’s certain: they won’t be willing to relinquish you without coming to blows over it, and then we will have been responsible for murdering other human beings. If there truly are demons encroaching, that seems the sort of act that would give them a ladder down to the world.”

      I shuddered. “No. I’d rather not kill them. Or be killed by them, as they outnumber us and they’d be guarding a small ingress. I’m no military historian, but that seems the sort of arrangement that would allow a very small number of people to hold off an army.”

      “I did study military history, or at least more of it than you did, and you’re right, it’s happened more than once.” Our second attempt at standing also failed, and I clutched at him. “This won’t do, Locke. Can we solve this problem?”

      Catching my breath again was proving difficult. “I… beg your pardon?”

      Chester eyed the pool of blood. Serendipity, I noted, had abandoned it and gone back to standing by the door, her ears tense and her expression focused. “They did all this to divest you of the power to heal yourself, and it seems to have worked. But if all you’re missing is magic, you can take it out of me, can’t you?”

      A memory: Kemses, held in the arms of his lovers. Something of that shock must have manifested in my gaze, for he said, “You can, but you won’t. Is that it?”

      “No, it’s just that it’s an intimacy—”

      Chester sighed. “Morgan Locke, you have all the flaws of your virtues, and I cherish you for it, but we have no time for this. Take what you need. Heal your wounds. We need to go now, or there will be no going at all.” At my vacillation, he found my injured hand and pressed it to his breast. Meeting my eyes, he said, clearly, “I grant you permission.”

      What could I say to that? I drew in a breath, and with it his gift. As carefully as I was able, to honor him for it, but with more need than I could control, because I did need, and only when I touched the core of magic in him did I realize how close mine was coming to guttering.

      We both shook. He pressed his face against the side of mine, to hide it. My eyes leaked, and could, because my body was mending with the supernatural speed of the enchantment we’d come so far to undo, and failed… not because we’d lacked courage or virtue or intelligence, but because we’d underestimated the power of human superstition and fear.

      “Faithful knight,” I whispered against his temple in the Angel's Gift... forgetting that he knew it until he reminded me by answering, and the word brushed my cheek like a kiss.

      “Always.”

      In that moment I knew that Guy was wrong. Chester might not want women, but it was not because he wanted men. It was because there was something he wanted more than either, and it was here in this moment now, made plain in a vow most people would not have thought modern, or earnest. In a world without kings, Chester had longed for roles long past, and now, at last, he had found his way into them. Eyre had known him and named him long before I’d had the sense to. Every prince has a few loyal knights.

      “Master?” Serendipity whispered. “Can you walk now? I worry we are here too long already.”

      “I do too,” I said, and rose, and could. My clothes were not fit for anyone’s eyes, alas, and I was soaked in my own blood, but if I survived this I would give myself over to the genets to lick clean. “They’re going to know where we’ve gone if I leave a trail.”

      Serendipity darted to me, began to drag my shirt off. “Take these off. They’ll keep dripping down your legs. Your skin will dry faster.”

      Truly I was to have no dignity left. But better tattered dignity than death. The genets wore nothing but fur and their masters’ collars, so I could do worse than to accept my temporary fate. Tying my hair into a knot, I stepped out of tattered remains of my pants and went in smallclothes and Ivy’s ring to join Chester at the door. “Safe?”

      “As safe as it will get,” he said, sighing. “Let’s go.”

      The final indignity was awaiting me immediately outside. "Should we lock it again?" I asked of the door. "In case they come. It might give them a few moments’ pause."

      "It might, if there was a lock." Chester grasped my wrist and pulled me down the corridor, hugging the wall.

      "Don't tell me that I was being held in a cell without a lock?" I hissed.

      "I suppose they felt they'd found a better way to hold you fast," was the grim reply, but even so I felt indignation stain my cheeks. Had I only been able to stumble to the door, I could have let myself out! But I hadn't, and even had I managed, I might not have found a way out of this warren before they'd attacked me again.

      "Now, quiet," Chester murmured, and I obeyed.
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      I'd been correct: we were in the newly discovered wing of the excavation, the subterranean rooms off the main hall where once, long ago, humanity had betrayed the elves. Unlike the level above us, these corridors remained intact, if dusty. Rows of doors led to rooms I assumed to be similar to the one I'd lately been occupying, and the vaulted ceilings were still vibrant: maroon and midnight blue paint lined in mosaic tiles that would glitter when the chandeliers were lit. It was in keeping with the opulence I expected of the elves, but in a style more suited to a northern culture, and I found the juxtaposition strangely harmonious; I had not thought anything elven would ever feel comfortable to me.

      This place, though, I doubted would ever earn my trust, and the reason for it was around the final bend. I looked past Chester's shoulder and bent close enough to whisper. "Must we?"

      "It's the only way to Serendipity's passage," he replied, low. One more scan of the hall and he murmured, "Come."

      The great hall was great on a scale to house dragons, a room to dwarf people to the size of ants. It was open to the library on one side, via the balcony from which I'd fallen and accidentally exposed my unnatural abilities to our enemies, and its walls were studded with side corridors. Through some mystery of architecture I could not plumb, the end of the hall became the access to a hollow tower, and its ceiling was pierced with innumerable windows, dim now with the wan illumination of the stars. Our only protection in this vast and empty space was its size, and Chester kept us flush to the wall, where the shadows were so dense he allowed Serendipity, with her more sensitive ears and eyes, to precede us.

      Even in the dark, I knew the place where we'd been betrayed, could sense the memory of evil pulsing on the floor where the cup had spilled. Chester's gift had healed me, but by the time we finished our inexorable journey, I was cold in a way no clothing could have addressed.

      "Here," Serendipity whispered, and brought us into a side corridor. "Stay close."

      "Hands," Chester added, finding mine and gripping it tightly. "It's dark."

      "Ready?" the genet asked.

      "Ready," I said.

      We left what little light there was, and blinded I followed, for even the glow off my skin wasn’t sufficient to this much darkness. Now and then I smelled things: a breeze, or a mustiness, as if the closeness of the walls was something I could sense. But even elven sight and hearing and touch, so supernal, could not pierce such stygian depths, and I wondered how Serendipity had found this route at all.

      When I thought we would never leave the dark again, Chester halted before me. "Stairs, Locke."

      "It's not far now, Master," Serendipity agreed, confident. "And we are not likely to be heard now. We are far from where we began, and almost outside."

      I set a cautious foot down, found the first step, began to make my way behind them. "How in the name of all that's holy did you find this, Serendipity?"

      "Oh! I like looking for things. You know." I did, for I'd named her for her ability to find things. This, however, seemed above and beyond even her usual good fortune. "I liked sneaking down here because the ceilings are so pretty. I smelled fresh air off this hall, but didn't have a chance to really look until they came for you." A gleam of light off her eyes as she glanced over her shoulder made me realize there was light, wan but welcome after the completeness of the dark. "I was in the library when they attacked you, Master and..." A squirm as her ears flattened. "I should have stopped them, Master, but there were too many! And so much blood! It was all we could do to keep Kelu from rushing out there and getting killed...."

      "You did exactly right," I reassured her. "I would not have wanted them to kill you as animals."

      Serendipity shuddered. "No. We ran away, and they were between us and the surface, when they were struggling with you. So we went down instead, and then I decided—hoped—that the fresh air smell would lead somewhere. And it did. Once we found the others and told them what happened, we decided to use the same route to get back in to save you."

      "And like that, you found me."

      "Oh, finding you was far easier than finding a way out," the genet said dismissively. "I could smell your blood for miles, Master."

      Rather a disturbing observation, but indubitably true. "I am indebted to you for my life, Serendipity. Thank you."

      "There," Chester said. "The landing."

      I'd expected the landing to be some small platform where we could rest, much like the landings in the stairwells at Leigh. Serendipity's landing was a curved balcony in the wall of a tower that overlooked the northern vista where it spilled onto the plains and sloped slowly upward toward the western road, the same one we'd used to reach the city. I gasped at the view... and then tried not to groan at our elevation. "Please tell me we're not obliged to descend all the way to the valley floor."

      "Fortunately not," Chester said. "But you'll probably feel as if we're asking you to anyway. Our destination is there—” He pointed. "You see yon ledge?"

      Yon ledge was enormous, and seemed connected to the road by means of another of Vigil's multiplicity of bridges. "I do, yes."

      "The others are awaiting us just under the road."

      "Well, then," I said. "Let's be on our way."
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      This leg of the journey took longer than the one through the great hall, but I enjoyed it more, punctuated as it was by a high wind perfumed by distant conifers, and if it was chill then this was at least proof that my skin was whole and capable again of registering sensation. And the view was superb, for the stairs spiraled a stone core and where they pierced the outer wall they once again were open, and the high handrail with the thick, carved balusters looked so solid I couldn't imagine them failing as I leaned out to draw in the night-shrouded beauty of the world. In this way we went until we reached the ledge, and the sight of it was instructive, for it was no less than an entrance ramp to an enormous cave that dove deep beneath the city, and all along its floor were divots and scrapes the length of a man's body. The patterns suggested talons; some were deep enough to bathe in.

      "We supposed those who wished to converse with dragons might have used this ledge," Chester said as we crossed it, striving not to look at the cavernous abyss at our sides. "But they appear only to have congregated near the bridge. I imagine dragons were large enough that one wouldn't want to interrupt their landing."

      I glanced again at one of the deep gouges and said, "I would think not."

      "It still smells," Serendipity offered. When I glanced at her, she finished, "Like burnt up coals, but mixed up with an animal smell. A little like the drake."

      And the drake was a ferocious combatant at the size of a draft horse. It beggared the imagination what it could do had it been the behemoth these prints implied. Had dragons also fought the dead on the battleground?

      On which side?

      "Your brother should be back soon," Chester added. "He was close enough that the Vessel sent half her men to escort him to our hiding place. And if you are about to ask me how she knew—”

      "I am," I admitted.

      He drew in a breath, eyes closed. "Then I would tell you that all of us can feel him now." Looking at me. "The magic, I assumed."

      Since Amhric had become their king as well as the elven one now that the Church had seeded humanity with the divine gift... "Yes."

      "Hopefully we'll have time to bathe you first."

      Since the last thing I wanted was to greet my brother looking like something dragged out of an abattoir, I said, "Perhaps we should make haste."
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      The first thing Ivy did at the sight of me, unfortunately, was throw herself at me. I thought to hold my arms clear of her, but since she'd already sullied her clothes I gave up and pulled her close, resting my nose against her clean hair.

      "We brought him back, as you can see," Chester said, satisfied. "Only a little worse for the wear."

      "A little worse!" Radburn exclaimed. "It looks like you dipped him in—”

      “We know what it looks like,” Chester interrupted. “But he’s fine.”

      “Oh, Master!” Almond said from behind Ivy. Kelu was trembling at her shoulder, and Emily wide-eyed, but none of them moved toward me... save Almond, who darted to me to capture my hand. “Master, we are so sorry we didn’t save you! We ran away! We shouldn’t have... I shouldn’t have!”

      “You did exactly as you had to,” I said, pulling her into my embrace with Ivy. “Had you stayed, they would have killed you and then no one would have survived to lead Chester into the hall to rescue me.” I kissed the top of her pale head. “I am grateful that you did run.” I looked around. The camp my friends had made was ruder than the ones we’d enjoyed on the road, for they’d dared not light a fire, and we lacked many of the conveniences we’d found on our travels, like trees we could sit on or use to make lean-tos. Fortunately we seemed to still have all our gear and mounts, but—

      “I suppose it’s much to ask that I might have a bath.”

      “Not unless you want us pouring canteen water over your head,” Guy said dryly, arms folded.

      Ivy looked apologetic as she drew away from me. “We could escort you down to the stream, but... it’s not really big enough for washing in. It’s less a stream and more... well, a trickle.” She pinched a small area off with her fingers to demonstrate. “You could fit your foot in it, maybe.”

      “If you turned your foot parallel to it,” Radburn muttered.

      “Then if you will give me a little privacy,” I said, “Perhaps the genets and I can solve my problem.”

      The genets were more than willing, and my friends turned their backs on us and went far enough that I felt comfortable sitting and gathering them close. “I meant it,” I murmured. “I am not angry at any of you. And if licking what’s left of my blood off me strikes you as unpleasant—“

      It didn’t. And it took longer than I anticipated and was an imperfect solution, but they did well by me, and it was good to take care of them. While there were parts of me I preferred not to expose, they managed everything else, save my hair; Emily tried and wrinkled her nose, saying it was like sucking on a rope, and after that none of the others were especially eager to abrade their tongues on it. So Almond was trying, and failing for the most part, to pull a comb through it in preparation for an attempt at using Guy’s canteen when Eyre joined me. His face was composed, but his eyes revealed him.

      “I don’t blame you either,” I said, quiet.

      “My own colleagues—”

      “Think I am an unnatural creature who trucks with demons, and who can blame them? Particularly since they’re not incorrect. What afflicts us is sourced in demons.” I shook my head, tugging against the comb. “What experience do they have of creatures that cannot die? Be reasonable, sir. They are operating on what little evidence they have.”

      Eyre said, “Chester is being cagey, Morgan, but I am also capable of operating on the evidence of my senses. They didn’t just detain you out of a sense of duty. They tortured you.”

      Almond’s brushing paused, just a little hitch in her movements. I said, “It wasn’t intentional. They’d read that blood makes magic possible, so they were trying, and failing, to drain me of it so they could successfully execute me.”

      Eyre pinched the bridge of his nose against what was no doubt an incipient headache. “They tortured you.”

      “It hurt,” I said. “But I have suffered pain before, and I healed from it. What concerns me more is that we no longer have access to the library... so now, how will we find the answer?”

      “It’s your library, Morgan. They have no right to it.”

      “But now I’ll have to kill them to take it from them,” I said with asperity. “And I have no desire to kill people whose sin is arrogance and ignorance, because if these qualities deserve a death sentence than we might as well slit our own throats. They’re wrong and I’m angry at them, sir, but killing them in the place where humanity betrayed the elves is setting up the wrong pattern for the closing of this tale. We want ‘and then humanity saves the elves’ or ‘and then the elves save humanity,’ not ‘humanity betrayed the elves and now the elves betray humanity.’”

      That made him smile despite the shadows in his eyes. “Ever the folklorist.”

      “We are writing our story,” I said. “I’d prefer it not to have a dire ending.”

      “My student, the optimist!”

      I eyed him as he sat in front of me. “A jest, surely.”

      He grinned. “Yes. Or at least, the old Morgan Locke would never have admitted to optimism. I find I like the new Morgan Locke somewhat better for his willingness to be vulnerable.” He glanced at the crown of my head. “Speaking of which, I don’t hold out much hope that Miss Almond’s efforts will be of any help.”

      “Neither do I,” I said. “So perhaps I haven’t completed my transition to vulnerable optimist yet.”

      “Maybe the professor can help you,” Almond said from behind me. “Or Mistress Ivy.”

      “Are your arms tired, dear?” I asked.

      “Oh!” I could hear her blush without seeing it, just from the exclamation. “I meant with the blood, Master. Blood comes from living things, so perhaps Mistress Ivy can call it out? And hair is... not a living thing, so perhaps the professor could inspire it to shake itself clean?” She paused. “Is blood a living thing or a dead thing, sir?”

      Both of us were struck wordless at her innocent question, and at the reasoning that had taken her to it. We were too accustomed to thinking of the genets as childlike because of their size, and the lives that had deprived them of the chance to learn responsibility. But they were not stupid.

      “I imagine,” Eyre said slowly, “that blood is a living thing, even when dry, because of what it represents. If magic is indeed a system of symbols made manifest, then the symbolic genesis of blood matters more than its state. The matter would need a test.”

      “Maybe we should try,” Almond said. “Master would not want to see his brother like this. It would grieve them both. Shall I fetch Mistress Ivy?”

      “Or the Vessel... is she—”

      “Gone back down the road to meet the knights she sent earlier,” Eyre said. “She told Roland and Powlett she would send for more men to help them hold Vigil against your forthcoming incursion of demon-ridden elves, and they seem to have believed her. The moment she was free, she was on her way. Nothing less would do but that she meet her king at last. Given how long the Church has been waiting, I find it hard to fault her eagerness.”

      I imagined losing me to the madmen who’d imprisoned me had galled her as well. Her sacred duty had been to protect the returning elves, and a group of untrained academics had taken one of her charges? That it had been treachery had hardly mattered.

      “Shall I fetch Mistress Ivy?” Almond asked.

      “Please.”

      Ivy’s arrival brought everyone else, perhaps unavoidably; hovering this close to Vigil, knowing that the people in it wanted to kill me and had the numbers to make good on that threat, had agitated us all. After hearing Almond’s tentative suggestion and Eyre’s consequent explication, Ivy tilted her head and said, “That would seem a straightforward task.” She sat behind me and produced a handkerchief. “The Vessel has been teaching us that magic is a thing primarily of language. But I like this notion of magic as symbol. And if that’s so, then I should be able to wipe you clean.”

      “I don’t think it’s a wiping,” Serendipity whispered, hesitant. When everyone glanced at her, she flicked her ears back and said, “You are a woman, Mistress. You call the blood to you.”

      “Right,” Ivy murmured.

      I could not see her face, but I could sense her concentration, and with it the intensifying of the magic in her. For several minutes nothing happened… and then she gasped. My head felt lighter; when I looked over my shoulder, I found her framing in cupped hands a quivering crimson globe.

      “Well!” Eyre exclaimed. “That certainly goes a long way toward proving that blood is a thing of life magics!”

      “But what do I do with it!” Ivy looked at me, startled. “Shall I give it back?”

      “I don’t need it.” I reached over and touched the ball, came away with a finger streaked in red. “Perhaps…” I looked at the genets, but even Kelu shook her head.

      “I’ve had my fill,” she said. “And I’d rather have it out of your vein, anyway.”

      “Obviously we take it with us,” Guy said. He opened his canteen and poured it out, then handed it to me. “Hold it under the blob there. Ivy, can you guide it in?”

      “I think so.” She rolled her lower lip between her teeth and concentrated, and the sphere deformed. It reached toward the mouth of the canteen as if it had developed a questing arm, and I was not the only one who shuddered at the sight. But with the abruptness of a popped bubble, the ball emptied itself into the canteen, and I screwed the top back on quickly and handed it over.

      “Well done!” Radburn said. “You have much better control over it than I do!”

      “Thank you,” Ivy said. “But now perhaps Guy can tell us why we should keep it?”

      “If blood is power, then we’ll find some use for it.” Guy grinned. “The way things are going, sooner rather than later.”

      “Give it to me,” Kelu said. “I’ll probably need it before any of you remember we have it.”

      “Sound reasoning,” Guy said, and handed it over to her.

      “I’ll get some clothes for you now that you can wear them,” Ivy said. She looked down at herself. “And perhaps I should change as well, if we are to meet the king.”

      “He’ll be here soon,” I said, quiet, because I could feel him like the sun on my face. “Not long now.”

      “And then we can move,” Radburn said. “Before someone finds us that we don’t want finding us.”

      “Soon,” I said again.
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      But the next person we saw on the road was not Amhric, and not alone. Three horsemen darted from the ruined city, pounding down the bridge, hooves kicking up sprays of dirt. They were heading south, and they had remounts behind them with supplies.

      “Sending away for help?” Chester said, frowning. “After the Vessel promised her aid already? Have they decided not to trust her?”

      “Perhaps they are sending warnings,” Samuel said. The Vessel’s ebon-skinned second in command, who’d been left with the knights she’d designated as our protection, had kept his distance from us. I’d assumed it to be the same reserve Last showed: he was on duty, and interruptions to that duty were not welcome. Seeing his face, I thought it the right assumption, and felt sympathy for his frustration. “There are more countries represented here than just Troth. The others might want to tell their nations what has passed here, alert them to the possibility of invasion. Or they might be heading for the capital, with similar news.”

      “Should we stop them?”

      Samuel bared his teeth. “We could ride them down, yes. But that would leave you with even fewer of us as safeguard. And they can’t come back with reinforcements in time to stop us.”

      Stop us from doing what, though? That part, I didn’t know.

      “I suppose this is the end of your secret society,” I told Eyre. “If those riders make it all the way to Evertrue, they will indubitably tell someone that elves live.”

      “And are the servants of demons!” Ivy said. “Ridiculous!”

      “Hopefully by the time we speak to them we will have ample evidence otherwise,” I said. Though how we’d manage that without the library guiding us, I had not the first notion. All I knew was that Amhric’s coming would make a great number of things clear to me, and how I knew that…

      Magic, perhaps. Royal magic. But I trusted the instinct all the same. Amhric would arrive, we would confer, and between the two of us we would win ourselves and the elves clear of their curse. After that… who knew? Perhaps we could ride to Evertrue in state and introduce ourselves formally.

      “Stay under the bridge,” Samuel said. “They probably won’t turn back, but they might send out more riders.”

      For how long we remained, tense and attentive, I could not say. But long after our nerves had begun to fray, we heard the scuff of someone’s passage. Not horses this time, but people on foot. Samuel held out a hand to stay us—as if we would think of breaking cover, when footsteps suggested someone had been sent in search of us! I held my breath, stretching my senses out, feel the cool earth of the embankment, the hard stone of the bridge... the slight weight of those passing overhead. We waited, watched, hoped to count our opponents.

      And found only three. Three figures, furtively hurrying from Vigil, bent low under packs. I squinted into the dark at them and would not have known them at all had not the person leading them whispered, “Hurry, we don’t know how much time we have.”

      Startled, I said, hushed, “It’s Doctor Carrington.”

      Eyre said, “What?”

      Samuel gestured for quiet and Eyre leaned closer to breathe against my ear. “What’s she saying?”

      I strained my hearing, but Carrington spoke no more. “She wants them to make haste.”

      “She’s running?” Eyre said. “Is she in trouble?”

      Even in the dark I could sense the looks Guy, Radburn, and Chester were exchanging. As one they started to rise, but Eyre was already moving. Samuel hissed and grabbed for the back of his coat, but fell short. All we could do was watch as Eyre scrabbled out from beneath the embankment and started up the narrow path leading to the bridge.

      “Mary!”

      A long, far too long pause. Then, hesitant: “John?”

      “Mary, what are you doing?”

      I started up after him, and this time Samuel’s fingers didn’t miss. “What do you think you’re doing, my lord?”

      “I’ll stay in the shadow of the bridge,” I said. “But I’m going after him. What if the other two are armed?”

      “Yes, what if they are—”

      “Then they can kill him,” I said. “But they can’t kill me.”

      That, at last, pierced the knight’s intransigence. His grip relaxed. “You will betray our position to everyone.”

      “Eyre’s already done that,” I said. “Now release me.” When he hesitated, I said dryly, “Don’t worry. If they kill me, you’ve still got an elven king to do the work of the Church for you.”

      “You wrong me if you think I have so little honor,” Samuel said, quietly.

      I looked away until the burn on my cheeks faded, then said, “You’re right, and I apologize. But I must go.”

      He searched my gaze, and found in it... something. My desperation? My determination? I had both in equal measure. Whatever the case, he released me, and I scrambled up after my mentor.

      Eyre was already on the surface of the bridge, tensely facing his former colleague. She was followed by two striplings, a youth and a maiden, both burdened with heavy packs; like them, Carrington carried a pack, along with several books tucked into the crook of an arm.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Carrington said at last.

      “Hang that,” Eyre replied. “Where are you going? Did they cast you out?” When she didn’t reply, he said, irritated, “For God’s sake, Mary. Do you truly distrust me? Should I prick myself and bleed red to prove there’s no demon blood coursing my arteries?”

      Alongside me, Ivy whispered, “There’s Eyre’s hidden flame.”

      I glanced at her. She’d inched up alongside me and was watching the tableau intently.

      “Your compatriot didn’t bleed black either.”

      “And she’d know it,” I muttered.

      “Because he’s no demon-servitor, but a victim. You’ve known me for over two decades, Mary. Do you think I would let myself be taken in by a fair face?”

      Her sigh was just audible in the dark. “I’d like not to think it, no. But I’ve seen ambition do worse things to men.”

      “And my ambition is... what? To make the breakthrough that Hugh was hoping for?”

      Carrington’s breath hissed from beneath her teeth. “Now is not the time, John. I have too little of it to disinter old hurts.”

      “My old ones, you mean.” Eyre folded his arms. “So what errand is so urgent that you need sneak out before dawn?”

      “We’re hiding books,” the youth behind her said unexpectedly.

      “Books?” Eyre repeated.

      “Because they want to burn them!” the maiden finished urgently.

      “Burn them!” Eyre cried.

      “Burn them,” I whispered, horrified. I joined him, unable to rein in my dismay. “They are going to do what?”

      At the sight of me Carrington’s two followers backpedaled, eyes wide. Fear? No, perhaps merely weathering the brunt of my unearthly presence.

      Carrington though. She paled. “You... you....”

      “Should be bleeding to death in the cell where I was impaled with every sword you and your companions could scour from the elven palace?” I said with asperity. “What’s this now about the books?”

      Cheeks flushed, Carrington hugged the ones in her arm to her chest. “Hugh and Emery have decided that the library is too dangerous to be allowed to fall into enemy hands, particularly if—” Her eyes darted to me, then back to Eyre, “—if there really is an elven nation coming on the heels of their outrider. They’re debating whether to destroy the whole library or to select only some number of works to consign to the flames along with the elf they think is still in a cell at this moment.”

      The disaster was so inconceivable that I saw nothing but fire, and with it, the ash of all my hopes for the liberation of the elves.

      “It’s patently ridiculous,” Carrington continued. “But they’re not going to listen to me about it. So while they’re off discussing whatever preposterous thing it is they’re planning, I’ve decided to rescue at least some of the treasure they’re plotting to destroy. Eliza and Oliver were the only two I knew I could trust, so I enlisted their aid. We were planning to find someplace to bury these....”

      “God in the firmament,” Eyre said. “Mary! Can’t you see what they’ve become? In what universe is it a virtue to burn books?”

      “In a universe where there are demons, apparently,” Ivy said from behind me. “Do you believe in demons, ma’am?”

      “Maybe the question is whether we can afford not to,” the young woman accompanying Carrington said. “Though... I would have thought demons would seem... overripe.”

      We all stared at her now. I found my tongue first. “Overripe. Like a rotting apple.”

      “Exactly like that, actually,” Eliza replied, nodding. “Like something delicious and beautiful, but you can tell, somehow, that it’s off.”

      “He can fall from ten stories and not die,” Carrington said, acid. “Surely that is enough.”

      “I’d guess if God’s messiah fell off a balcony, she would survive too.” Eliza stepped toward me, curious. “Are you a demon?”

      “No,” I said. “I am, however, demon-cursed.”

      “Now that’s a good story!” the youth behind her exclaimed. He joined her, and standing alongside her one could see the stamp of some mutual relation. Not in anything as obvious as their hair color or eyes, for she was a brunette with gray eyes, and he was fair with dark. But something in the hairline, and the shape of their wrists, and the way their collarbones formed at the base of their throats. “Is it true?”

      “Happily, I am no messiah,” I replied. “You are as divine as I am.”

      They glanced at one another, and I saw the pulse leap in their necks. “We are?”

      “I can even show you,” I said. Looking past them. “And you also, Doctor.”

      “I’d thank you to keep your uncanny magics away from me, thank you,” she replied stiffly. “Eliza, Oliver, I strongly suggest—”

      “Yes, please,” Eliza said, heedless of Carrington’s protest. “I want to know.” She added to her professor, “You’ve always said that there’s no substitute for direct experience.”

      “If we’re going to do this,” came Samuel’s voice, “Can you at least bring them off the road, my lord!”

      Bringing them off the road would require us to trust them with our location... or to hold them fast until we ourselves left. Either way, I was certain we could handle them. “As you say. Come.”

      “Don’t!” Carrington held out a hand. “For God’s sake, don’t go with him. If he’s a threat to you—”

      “Then it’s not like anyone’s going to find us in time, is it?” Oliver pointed out. “They’re still hiding in there.”

                  “Plotting their empires,” Eliza muttered. “And leaving us out of them!”

      That, apparently, was sufficient for the two students. Whatever politics had ensnared their professor had left them far too cynical about the machinations of academia, and they plainly loved Carrington well. I walked off the road, and the twain followed me. Inevitably, Carrington did as well, and Eyre circled around her. Now that Ivy had made her comment I could see the friction between them, born of too long a knowing with too little consummation.

      “Here.” I stopped in the shadow of the bridge. “We’re not visible, but we’re not so far that you can’t run. Does that suit you, Doctor Carrington?”

      “I wish you’d—” She cut the words off, baring her teeth as she looked away.

      “Stop being polite to you though you hurt him?” Ivy said. At the other woman’s sharp glare, Ivy said, “Whether or not you were one of the ones who tortured him, you’re still responsible for letting other people torture him.”

      I rested a hand on Ivy’s arm and she quieted, though not without resentment. I considered Carrington’s two students. Young, I’d thought them, but they weren’t all that much more so than my friends. It was the callowness in their eyes that had fooled me: they had seen so little of life, and all of it apparently cloistered.

      Well, that would certainly change.

      “You are ready for your proof?” I asked them.

      “Proof that we have divine blood?” Eliza grinned. “Absolutely. This we want to see!”

      “Feel,” Eyre murmured. “You’ll feel it.”

      They looked over their shoulder at him, then turned to me in concert and said, “We’re ready.”

      I held my hand in front of me, open. Concentrated. And pulled gently, until I could feel the tender cores in them, just waiting for water to flower. They gasped when I tugged at them, and then again when I poured just a little into them, enough to wet the soil. “I am,” I said, soft, “a little dry...?”

      Radburn said, “I’ll donate.” He stepped up alongside me and grinned. “No hard feelings, after all.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” I smiled at him, then pulled a thread of magic from him and fed it into the two students, until they held enough for use. “There. The gift of angels, bought for humanity by Saint Winifred and held in trust all these many years by the Church against our need.”

      “What... what did you do?” Eliza asked, shocked. She glanced down at her chest, rubbed it. “Am I glowing?”

      “And what did he do?” Oliver added, staring at Radburn.

      “Magic can be used up,” Radburn said. “I had some extra, so I let Morgan give it to you.”

      “We can’t give it directly,” Chester added, joining us. His voice was quiet. “Only the elven king and prince can do this. Usually.”

      Carrington had come closer, scowling. “Do what? What did you do to my students?”

      “Do it to her!” Oliver exclaimed.

      “Oh, ma’am, you must let him!” Eliza agreed.

      “You’re mad if you think I’ll let him touch me.” Carrington advanced on them, turned the youth to face her first and scrutinized him. “You don’t look any different.”

      “It’s not a ‘look’,” Eyre said behind her. “It’s a feel. You can feel it on the skin. Under your fingers, Mary. That’s where you’ll sense it.”

      “Preposterous,” she muttered, but I noticed her flexing her hands.

      “What can we do with it?” Eliza was asking, still looking at her chest as if to find visible evidence of her change. “Magic… that’s the stuff of stories.”

      “Folklore, certainly.” Ivy shared a warm glance with me, then returned her attention to the girl. “But as you’re a woman, you will command all that lives.”

      “Hey!” Oliver exclaimed. “How is that fair? What’s left over?”

      “Everything else!” Radburn said. “Seems a fair enough trade to me!”

      “I don’t see anything.” Carrington was frowning. “And I sense nothing. It’s nonsensical to think that I might.” She stepped away from her student—fortunately, for Oliver was already trying to hold a conversation over his shoulder with Radburn about the exciting new avenues open to him as a male practitioner of arcane arts. Folding her arms, she said, “It’s a trick.”

      “I think you’re allowing your emotions to rule your intellect,” Eyre said. At her fulminating glare, he said, so quietly that I thought only she’d been meant to hear, “You were always afraid of being accused of too much sentimentality. But a little sentiment, Mary, is not always a bad thing.”

      “Try holding that belief while laboring as one of the sole women in your field. In any field of higher learning!”

      Poor Eyre. He so wanted to reach her, and she so wanted to be reached by him, but her wounds kept her from accepting any aid. I empathized with her dilemma. It felt as if years had passed since Eyre had admonished me to accustom myself to asking for help because the whole of human life required acknowledgment that few of us survive without it. Like her, I’d been handicapped by something I couldn’t change—my illness—and wanted to succeed despite that handicap, and to do so while being able to say I needed no one.

      I had learned better. Or at least, I hoped I was in the process of doing so.

      “Leave her be,” I said. Both of them looked up at me at that. “I want no one who does not come to us of their own free will… and pushing her into accepting the gift will do none of us any favors, sir. If she decides to trust us, then we’ll still be here.”

      Behind me, Chester said, “You’re making several assumptions, Locke. Not the least of which that we might not die in our endeavor.”

      “We might,” I said. “But by God’s grace we shan’t, and I will trust in Him.”

      “That still leaves us with the problem of dealing with her presence.” Chester came abreast of me, eyeing Carrington.

      She lifted her chin. “If you think to frighten me… I don’t fear you. I don’t fear death!”

      “You’re lying,” I said. “And I admire your bravado, but it won’t serve.” I glanced at Eyre and said, “I think we’ll have to take her along, wherever we end up going.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you!”

      “I hear horses!” Samuel exclaimed.

      And so did I, and I felt them too. “Will they know we’re off the road?”

      “They know,” the knight said.

      I abandoned Carrington and Eyre and all my friends, caring little that I might be seen from Vigil in the weirdling light that accompanied the slow receding of night. How appropriate that he should arrive with the sun! And how long I’d waited to see him!

      The drake I saw first, by its burning ember eyes, separating from the shadows. And then the entirety of the entourage came, harnesses jingling, hooves striking their swift beats. By then, however, I saw only the man in the saddle of my beast, and I was already running for him before they halted. Reaching up, I cried, “Oh, but what has befallen you! They have hurt you! Tell me who it was and I will kill them myself!”

      “Morgan,” Amhric said, sliding into my arms. “Ah, Morgan.” And rested there, warm against me, and whole but afflicted… by what I knew not. His shining had dimmed, so that his golden skin looked more like Eyre’s or Chester’s than like an elf’s shimmering, and he looked weak and too gaunt. It hadn’t been long enough for him to look like this… had it? What new torment had Sedetnet devised for him? I cradled him close, grateful but fighting rage and guilt, and heard the horses circling us without allowing them to distract me. Or I did until one of the people astride spoke.

      “It was no one, my prince.”

      Shocked, I looked up and found my liegeman—vassal—both, either, did it matter? “Kemses! But what are you doing here?”

      Kemses it was, and holding the staff I’d sent with Last as symbol of my promise to Amhric to protect him. How appropriate that it should come back to me in his hands! “It is a long and strange story, but before we tell it, I have it from our escorts that we should not tarry?”

      “No,” I said. “No, we mustn’t.” Over my shoulder I called, “We must ride!” Leaning back to clasp Amhric’s shoulder, I added, solicitous, “Can you?”

      “I can,” he promised. “I am not so cruelly used as I look, I promise.”

      “And I must believe you. But you must tell me all when we find a safe spot.”

      “I will.” Amhric sighed. “I have missed you, Morgan!”

      “And I have you, like a riven piece of my heart. Up you go, back on the drake.” I helped him up, turned… and found all my friends drawn in behind me, staring. They could sense him on their skins too, from the looks on their faces, each as individual as their personalities: Chester with solemnity and Ivy with awe, Guy considering and Radburn flushed. Eyre behind them looked like a man who’d resigned himself to the teaching of history, suddenly thrust into its midst. I remembered his reaction to me when I’d first returned to Evertrue and saw the joy there again.

      Nor was I the only one, for Mary Carrington was watching him, torn between unease and pensiveness.

      “Well?” I said to them, and they scattered to break camp and load the horses.
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      I rode behind Amhric, and from this position I felt all too clearly the ribs in his back and the hollow of his waist. These things I ignored, for the pace the Vessel and Kemses demanded was too grueling for words. I had thought they would guide us out of sight, but this would not suffice for either of them. The day broke over us, bringing the sun; the sun rose bright in the autumnal sky; and the sun was pressing toward the horizon when at last Rose began seeking a campsight. We were able to choose one enshrouded in trees, for
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