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ROVE CAPTAIN ROMILY Slate sat
comfortably ahorse, enjoying a moment of solitude. Afternoon clouds
shredded themselves on still higher mountains. Before him a hanging
mist was folded into a green-and-stone tumble of hillsides;
hillside and mist fell away together into the river gorge they'd
heard so much about for the last ten-day. Beneath all, a
disquieting distant rumble-- more felt than heard-- as if the
entire land trembled at the might of the river they
approached.

Ahead lay the Carrsbritch Crossing. It
was best, he'd been told, to keep merchants hours when crossing, no
matter that the bridge was open all the hours of the day and night
to accommodate the traffic that flowed so heavily between the
lands.

It wise, too, to avoid those folks too
eager to sell in the hurly-burly town of Hartwell they'd just left.
Indeed, if one more well-meaning citizen told him "Never buy from a
traveler on the Carrsbritch Road" he would likely draw
sword!

Advice could not be avoided in these
lands. Everyone was sure to let you know that it was unwise to
enter Lamonta with stolen goods if your route took you through
Hartwell and the Carrsbritch Crossing.

And so they were warned....

They were from overseas. Even in this
well-traveled corridor there was fascination about those from
beyond the Bilder Sea, especially when they traveled not as
merchants or mentor-and-student, but as soldiers under flag. The
fascination extended to their accents, which were sharper and
quicker than the speech of the seamen and coastal merchants the
locals were accustomed to encountering as travelers.

"Captain! Hah! I'd camp if I were you!
Mist makes a crowd on the bridge, you know! Hah! Better view, too,
in the sunlight! Hah! Besides, soldiers deal better with soldiers
than magicians! Hah!"

This from Ekyr Farer, the odd herb
merchant they'd met on the road days before. He tugged his train of
pack ponies behind him, and headed for the fork down-trail toward
the cliffsides, where he had business collecting precious yellow
'fron. The little man rode, as always, urging his own small horse
as if pursued; as always he smelled of his wares--a stark contrast
to the bracing scent of the river valley.

"Hah. Camp before the rain comes! Hah!
Sleep till dawn! Hah!" came his instruction as he disappeared
around a sharp hillside to the right.

Slate muttered under his breath while
Grayling, his horse, cocked his head, as if turning to get a repeat
of a badly given command, and then pulled slightly on the reins,
attempting to drift to the left...

"Poof, horse! Everyone wants to give
me directions, including you!" Slate quieted the horse with a
good-natured pat on the neck.

Slate and his small troop had made
good time from their bivouac on the far side of the sprawling town
of Hartwell until a series of gusty rain showers had overtaken them
on the slopes rising toward the divide, turning a relatively
comfortable fall ride into a miserably damp one, and slowing their
progress considerably.

Now his troopers--Catania, Disburno,
Arbran, Littlebrook, and Hall-- were relaxing around the luxury of
an afternoon fire while they grazed their horses in a hilly meadow
a few hundred paces off the busy trade route. The area was known as
Kinzel Overlook after some ancient mage. Slate laughed to himself
and Grayling, already grazed, pranced for a moment.

Fifty days ago he and his men had been
hurried out of DaChauxma on the order of his Lady and her new
wizard. Since then he'd gathered to him a magic map, a coin
sectioned by a wizard's will, a one-night lover who slept with a
glowing talisman around her neck....

Fifty days ago he'd have ridden
through a thunderstorm to avoid stopping in a meadow said to have
been a wizard's vantage. Now, he merely did his best to move on
quickly. His sword had given him no warning of danger, after
all.

With that thought he shrugged, flexed
his knees, and stretched into the stirrups, nearly standing in
them. No getting around it: he was well and truly immersed in
magic, against his will. That he'd willingly carry--much less
depend on--a magic sword was proof that he was taking leave of his
senses well before his mission to find and deal with griffins would
likely take his life.

Grayling eagerly accepted his hand's
casual hint that they return to the troop and Slate let the horse
set his pace on the ride to the day-camp. A cooler, drier breeze
was at his back coming away from the valley and as he approached
the campsite the high keening of hawks echoed about him--a sign
that clearer air must be on the way.

The sound of hawks got unexpectedly
louder and more boisterous the closer they got to the campsite; not
even the noise of Grayling's quickening strides hid it. Under that
was another bird-like call.

Slate hurried his mount on the damp
road and up the trail to the meadow. The scent of the wet meadow
grass mixed with the husky odor of low-drifting wood smoke as they
entered the clearing. Slate caressed the pommel of his sword and
found no sign of threat even as he sighted his men and their
horses. He reined in Grayling and dismounted beneath the ancient
gnarled oak whose deadfall branches had supplied much of the wood
for their fire; his eyes were on the sky as soon as his boots
touched the meadow.

Flying under the canopy of departing
mist were at least a dozen hawks, each keening and calling more
loudly than the next. They circled easily in the freshening breeze
while DaChauxma's troop stared upward, transfixed.

In the midst of the hawks was
something else. Winged and gray, and preternaturally large and
silent, it drifted with lazy wings above the meadow. Some trick of
the light gave it a brightly shining beak.

It took Slate several moments to put a
name to that form--he kept thinking that the creature was an eagle
the while his eyes saw something else. Finally he said the word out
loud.

"Crow!" the word came unwilling. "A
tremendous gray crow!"

It was if the strange tableau had been
waiting for just those sounds.

The hawks went silent as one, and the
great crow, near colorless against the mist above it, nonchalantly
curled wing-feathers and started a long, smartly executed
parade-ground glide toward Slate.

Still the sword was quiet.

Slate stood as if rooted as the crow's
glide brought it near, then was startled into action as the crow
swooped suddenly onto the closest oak branch, barely two arms
lengths above, showering him with old bark. The Rove Captain swept
his hand in the air to ward off the bark and found his eyes drawn
to the intelligent face and strange bright beak.

The crow studied him and with a quick
shake of its head it tossed off that shining beak. Instinctively,
Slate caught the falling object, to be rewarded with the loud
nearly purring crow sentence: "Braddack! Braddack carthulu!
Braddack Kinzel carthulu!"

In his hand Slate found not some
unnatural beak but a surprisingly heavy piece of cool, shaped
glass. He began to inspect it, but was interrupted by a very
ordinary and bird-like clucking noise.

The crow clucked again and Slate again
found himself looking into that curious and insistent
face.

"Braddack," the crow mumbled at him.
"Braddack, Braddack carthulu. Carthulu Kinzel."

Slate lifted his hand toward the
bird.

"Do you need this back?" he asked
uncertainly.

"Carthulu. Carthulu Braddack. Carthulu
Kinzel," the crow said, edging slowly away from the proffered
glass, and turning his head slightly, denying need.

Slate shook his head in wonder. "I
guess you don't need it, eh? My thanks..." He studied the glass,
realized that it was some kind of a lens, and put it to his eye to
see what the world looked like through it, saw a strange dark
apparition approaching looming from nowhere...

"Is it a diamond?" came the
apparition's question.

Slate unabashedly jumped as
Littlebrook spoke.

"Damn, man, you near surprised the
life out of me!"

"And you damn near spooked the rest of
us, Captain, showing up like the hawks had called your name. The
horses were all unnatural nervous, like they get sometimes when it
thunders. We got them all together--thought maybe another storm was
showing up, but it was all them birds...."

The hawks above wove through the
slowly clearing sky in an intricate dance.

"Look Captain!"

Slate turned to see the crow drifting
lazily in the breeze toward Grayling. Shrugging its wings briefly
it dropped several hand-heights to land unceremoniously on Slate's
sleep pack behind the saddle.

Grayling turned to look at the bird,
shook his mane, and resumed grazing. The bird muttered something
very much like "Braddack, chick-chick Braddack-chick," folded wings
and settled in as if it was something he did every day.

There was something else to see, as
Disburno's quiet watch-whistle let Slate know. The avian juggling
act overhead had drawn the attention of other travelers, and now a
half-dozen or more stared about the meadow. Some were obviously
interested in the birds; others looked to be planning on setting up
camp.

Slate looked at the bird still perched
behind his saddle, then toward the clearing sky with its decoration
of wheeling birds, and shook his head a moment. Then he sighed and
called out "Break day camp and mount up, Rove Troop. With any luck
at all we'll sleep dry in Carrsbritch tonight."

* * *

SLATE SAT AS comfortably as he could
on Grayling, the occasional mutter of the crow a strangeness at his
back as they waited for yet another party to be ushered off the far
end of the structure. The crow had refused to leave its perch and
Slate had given up in time, unused as he was to sharing horse. Two
more wagons moved onto the dirt, and the Rove Captain sighed a
small sigh of relief as their rumble faded away.

With all the advice they'd been given
no one had explained exactly why some bridge crossing times were
better than others. He'd not been prepared for this slow confusion
of people, carts, and wagons and the strange impromptu shelters
that people raised--either against the night or against the sight
of the bridge, waterfall, and river far below.

It had taken an incredible amount of
time for them to move through the bustle, ignoring last minute
attempts to sell this or that special luxury for an absurdly low
price. Littlebrook could not buy what he wanted--as the troop
wouldn't wait for a rendezvous--and what was most for sale were
bits of jewelry, or silver and gold.

The bustle had perhaps gotten busier
when folk saw the crow; they'd gained space but lost time as
onlookers had gawked at the sleepy rider behind Slate. It hadn't
helped that they'd arrived bridge-side just as the traffic flow was
reversed, and had to wait for twenty wagonloads of goods and twice
as many riders and dozens of folk on foot crossed from
Lamonta.

Once or twice the crow had muttered
when someone spoke loudly, but for the most part he was a quiet
passenger, and Slate had seen it go slit-eyed as he'd finally
turned and given the command to cross.

The troop had come willingly enough
onto the bridge. Littlebrook, even, had started across without
comment after receiving his orders. Perhaps it was that Arbran,
pulling the pack pony, rode behind Littlebrook for the moment.
Arbran being silent, what could an experienced hand like
Littlebrook say?

Grayling went more willingly than
Slate; but Grayling had come through the trip across the sea well
enough and trusted Slate, despite the rumble of the river and the
tremble of the bridge.

"Mist means crowds," had said the herb
man, and well did he know the truth! For who but the senseless
would cross this ancient, trembling structure when one could see
the river beneath one's feet and watch entire flocks of birds
happily pass beneath as if there were nothing overhead?

Why, too, had none explained that as
the mist disappeared entire caravans might abandon their crossing,
or delay it until the night made seeing the river
impossible?

Slate watched the far end of the
bridge rather than looking from side to side. They faced a
steep-walled pass, curving out of sight into the mountain range
that blocked the setting sun already. The bridge led into a
surprising darkness, though portions of it were still in
light.

He'd told his men to ride single file,
call in case of trouble, but otherwise to look ahead only. Now
Slate followed his own advice. In part he wanted to avoid looking
down at the waterfall a few hundred paces away--that fell to the
river a few thousand paces below--and in part he wished to pay
attention to the soldiers and other officials on the far side. What
magic he might face he couldn't know. But troops and taxmen? Those,
at least, he could be alert for.

He would have preferred for the Rove
Troop not to have been noticed. Yet that was impossible with the
crown of hawks still circling above. Only those already on the
bridge when the troop arrived had not given way before them, though
DaChauxma rode with weapons sheathed and house-flag
furled.

In front of him was a cart pulled by a
pony between wooden drawbars, who from time to time was helped by
two women who pushed against crossbars on either side of the draw;
when they'd seen him behind them they'd nearly fled the bridge and
only some resolute word from one to the other had changed their
minds. Was it the bird? Was it himself, a foreign
soldier?

He sighed. It didn't matter--it could
just as well be the bridge and the roaring of the water and the
lowering night as his face or the crow. Slate, too, was
nervous.

Here they were as trapped as on ship,
or more so, for on board there had always been the vague chance of
surviving going over the side. Ahead was a threat more visible than
any he'd imagined on that ocean crossing, for he could see
stonework set back from the bridge, stonework that smacked of
hidden archers, and of troops in waiting. What a pass to guard,
with the bridge your ally! Crossing that height with but some board
between a man and his doom could be enough to unnerve an enemy
without having soldiers to deal with as well!

Now they moved slowly by the covered
section in the center of the bridge where, for a moment, Slate felt
a little more secure. The crow riding behind muttered something and
Grayling pranced a half-step, but both settled down immediately.
This was not a place for a nervous horse.

Slate involuntarily glanced over the
side rails into the river gorge, surprised and relieved at the
depth of the darkness there, but more surprised at how fast that
darkness was falling all about as they waited for their turn at the
bridge-gate.

There was smoke ahead now as torches
were lit; a runner was making his way around the permanent
emplacements on the hillside beyond and around the curve of the
hills, and another moved across the bridge, lighting flickering
fires in the great ceramic urns on the side of the bridge as the
shadow out of the gorge rose palpably.

Torch-light illuminated what looked to
be a stone corral beyond the bridge-end, large enough for eight or
ten good-sized horses. The place was cluttered with bundles, kegs,
oddments, several crates, and leather carrybags of many
kinds.

Only the pony-cart ahead of him was
still on the bridge now, in front of it the counter-weighted wooden
swing-arm that acted as gate for the travelers. The several wagons
on the other side of that gate were inspected rather casually, two
men on a side. The inspectors moved like tired men, thought Slate,
men all too likely to be bored or cross...and he'd seen them
administer no test, give no challenge.

From behind came a familiar sound,
distracting Slate. The sound was of a small pony or two pacing
steadily, their step punctuated by "hah!"

Slate turned involuntarily, perhaps
waking the crow, who blinked and rustled about a bit but said
nothing. Behind him his men had also turned, and saw a remarkable
sight in the dimming light.

Herbalist Farer was making hurried
headway across the bridge. Travelers were letting him by, as if his
"hah!" was an order. Then the bridge was too crowded, and the
herbman paused. He raised a hand as he saw Slate and mouthed the
words "too late!"

Slate smiled and sketched a salute
before facing front and relaxing back into the saddle--had the
herbman really expected to cross so quickly?

Ahead now was a commotion. The wagons
were being passed through and the cart ahead was moving up. At the
same time new guards and inspectors were arriving. There were
different uniforms now and Slate recognized a change of shift. Just
as well, he thought, to get a fresh crew and get through
quickly.

That idea went from his head almost
immediately though. The new inspectors began one at the front and
one at the back, as well as one in conversation with the cart
driver. They looked at each section of the cart as if they'd never
seen one before, using lanterns to cast light beneath the cart.
They knocked and listened carefully.

Nearby a small wooden dais was now
occupied as well, by an ornately dressed man on a wooden bench.
Slate flinched, for the dais had its own light, as if it were lit
from within. No need for smoky torches or any such to disturb the
man who sat there. Magic! And that man must be magic, too, for
Slate had not seen him arrive in the stand for all his
attention.

The man on the dais stood, as if
Slate's glance disturbed him. Slate did not look away. The man
spoke to a soldier standing guard; that solider looked swiftly at
Slate and his band, and hurried toward the inspection
area.

Slate felt his sword stir, as if it
was being...careful. He rested his elbow on the edge of the hilt,
and could feel the very tiniest of energies about it. Not immediate
danger, perhaps, but wariness.

The guard from the dais reached an
inspector at the horse's harness, and tapped him quickly on the
back. The inspector turned, outraged, but when he saw who it was
his outrage became mere surprise, and when he took in the wave
toward the bridge--clearly indicating Slate and his troop--he
snapped to alert and called out to his comrades.

"We are done with these. Let them
pass. The Bispham himself will lead the next
inspection!"

* * *

THE BISPHAM STOOD before Slate, his
armed guards and border troops about him like a cloak of power. It
seemed to Slate that the man needn't display his armed might so
readily, given the wondrous array of wands of power he had tucked
about his amazing, purple garb. He'd even wore on his head an
overcap of conical construction, like an imitation of wizard caps
of old, that glittered with gemstones in the torch
light.

The Bispham bowed--actually a very
slight nod.

"How very pleased I am to be here at
the border to welcome you, Rove Captain Slate. News of your coming
has preceded you, and we were quite expecting an army to appear on
our doorstep. And how pleasant that you should have delayed until
nightfall, which is my shift this moon!"

Slate bowed, considered his words,
wished yet again that a witch had not called his name...and wished,
too, that they'd been permitted to stay ahorse. He disliked the
whole of this: it smacked too much of theater for his
taste!

"I am but a Rove Captain with a small
troop, as you can see. If tales have sprung up claiming us more
than that I apologize. There was no need to bring your..." here he
hesitated, then smiled wryly. The dread had gone from him, despite
the insistent low vibration of the sword.

"You have the better of me sir, I have
not your name and..."

There was a modest laughter, quickly
hushed, among the soldiers.

"No one has my name, or may have it
for mere conversation," came the reply tartly. "I am the Bispham of
the Bridge, carrying on the tradition of proper judging of people
permitted to complete the Carrsbritch Crossing. You may call me
‘Sir Magician,' or if you prefer ‘Bridgemaster'. As you must know,
Lamonta is a peaceful, law-abiding place. We permit travelers to
visit, to pass through, and even to engage in commerce, as we find
that the prosperity of all depends on the such.

"We do, insist, however, that no one
may bring in to Lamonta items which do not properly belong to them,
and if they do bring such items, they must not be permitted to
carry them farther but must relinquish them to our care, that we
might return them to their proper owners or find those who might be
able to utilize them if the proper owners are not about. It is the
duty of The Bispham of the Bridge to keep such order here;
elsewhere there are others of my rank to keep order if need
be..."

Slate closed his eyes briefly,
nodding. This was why the costs of some goods fell as one closed on
the border. Not because they were common in Lamonta--but because
they would be contraband on this side of the bridge!

"And so, Rove Captain, we must inspect
your troop as we inspect all other travelers. You'll note that some
travelers have discovered on their own that they have somehow come
to carry things whose ownership is unclear --and they have
willingly divested themselves of all such here in the Stonekeep
where such goods are held until their rightful owners might be
ascertained. You and your men are welcome to take advantage of the
few moments left of sunglow to make your own inspection of the
goods you carry before we make ours."

At that point The Bispham pulled from
its hook one of the many wands he carried, and waved it about
meaningfully.

"Understand, Captain, that we are able
to identify items that are not traveling with proper ownership or
permissions. If need be, I am empowered to enforce penalties, as
well."

"Thank you, Bridgemaster. I will
confer with my troop to ensure that none carry aught but what they
should."

Slate turned to his men warily, eyes
searching the faces of two in particular. Littlebrook, whose grasp
of items was likely better than his grasp of ownership, and Arbran,
who'd fled his home that he not suffer the fate of far too many
younger sons in houses of influence. Arbran had even brought one of
his father's swords to their first meeting, claiming his right to
carry it....

"We are told," he said gently. "I
trust none of you have any doubt of what we are being offered. We
have the opportunity here to give over anything that we carry under
false pretense. I cannot speak to the penalty, except that we are
somewhat outnumbered and on strange ground to boot. So, please, do
not hesitate."

His men looked at him, and at each
other. None made move one.

"I take that as an answer I can
deliver to the magician, then?"

His men nodded, one by one, even
Littlebrook, even Arbran.

"So shall we say," he said carefully.
Slate nodded to each of them, felt that slight tingle of danger in
the sword, and turned to face The Bispham.

"I am told that none carry good they
should not, Bridgemaster."

The Bispham looked smug.

"Such an honest troop of rovers I
doubt I've seen before, Captain. Surely, before I must insist with
my own means, you might find about you that which does not belong
to you or yours."

"We are certain, Bridgemaster," Slate
said.

"My inspectors will assist you, now,
Rove Captain. Please understand this is a courtesy we would extend
to any of your house."

* * *

THEY STOOD, EACH beside the piles of
their belongings, each with bareback horse at side, except for
Slate. Slate stood between two piles--the paltry one that was his
and the larger, more important pile that was those things that
belonged to House DaChauxma. The pack-pony was tethered, likely
grateful to be without his load. Grayling waited impatiently at
Slate's back. His saddlebags had been carefully removed, but the
gray crow stood fast on the saddle, refusing Slate's entreaties to
be gone as well as rebuffing the "assistance" of The Bispham's
minions.

Slate was inclined to think kindly of
the crow despite it, for by now it was clear that those packed onto
the bridge favored the crow. There were many people now on the
bridge, slinking in from the night, calling out that no one had the
right to stop the gray crow on his own bridge!-- and it might well
be that Slate would find his last joy here, fighting a stupid last
fight over a stupid mission while the crow laughed for him at his
enemies...

One of The Bispham's guards, braver
than the rest, or seeking favor, closed on the crow again, this
time raising a stick to jab at him. Grayling lashed out instantly
with a hind foot, knocking the man down and raising and unexpected
murmur of laughter and approval from the gallery on the
bridge.

"For the sake of rain, man," Slate
roared,"that's a war-horse! Might as well come at him straight on
with a sword and get your head bashed in!"

The Bispham glared at the proceedings
from his vantage point next to Catania's pitiful pile where he and
a scribe were inventorying the belongings cursorily. A guard stood
beside them, bored. Catania, it was plain, carried nothing worth
consideration on his person.

"You, there, Captain! You'll need to
control your horse if you wish to keep it!" The Bispham's threats
were becoming more blatant; Slate was not surprised to find his
sword still vibrating low with warning.

The downed guard rose with a limp,
looked to his corporal, who shrugged and waved him away.

Slate could hear some of the questions
Catania was answering. Did he have any jewels? None. Where had he
gotten the small silver neck pendant?

From his dead wife. Did he gamble?
That was answered with a laugh and a quick--"Only by volunteering!"
"Do you carry anything you've stolen?"

"I do not!" "Where did you get your
horse?" "From the house--it carries DaChauxma's mark, look you,
like my saddle and my weapon and my bedroll and my
life."

The magician waved several of his
various wands over Catania and his pile, snorted, and said--"Pack
this junk up. Your house does well by you with horse and gear, I
see, and pays you not at all!"

Stuart Hall was a different matter;
being born out of the Household he had trinkets and geegaws, and a
change of clothing meant for a modest Court. He also had a tongue
in his head, which became unlimbered as his crossbow was inspected.
"Did you make this?" "My uncle did. It was my gift for Twelfth
Year." "What do you carry that you've stolen?" "Not a damn thing!"
"And this jewelry? Hardly what I'd expect of a soldier in the same
troop as that pauper!" "I'm out of house, a younger son. All here
was given me or bought by me, Bridgemaster!" This last was said
with such insulting venom that the guard stepped closer in
warning.

The Bispham looked Hall in the eye and
said "We shall see, we shall see!" and brought forth some pendulous
and flashy jeweled thing, which he swung over the pile while
muttering. He also said to the scribe, "Make a note of the gold
pieces--they are foreign gold and the ownership harder to be sure
of!"

Slate winced at that, for even if they
were let go how hard would it be to do their mission with no gold
to buy food or information?

The scribe said something Slate
couldn't hear, and The Bispham simply said, "Note it all, note it
all," before turning to his next task.

The Bispham peered dismissively at
Disburno, who was standing quietly beside his painted pony, talking
in his own language as he plaited its mane gently, from saddle
forward. The little man was in his Plain's garb rather than house
clothes; and he was heedless of the magician, even when the awkward
clatter of wands should have told him he was under
scrutiny.

The wizard made several quick passes
with the wands, and then chose a different one, which he also swung
about energetically while mumbling some magic phrase or
spell.

Apparently magic spoke not of stolen
goods and The Bispham turned his attention to Arbran, next closest
to Slate, and his curiously large pile. In it, conspicuously, was
the hat that Arbran had worn when he came to the troop. That was
the very hat Slate had told him to get rid of, since it made him an
obvious target for an archer.

But the rest...the rest was the
bedroll. It was fluffed to amazing proportions and on it lay some
few odds and ends of Arbran's life--a knife, some coins, the hat, a
fancy belt, his sword.

The Bispham looked Arbran over
carefully.

"Are you a gambler?"

"No."

"Odd, that looks like a gambler's hat
to me. Where did you get it?"

"I, uh...it was a gift from my
mother."

"Ahhh...of course," said The Bispham.
"Your mother gives you a parting present of a gambler's hat while
you travel with a troop of rootless, roving
mercenaries?"

Arbran reacted as if
slapped.

"We are not rootless! We are on a
mission for House DaChauxma ..."

"And neither you nor your horse are of
that house, eh? So you are a mercenary who wears a gambler's
hat!"

"This hat is from my mother, who
insisted I take it. It is... it is in case I need to be paroled.
She will know this hat is mine, because she had it from her last
lover ere she married my father!"

"So it is a gambler's hat, and you
have it without his permission!"

"It is not stolen!"

"You are on the edge of trouble, boy,"
said the magician, and then to his scribe, "Note the hat and the
silly feather blanket too."

This time the Bridgemaster took
several wands out and waved them slowly to muttering and
mumbling...

"The permissions on some of these
items is scanty at best! You'd do well to decide which should stay
here!"

With that he harumphed his way to
Littlebrook, who was looking not at all at ease.

"Just hand over the goods. You needn't
explain how they came to you."

Littlebrook glanced over toward Slate
sheepishly and reached into his leather belt pouch. He withdrew
several things--what exactly Slate couldn't see--and tried to hand
them to The Bispham. He waved the items over to his scribe as if
unwilling to be touched by someone willfully carrying an item not
his own.

Slate shook his head in disgust as the
scribe unceremoniously shook out a handful of fine-linked
necklaces. They were likely troth-gifts or even bride-badges,
exactly the kind of things a young buck looking to show-off to his
cronies might take away from his evening's pleasure. Better a
soldier to buy an honest working girl's time for the night than
tempt fate trifling with husbands and boyfriends thus...

"What else? There's something else.
You've got it in your boots!"

Littlebrook looked appalled, but
managed to gasp out, "There's nothing in my boots but my feet and
my stockings!"

"Take them off!" said the magician,
pulling forth a wand and waving it excitedly over Littlebrook's
feet. "Yes. Take them off and we'll see!"

Littlebrook sat awkwardly on his
blanket roll, pulling first one and then the other of his boots
off. He tipped them to show that they held nothing....

The magician looked momentarily
perplexed, pulled out another wand and said several words. He tried
again, shoved that wand away, and pulled out the pendant thing he
had used earlier.

Now he smiled.

"Tell me about the boots. Where did
you get them?"

Littlebrook grimaced. "I won them. It
was a drinking bet, see and..."

"Bah! Bah! You took them from a drunk!
You did, didn't you!"

"We had a bet! We did so," Littlebrook
insisted.

"And he was drunk stupid when you took
them, wasn't he? Stolen boots! Leave them!"

Slate felt his frustration molding
itself to something like anger. What a stupid matter to be using
magic for! What a waste there was of power, to aim it all at
someone like Lyle Littlebrook!

Littlebrook looked miserable, but the
magician wasn't done with him. Littlebrook turned out every pocket,
had to account for every coin: copper, silver, or gold. In the end
he was out boots and coins, necklaces and bracelets. Still the
magician fiddled with his wands. He came back once more to
Littlebrook's feet.

With a cunning expression the magician
quickly touched Littlebrook's ankle with his wand. There was a
sharp report, as of shield meeting shield.

Littlebrook moaned, dropped his hand
to his ankle, and sat down.

"No, you'll not get away with this one
either. What are you hiding in your stockings? Or did you steal
your socks?"

Littlebrook said nothing but began to
struggle out of the stockings.

Slate stood on the balls of his feet
now, the sword comfortably humming against him, as if eager, as if
feeding on his anger. What necessity to drag a man's very
socks...

"The story!" The magician insisted,
bringing his wand toward the struggling man.

"A lady-" he began "well, she, we, we
bathed and then I needed stockings and so she put on these from her
master's linens...."

"Leave them then! Stand
up!"

"Enough! You've proved your point, now
enough is done!"

Slate wasn't sure who was most
surprised. Certainly the crowded bridge went silent; certainly the
Bridgemaster stopped his harangue; certainly Lyle Littlebrook
looked amazed. Certainly, it was Slate's own voice that had rung
out in the dim night air.

The magician was fumbling about his
robe madly, while Littlebrook hurriedly divested himself of the
tell-tale stockings. Everyone else was momentarily still, save the
hawks still circling overhead, added a course of keening to Slate's
demand.

Firelight glinted on the wand aimed
directly at Slate; yet nothing happened. The magician stood
impotent with rage for a long moment and pulled out another wand,
looked at it, and then gathered himself and waved scribe and guards
toward Slate angrily.

Slate, for his part, stood firm. What
was done was done; he only hoped Littlebrook would be able to
soldier again once they got away from this accursed place. A
captain must always care for his troops and Slate would answer for
duty if need be.

The Bispham strode distantly around
Grayling, his guard and scribe following in a rush. Behind him
Catania, Hall, and Arbran had gone to Littlebrook and had gotten
their comrade seated, though he shook mightily.

On Grayling's back the crow stirred,
watching The Bispham's elegant, glittery headgear with grave
interest-- muttering, muttering, muttering

"Braddack, Braddack, Braddack.
Carthulu Braddack, Braddack."

"Rove Captain, what a fine brave band
of honest men you bring us," the magician said as he approached.
"And what brave words. Do you tell us how to guard our own
country?"

The mage clanked somewhat, as if he'd
not placed all his wands firmly in their tucks and they now banged
against each other. His voice, unctuous as it was, hid none of the
excitement that also showed in his face. Slate had fought men in
this state, and found them dangerously overconfident.

Against his best wishes Slate's voice
was loud in the night.

"Bridgemaster, if dirty stockings were
a threat to Lamonta surely the country would have fallen long
ago!"

"Do not mock me,
outlander!"

There was no answer to give so Slate
gave none. His duty now was to get the troop beyond this madman,
and to move somehow on to the mission. Ay, at this moment he'd
gladly face the griffins rather than this wand-toting
fool.

The Bridgemaster was breathing hard
and waving his assistants to his side urgently.

"Enough!" came a voice from the
bridge. "We have a home to go to! Let us through and finish your
torture later!"

A more familiar voice called out "Huh!
They bear the crow--let them go!"

The magician glared toward the bridge
and, grabbing a wand, made a quick motion in that direction. A
sharp, lightning bright flash lit the night, bringing cries of
dismay from men and beasts alike.

"The Bispham decides who enters and
who is a thief! Silence!"

Rather than silence there were
mutterings and complaints. The Bispham didn't notice the muttering,
so intent was he on Slate. Slate's eyes were still dazzled; he more
heard than saw the magician come close.

"How dare you attempt to command here?
You who captain a circus--an old crow, a trick-trained horse, and
hawks as heralds--think to bring your thieves into Lamonta
unchallenged? Rove Captain, Rove Captain!"

The magician waved his wand at Slate.
"I will let you and your men pass, Rove Captain, but I will keep
your saddle bags filled with gold and silver, and I will keep your
own trick horse, as well! These things are claimed as penalties!
This is my command!"

The magician strode toward Grayling
and the horse turned to face him straight on. The crow, now
clinging stubbornly to the saddle, stretched wings and cried out
"Braddack! Braddack!"

The magician warily slowed his
approach to the horse and began waving that wand. Grayling began
advancing and the magician said some magic words, raised the wand
over his head as if to strike the horse bodily.

As the wand reached the height of its
arc there was tremendous keening noise and a clatter of feather and
wind as the rod was snatched from the Bridgemaster's grasp in a
clean strike by a hawk. Just after came another hawk, screaming and
diving at the still outstretched hand, and then another.

The magician flung himself to the
ground, screaming, "Archers!"

Grayling was still advancing on the
heedless magician and Slate whistled sharply, diving past the man
and grabbing up trailing reins. The crow lifted suddenly from the
horse, screaming crow-complaints at the melee. Wands littered the
ground around the magician and as he scrabbled about trying to grab
them the hawks continued to strike at him. He tumbled again, losing
his gem-studded cap and exposing his half-bald head to the
torchlight--and to the attacks of the hawks.

There was a shout of "DaChauxma!" and
a barefooted Littlebrook came riding up to Slate, short lance to
hand, and then there was a strange cracking sound as the bridge
gate went down to a surging crowd.

Above all the noise was a sudden,
piercing shriek.

"My cap, the crow has stolen my
cap!"

Slate followed the magician's pointed
finger. The gray crow was climbing slowly into the night air,
circling the bridge....

"Gold, a dozen pieces to who recovers
my cap! Two dozen pieces of gold."

The magician stood with wand in hand,
pointing, waving, saying words...all to no effect.

"Troops, recover my cap!"

The crow glided majestically across
the river gorge, and, with all heads watching, turned very neatly,
and alighted on the roofed center section of the bridge, the fire
from torch and urn flames glinting off the cap.

The magician turned to Slate, now
astride Grayling.

"Captain, I demand your crow return my
cap, I demand!"

A rush of The Bispham's men ran onto
the bridge.

"Hah," came a familiar sound.
"Hah."

The herbman came abreast of Slate,
shaking his head sadly, leaning down to talk at the bare-headed
magician.

"Hard to catch that crow. Couldn't
with a thousand men. Kinzel couldn't catch him. Your men can't.
Humph. If he likes you, he'll bring you presents. If he don't, he
ignores you. Humph. Have to listen sometime, Bispham or not. That's
the crow made this bridge famous. Humph. Two hundred and fifty
years old, we figure. Smarter than you. Tried to tell you. Humph.
If your magic's in your cap you'll never get it back if you don't
let these folk travel on. Humph. Crow's a friend of theirs. Any
fool coulda seen that. I did. Humph."

On the bridge the crow had moved from
one side of the roof to the other as an enterprising solider made
it to the rooftop. The crowd watched, half from the shore and half
from the bridge, offering suggestions.

Seven archers came racing to The
Bispham, trying not to look at his bare head. "Bridgemaster, we are
here! Shall we shoot the crow? Or shall we try to catch
it?"

The magician looked hopeful for a
moment.

"Wouldn't," said the herb man."Humph.
Lose the cap forever. Long way to the river. Pretty deep, too.
Humph. My advice is good. Gotta be."

On the bridge the crow flew from the
rooftop to the railing and then swooped out into the night. As the
soldier who'd been on the roof got down to the bridge deck the gray
form swooped from beneath the bridge and landed back in the same
spot he been in.

Slate found himself with a troop--all
mounted and packed--as The Bispham's soldiers tried building a
human ladder. Gold if they could just get that bird....

The Bridgemaster looked disgustedly at
his archers and then up at Slate and his men, and spoke to a point
somewhere in between.

"Let the bird be. Let this troop pass.
Let everyone pass, until daybreak--free passage, in honor of the
crow--by order of The Bispham."

"Hah! Hah! Rove troop'll need a place
to sleep. Know one. Hah! Listen this time! Hah!"

Slate turned to look at his men, who
watched carefully, and heard the distant sound of hawks in the
night.

"Hah!" he said finally, and pointed
toward the herb man's retreating back. "I advise you to go that
way!"
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Master of the
Winds

Sharon Lee

 


HE DID NOT look a great deal like his
poster-portrait, but only Petrie noticed that--or cared, once she
had--and Petrie was odd by anyone's counting.

What mattered the most to everyone,
Petrie included, was that he had come at last. Three weeks after
his pictured announcements, here he was in town: the World Famous
Kitemaster, Warlock of the Clouds, Advisor to the Crowned Heads of
Exotic Realms (both earthbound and cloud rimmed), Master of the
Winds. To Petrie, this last title was by far the most important.
Oddly, not even she wondered why such an exalted personage should
waste his time and fabulous powers awebinding the residents of
Tailies Landing.

Home to Petrie was the Orphanage of
St. Dudley, and she sat now with her fellow orphans under the
watchful eyes of Sister Ignacia Marie, buying her continued
presence with rigid stillness, staring at the Master as if her huge
purple eyes were velvet-lined cages in which she would keep him for
herself, forever.

He was tall, though not as tall as his
picture had promised, and slender to the edge of emaciation. His
hair and beard were curly, but the red-brown curls of the poster
were, in reality, more than merely speckled with grey. He was
dressed in a blue-and-white pin-striped tuxedo. His shirt was only
three snowy ruffs: one at each wrist and a larger one, pinned with
a bluestone brooch, at his slender throat. The cape Petrie had
hoped for was not immediately in evidence.

He spread his arms wide and his
fingers below the lace were long, slim and callused by lightning.
On the third finger of the left hand--on the side where Petrie
sat--he wore a battered silver band.

Petrie held her breath as he
gestured--barely more than a whisper-ripple of outstretched
digits--and the lanterns dimmed. The slightest, most delicate of
breezes moved around the tent, cool on sweating bodies. Petrie
sniffed as it touched her; smelled vanilla and ozone.

He crooked a finger and the little
breeze, obedient as a puppy dog, ran to him, swirled about his
trouser legs for a moment, then stilled. Petrie imagined she could
see it--a creature rather like a dog, if dogs were made of white
feathers and ice--curled about the feet of the Kitemaster, grinning
at the audience with canine good humor. The suggestion of a
movement from the Master claimed Petrie's attention, so she left
the little breeze--unseen or not--to its own devices.

As the lantern light dimmed even
further, the audience drew in upon itself. The lantern to Petrie's
left winked out, then its partner across the tent. One by one, with
ritual solemnity, the lanterns extinguished themselves until the
tent was in total darkness.

The Kitemaster allowed the darkness to
remain only long enough for his audience to know fully that it was
dark. Then he called into being--by means Petrie would have given
much to have seen--a blaze of blue light. It hung in the air,
seemingly solid, a foot or so above the wooden planks of the rough
stage and three long arm-lengths in front of its
summoner.

He allowed the audience to marvel a
moment, then gestured again. This time, a pillar of red light came
into being next to the blue one. Petrie leaned forward in her seat
as far as her wariness of Sister Ignacia allowed, then held her
breath so the act of breathing might not disturb her
sight.

The magician moved again--yes! The
light formed so--tiny particles of color, smaller than bumblebees,
but behaving very similarly, gathered in upon themselves until
there a third pillar of light manifested, this one butter yellow,
floating beside its fellows above the stage.

Lowering his hands, the Master slowly
moved back from his creations--Petrie thought that he moved
carefully so as not to tread on the breeze at his feet--and invited
the audience to examine his servants until they tired of the sight.
Petrie sighed. A long time would pass before she could look at the
scene before her without wonder, but free-floating pillars of color
were not what she had longed to see. Impatient, she leaned farther
forward, straining to see through the purple fog that filled the
space between the blue and red pillars, longing to know if the
puppybreeze was still in its place on the floor. A hand gripped the
back of her neck--a grip she knew all too well. Sister Ignacia, no
slave to wonder, snatched Petrie out of her chair and marched her
toward the back of the tent. Experience told Petrie it was useless
and worse to struggle; but as it became clear that the nun was
intent upon setting her outside the tent, the child began to fight.
Doom if sunlight entered this place now! Even the lingering rays of
sunset were a danger. She did not question how she knew it, but the
knowledge was plain in her, gilt-edged with truth.

Sister Ignacia simply exerted a bit
more pressure, added a little more push. Petrie planted her feet,
locked her knees, felt herself moved forward in spite of it, and
fell back on the often overlooked weapon of a naturally silent
child--she screamed.

Sister Ignacia recoiled as if stung
and Petrie dove back toward the depths of the audience, which was
on its feet and pushing, blind, toward the sides of the tent,
seeking escape from whatever unknown menaced them.

There were more screams as people
felled people and an exhaled, humid fear--then the lanterns flared
back to life. The crowd paused in its flight; and a flailing wind
rose from nowhere to assault and herd them and they ran from the
tent as if it were afire, eddying around the unmoving black bulk of
Sister Ignacia Marie, who was peering about for her
charges.

* * *

AWAY--AT LEAST she'd gotten away,
thought Petrie ruefully, nursing her torn palm. There'd be dutch to
pay if she tried to go back to the orphanage now, though. Sister
Ignacia would not be much amused by the consecutive shabby tricks
played on her, from scream to determined elusiveness to the
willfulness that had closed Petrie's ears to the calls of Sister
and her housemates, as they searched the town field and the
wood-edges for her.

Sister had given up, finally,
gathering together the rest of her charges and herding them back
across the moonlit field toward town. Petrie had slipped along the
shadow of the trees, following an instinct--or was it taste of
vanilla and ozone? She'd torn her palm going over the fence at the
edge of the town's field, but she kept on going until she'd found
the wagon.

Now, sitting behind a straggling bush,
Petrie shook her head and closed her eyes briefly. It was important
that she be here. She knew it. More important that she be here
tonight than safe in the only home she'd ever known.

A light came on in the window of the
wagon and she dropped flat behind the little bush.

The wagon door slid open, spilling
light onto the steps and the grass below, and the Master stepped
out and down. Purposefully, he strode forward, until he was halfway
between that square of light and Petrie's hiding place. He was
dressed as he had been at the tent show, and the hoped-for cloak
was now fastened about his throat, flung back behind his
shoulders.

Stopping, he placed his hands on his
hips and tipped his head to one side. "I am pleased that you were
able to come here this evening," he said, seeming to address the
entire clearing. "At least one of you has come at the risk of
losing her home." He turned once slowly around, and nodded as if
satisfied. "I would like to invite you inside, if I may. There are
refreshments." He tipped his head briefly to the other side, much
like the orphanage cat when it sensed a speech directed solely to
itself, nodded again and turned back toward the lighted square of
the wagon door.

This was what she had come for! Petrie
leapt up from behind her bush and ran after the Master. She caught
him at the bottom step, and it was only when he turned and smiled
that she saw she shared his welcome with another.

But the Master did not allow time for
more than that first quick realization. With sure magician's
timing, he bestowed his wonderful smile upon them both, murmured,
"Welcome," turned and led them up the stairs into the
wagon.

Petrie followed, keeping her eyes
resolutely on the sweeping black cloak before her, refusing to
acknowledge the other climbing beside her.

The Master motioned them toward his
couch-bed as he moved to the kitchen end of the small space,
gathering food and utensils. Unwillingly, Petrie turned at last to
her fellow petitioner.

He was older than she, tall and much
too slender, the whiteness of his skin telling of illness; his lank
black hair already threaded with white. His eyes were black and
fierce, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. Petrie forced
herself to meet his glare steadily, though something within her
cringed from that contact.

Here you are then," the Master's voice
pulled them 'round to watch as he put down a plate filled with
cheeses and bread, a pitcher of milk and three yellow glasses.
Relieved of these burdens, he reached slender hands to his throat,
undid the fastening of his cloak, swirled it off his shoulders to a
hook on the wall by the bed. He gestured to them again, indicating
that they should sit on the blue-and-white coverlet.

After a moment, Petrie did. The boy
remained standing for a heartbeat longer, then he sat as well, as
far away from Petrie as he could. The Master sat on the floor by
the laden table, his long legs crossed before him.

Smiling, he pushed the plate of cheese
and bread forward. "Eat." He poured milk into glasses, one for
each; and kept his glass in hand, sipping from it from time to
time.

Petrie, reminded that her last meal
had been the scant orphanage luncheon some hours gone by and that
her next mealtime was by no means certain, helped herself to a
slice of dark bread and a slab of butter-yellow cheese. She bit
into it with satisfaction and a sigh.

The boy was staring at the plate as if
he'd seen no such thing before--as well he might not, Petrie
thought, suddenly noticing the fineness of his trousers, the
softness of his shirt. Hesitantly, he put out one hand and selected
a slice of bread. Copying Petrie imperfectly, he laid a piece of
cheese carefully on the bread and bit into it. He chewed slowly,
neither sighing nor seeming especially satisfied.

Petrie took a swallow of milk. Though
she tried not to bolt her food, she found it too soon finished.
Regretfully, she drank the last of her milk and put the empty glass
on the table. Much comforted, she leaned into the corner of the
couch, drawing her legs into a curl beneath her.

The Master moved, as he had not done
all the time Petrie had been eating, setting his glass down on the
table with a small click "Well, now. Would you like to tell me why
you're here?"

Petrie blinked and looked thoughtfully
at the Master. His taffy eyes were warm and guileless. She felt a
slow rise of the fine hairs on her nape. Didn't he know?

But the boy was leaning forward, his
thin, nob-knuckled hands clenching his nearly full glass in a grip
that surely should have shattered it. "I'm here to learn the--the
Power. I came because I could feel it... Because I want it. To
learn how to use it..."

"Ah." The Master nodded, polite, then
flicked his glance to Petrie. "And you, child?"

Petrie licked her lips. Words were
never easy for her; she preferred always to rely upon the messages
found in eyes, face, gesture... "I came because I--needed--to come.
I..." She closed her eyes, as if visualizing the words would make
the speaking easier. "All my life I've loved the winds. I--I used
to go outside in windstorms, just to stand and feel them rushing
past, to smell the different wind-smells." She opened her eyes and
looked into the Master's warm brown gaze. "They lock me in now,
when the wind starts to blow."

"Oh, child..." Petrie felt his sorrow
for her as clearly as if he'd reached out and touched her
hair.

Blinking back unexpected tears, she
finished, lamely, it seemed to herself, "And I wanted to see the
puppybreeze again, if I could, sir. Perhaps touch it..."

Next to her, the dark, sickly boy
snorted. "The puppybreeze," he mimicked, some of the fierceness of
his eyes flickering in his voice. "That's the kind of Power a girl
would see! Why, that wind has to be the very least of those the
Master commands!" He turned his black eyes to the quiet Master,
seeking confirmation. "Isn't that so, sir? That that wind is the
least?"

The Master knit his brows and bent his
head. His long fingers were laced together across his legs and it
seemed to Petrie that he studied the worn silver band on his left
hand for a long time before he raised his head to answer the boy's
question.

"It is not for me to know what is
least and what is greatest. I have my skills and my secrets and
those that do my bidding. But I am only Kitemaster, my son; I must
judge worthiness as you do, in measures of loyalty, long service
and...affection." He paused a moment and Petrie saw that his hands
were no longer clasped and that one finger was rubbing the face of
the silver band.

"There are those that serve me because
they must. And when the day comes when I am too old, when my will
is no longer the stronger--those will turn on me, and perhaps rend
me, because I had dared enslave them in my youth and my pride." He
looked hard at the boy.

"It never does to gain power by force,
my son, though all who are powerful sooner or later must do so. It
is better by far to command through love. A hate-filled servant is
an unsheathed sword." He tipped his head to one side. "Do you
understand what I have said to you?"

The boy nodded, placing his full glass
of milk on the table with a stuttering thunk. "That the more
powerful you are, the better you are able to hold strong
servants."

"Ah, did I say so?" murmured the
Master, one eyebrow sliding upward toward his greying curls. A
rueful smile touched a corner of his mouth. "Well, perhaps I did,
at that."

He looked at Petrie, his smile
broadening, becoming less bitter. "So then, it is my understanding
that the two of you would learn the ways and the whys of the winds,
is that so?"

Petrie, unable to say anything over
the thudding of her heart, nodded. Of course that was what she
wanted, had wanted, for all her life long. She knew it now, the
truth of it glowed golden in the depth of her mind.

"Yes!" The intensity of that one
syllable was enough to cause Petrie to flinch back into the safety
of her corner.

The Master nodded. "Very well, then.
Class begins tomorrow evening. I will see you here. When the sun
goes down." His eyes touched them both, "Eh?"

"Yes," the boy repeated, with much
less intensity, and jumped up like an ineptly-managed marionette.
He avoided Petrie's eyes altogether, executed a frail bow to the
Master and was out the wagon's door in two strides of his long
legs.

Slowly, Petrie uncurled from the
safety of the couch corner, all the concerns of her real--her
windless--life crowding back. How will I get back into St.
Dudley's? She wondered. Mother Superior'll kill --

"Petrie."

Startled, she looked at the Master.
Seated as he still was on the floor, his eyes were level with hers.
For the second time in an hour, Petrie the Silent, Petrie the
Wooden, blinked back tears.

"Sir?"

"You hand wants attention, child. I
should have seen to it before now, but -- " He gestured toward the
door and Petrie nodded understanding. Best, somehow, not to display
a wound when that one was about.

The Master uncoiled himself and
reached a hand down to her. Unhesitating, she slipped her own into
his, slid from the bed to her feet and allowed herself to be guided
to the kitchen. Seated on a high stool, she patiently waited as the
torn palm was washed, dried leaves sprinkled around the wound and
the whole bandaged with a clean white cloth.

"Thank you." She slid off the stool,
not daring to look up at him, for fear the tears would show for yet
a third time. To have a hurt looked after with such care -- ! She
took a step toward the door.

"Petrie." Again, her name, though she
had not told it to him.

She turned. "Yes?"

"Where will you go? The orphanage is
closed to you now, is that so?" He stood where she had left him,
making no move toward her. The expression of concern on his
young-old face wrung her heart.

"I don't know. I--if I go back to St.
Dudley's they won't let me come here again..."

"You must come back, Petrie. You must
learn all you can learn of the ways of the winds. You
must."

She took a step back toward him,
puzzled. "I must? But--there is the boy..."

The Master smiled his bitter smile and
shook his head til the reddish curls danced. "Authberk walks the
left-hand pathway, Petrie. You and I walk the right. He has the
Sight and he has the Talent, and so has the right to demand my
teaching. And I cannot withhold it from him. But I have never
trained such a one, and it is not he I would have chosen for my
successor."

"Your--but sir!" Petrie took a step
and another, without realizing that she moved, laid one hand on a
blue-and-white sleeve. "You're not going to--die?"



This time he laughed and covered her
hand with his. "Die? Not for some time, I think. But this is a
difficult trade. Many who have the Talent, who have even the Will,
fall short of completing the study. There will be much time for
learning what I have learned, before the day that those I took in
pride have the strength of will over me."

Petrie frowned. "But what
about--Authberk? If he has the right to demand your
teaching..."

"I must test both of you. If both
pass, I have the right to choose between you and direct Authberk to
a Master who walks his own road. If either fails, I must perforce
take the other to train, for it is time and past time for me to
have taken an apprentice."

"Why did you wait so long, then?" The
words escaped her before she knew she would speak them, but the
Master seemed to take no insult.

Instead, he shook his head again and
smiled his warm smile. "I could not find any with the Sight, let
alone the Talent. The Will." He laughed and began to chant, softly,
"I looked for thee in far Cathay, I looked for thee in Rome. I
searched for thee upon the Moon--and found thee at thy home." He
smiled again. "I had forgotten that if one is searching for
greatness, one needs look in small, unlikely places."

Suddenly, he moved, putting aside the
towel with which he had dried his hands. "You cannot return to St.
Dudley's. You have no other place to go. Therefore, you shall stay
here."

Petrie blinked at him, feeling worthy
of the stupidity the nuns claimed for her. "Here?"

"Here," he affirmed, moving to the
couch-bed, laying back covers, plumping pillows. He gestured, light
gleaming off the dull silver of his ring. "You will sleep here.
So." He gave one final thump to a pillow. "I," he gestured again,
indicating the floor before the wagon's door, "shall sleep
there."

Petrie opened her mouth to protest.
She to sleep in a bed so luxurious while the Master slept on the
floor? He cut off her protest with a wave of one graceful hand.
"Enough. For tonight and tomorrow, you are my honored guest. We
will make more permanent arrangements later, should you prove to be
acceptable as an apprentice." He bent by the couch-bed, pulled
pillow, blanket and comforter from a secret drawer, and nodded at
the bed. "Sleep well, child."

Petrie moved obediently, kicked off
her shoes and lay down, pulling the clean sheets over her. She
heard the Master rustling linens out of her line of sight, over by
the door. She was asleep by the time he had put his bed to rights
and moved over to the corner to extinguish the lamp. She did not
feel him lay his hand upon her head or stroke her short golden
hair.

* * *

PETRIE WOKE to early sunshine,
threading through the door curtains, touching her face. She lay
quiet for a moment, as memory caught her, then she turned
cautiously from her back to her side to her stomach, peering around
the edge of the pillow toward the door.

The Master was not on the rumpled pile
of blankets on the floor. Instead, curled along a particularly soft
mound of cloth was--a creature rather like a dog, if dogs were made
of white feathers and ice. Petrie caught her breath and slid from
the bed to the floor, never taking her eyes from the reclining
puppybreeze. Carefully, she edged to the tumbled covers and sat on
a corner of the blanket.

The puppybreeze observed all of this
with interest and made no move to leave. Or to attack. When Petrie
was at last still, the feathery tail thumped once,
insubstantially.

As if it were, indeed, an earthly dog,
Petrie held out her right hand, palm up, fingers slightly spread;
and the breeze thrust its cold pointed nose into the center of her
palm. In the depths of her mind, Petrie heard a deep, doggy sigh of
satisfaction. Greatly daring, she moved her hand and rubbed the
breeze behind one icicle ear.

The door to the outside thumped open,
admitting a roomful of pale sunlight and the Master himself, arms
full, eyes smiling.

"Good morning, child." He greeted her,
stopping on the top step and looking down at Petrie and the
puppybreeze. "Made a friend, I see. Well done. Now..."

He look around, puzzling, and Petrie
scrambled out of his way. The breeze stayed where it was, tail
wagging madly, grinning in canine glee. The Master bestowed a smile
upon it and stepped over the tumbled blankets. The door shut itself
behind him.

Moving to the couch-bed, the Master
emptied his arms and began to sort through his bundles. "This is
for you, child; and this, and these..."

Petrie put out her hands to receive a
shirt of pale green cloth, soft against her fingers, a pair of
darker green pants. A pair of sturdy boots completed the
outfit.

"And oranges for breakfast,
fresh-ground coffee, fresher rolls, sweet butter..." The Master's
voice drifted to a mumble as he gathered up the foodstuffs and
moved to the kitchen. Petrie stood as one bespelled, holding her
fine new clothes.

The Master came to her side and put a
hand on her shoulder. "Would you care to wash yourself and dress
while I brew coffee and peel oranges? There is a shower stall
around the back of the wagon. Your new friend will guard you, if
you like."

Petrie shook herself and looked up
into his eyes. "These things..." She stammered into silence; forced
herself to begin again. "What if I don't have the Will--or the
Talent? What if I'm not fit to be--your apprentice? What if --
?"

The kind hand on her shoulder
tightened; she understood it as comfort and again fought
tears.

"Petrie. Listen to me, eh?" He waited
for her nod. "Now. These things, as you call them, are free-given
gifts. There is no reason why you should want for adequate clothing
when I have the means to provide you with better. It has little to
do with whether or not you will pass the test. They are yours,
whatever happens." He paused, brows pulling slightly together. "As
to whether you have the Talent--fear not. The wind that drove the
crowd from the tent last evening--do you remember?" Again, he
waited for her to nod.

"Yes. That was not of my calling,
Petrie, nor did it have the feel of a servant of the left-hand way.
It was your wind, child, so do not fear you lack the Talent. The
Will is harder to judge. That is why there must be a
test."

He moved his hand from her shoulder
and reached into his pockets, producing a tortoiseshell comb, an
ebony brush and a silver rectangle of mirror. "These are yours, as
well. Go now and have your shower. Breakfast will be ready when you
return."

Clutching her gifts to her, Petrie
nodded, then turned and followed the puppybreeze out the door and
down the steps. At the bottom, she stood still, letting the
thoughts race through her head until she could see the pattern they
made. Then she forced her feet to move and went after the gamboling
puppybreeze, around the far end of the wagon to the shower-stall on
the other side.

* * *

SUNSET CAME QUICKLY, indeed, for one
used to days filled with chores and prayer. Petrie ate two meals
with the Master, did such straightening and dusting as there was,
much to the man's secret amusement, and spent the rest of her time
out in the sunshine, always within sight of the wagon, the
puppybreeze at her side.

"Stay close, child. They're looking
for you in the town." He'd told her that at breakfast, watching as
she stuffed whole segments of orange into her mouth at once. Petrie
hadn't asked if the townfolk had noticed him buying clothes for a
girl of about her height. He was Master of the Winds. Common
blunders were beyond him.

She echoed that thought to herself
now, as she sat on a grassy rise a short distance from the wagon,
the puppybreeze seemingly asleep with its head upon her knee.
Master of the Winds--he would know his own servants, surely; would
certainly know if he had called such a one. Would even know,
through his studies, how an evil--a left-hand--wind would seem.
Petrie frowned, her hand slowing in its gentle rubbing of the
little breeze's ear. The pup sighed in its sleep. If it had been
her wind, it did her little good. She did not know how she had
called it to her. In the event of such a test as the Master spoke
of, a wind she did not know how to command was as useless as no
wind at all.

The shadows were deepening; in another
few minutes, the sun would be well down. The pup at her knee
suddenly sprang up, flinging itself skyward. She felt a cool breeze
brush her cheek, smelled vanilla and ozone--and she was
alone.

A twig cracked in the brush at her
back and she jumped to her feet, turning toward the noise. The
brush crackled again and Authberk stepped into the
clearing.

Petrie felt some measure of fear leave
her, to be replaced by wariness, by something approaching
horror.

Authberk barely gave her a glance as
he pushed by, heading for the wagon. Fighting her revulsion, Petrie
followed, caught up, kept pace. They reached the bottom stair
together as the door to the wagon opened. The Master was in the
doorway, black cloak settling about her shoulders. He motioned them
to stop.

"The lesson this evening will be given
outside." He gestured, pacing deliberately down the steps. "Over
there, I think."

Petrie and Authberk gave way, moved to
the spot indicated, avoiding each other's eyes. The Master was with
them in a moment, smiling at both.

"First, you will learn the technique
that enables a Master to remain centered in himself, so that he
does not lose his core of identity, no matter how strong the forces
he fights." He looked first at Petrie, then at Authberk, his brown
eyes stern.

"This lesson is most important of all
the lessons you will learn, in this or another study. Mastery of
this skill depends upon Will more than Talent. Thus you learn that,
in the reckoning of mages, Will alone is counted more dangerous
than Talent. Talent backed by disciplined Will is a power to give
pause to any Mage or Master." He looked only at Authberk, now. "For
there comes a day that even the strongest Will wavers, my son. Do
you understand me?"

Authberk nodded, the fire glittering
deep in his dark eyes.

The Master sighed, then spread his
arms wide, the cloak leaping back over his shoulders. In each open
palm, he held a gem, red for the left hand, blue for the right.
Each gem gave off its own glittering light, scintillant in the
darkening glade.

"Boy," said the Master, "look to the
red stone. Do not take your eyes from it. Child -- " But Petrie had
already fixed her eyes on the blue gem, though the light from it
hurt her head.

"This, then, is how it is done, my
children..." The Master's voice came from a far away, fading into
the blue that was all around her, that permeated her. Floating in a
warm sea of azure light, Petrie felt something enter her skull,
even to the depths where the truth was always told her. She felt
the something enter that deep part of her and--twist. Petrie
screamed, or tried to. Within the blue there was no
sound.

Then it was gone, over. She stood on
her two feet upon the grass not ten feet from the Master's wagon.
She sensed the boy standing to her left. The Master himself stood
before them, unsmiling, cloak concealing his hands.

"So." He nodded, once. "Sit. There
will be refreshments. Then a test." He turned to the swaying boy.
"My son, you should know that this test will determine whether your
studies with me can continue. There are three possible outcomes.
One is that you alone will pass. In that case, you will become my
apprentice and learn all that I can teach you.

"The second possibility is that you
both will pass. In this instance, I will take responsibility for
seeing that you are situated with a Master of like persuasion." He
paused, looking deeply into the boy's fierce eyes.

"The third possible outcome is that
you will fail, my son. If that should happen, I will send you home.
Before I do, however, I will ask you once again to look into a
gemstone that I have. When you do, the desire to envelop the Power
will leave you. The Sight will remain, as a source of delight to
you only. I have found it less cruel that way." He extended a hand.
"Now, do sit down, please."

Petrie followed the command, her legs
suddenly rubbery. But the boy remained standing, hands clenched
into fists as his sides. "And her? What if she fails?"

The Master tipped his head. "Much the
same. However, since she has no home to return to, I shall take
responsibility for finding her one. Is this
satisfactory?"

The boy nodded jerkily, then, as if
his legs would no longer hold him, he collapsed to the
grass.

The Master turned toward the wagon.
Through the open door came a tray laid with cheese and bread,
orbiting which was a pitcher filled with milk and three yellow
glasses. Petrie leaned forward, finding the pale outline of a wind
that reminded her of the picture of Octopus in the orphanage's
Bestiary.

The tray settled between the three of
them; the milk was poured and handed around. At a nod from the
Master, the wind removed itself to the wagon, bearing the pitcher
with it. The Master sat cross-legged upon the grass.

"Eat."

This evening even Petrie had no
appetite and the meal was soon done. At a gesture from the Master,
the octopus-wind reappeared and cleared away the tray and
glasses.

The Master stood, motioning Petrie and
Authberk to do the same.

"Now the test," he said, voice stern
and not at all warm. "I will cause winds to come against you. You
will not try to control them, only to withstand them." He went a
long step backward, his cloak snapping back over his shoulders in a
sudden gust. "It begins!"

Petrie saw the stormwind hurtling
toward her from the Master's out flung hands. A lean black cat
shape it was, open mouth showing teeth like icy daggers. Petrie
braced herself, felt the weight of it crash into her, rocked--and
held. She barely had time to see the next one--like Elephant in the
Bestiary--before it hit her. The third she never saw at
all.

In the end, all she could do under the
onslaught of wind after wind after wind, was retreat to the depths
of herself and chant, like no prayer the nuns had ever taught her,
"I am Petrie. I am Petrie. I am Petrie. I AM -- "

Windlessness. Petrie dared to open her
eyes. The Master stood before her, cloak shrouding him, taffy brown
eyes smiling. With difficulty, she turned her head. Authberk sat on
the grass. There were tears on his white cheeks.

Petrie turned back to the Master,
brows pulling together in amazement. "I--did not fail?"

"You did not," the Master
said.

"But--I did nothing. I can --
"

He shook his head, the smile in his
eyes touching his lips. "You held."

Their eyes touched for a moment, then
the Master broke contact and moved toward the boy.

"Authberk."

He looked up, flinched back in what
might have been terror. The Master held up a restraining hand, but
Authberk hurled himself to his feet.

"No!" he cried. "I won't look! You
can't make me forget! You won't take it away! I'm strong! I can
call--Look!"

Petrie heard it coming, spun to the
north and stared up into the sky where--something--was building.
Something... A monster wind, black and nearly shapeless, its maw
drooling sleet. The grass in the glade flattened in its wake; the
curtains in the wagon twisted and snapped. From inside, came the
sound of breaking glass.

Petrie cried out in horror, saw the
Master leap forward and catch the boy by both shoulders. Somehow,
she heard the murmuring words over the wind's raging, knew that
Authberk's saving was the Master's first responsibility. She
glanced again at the wagon, saw the flicker of flames on the wild
curtains. The oil lamp had broken!

Petrie cried out again, this time in
anger, and heard in that deep portion of herself the hunting cry of
an ice-and-feather dog. High up, she saw the pup, nipping at the
monster's heels, harrying.

The monster flipped a careless limb,
sending the pup spinning. Petrie threw up both her hands, as she
had seen the Master do, and called in that deep part of her,
demanding allies to drive the enemy off!

They came. She felt them surge past
her, saw the cat-wind the Master had first hurled at her, and the
elephant-wind and the others that must have tried the temper of her
Will. Past her they rushed, leaping for the monster roofing the
sky, leaving behind the smells of cinnamon, warm fur, wet
leaves...

Surrounded, the monster halted. It
flailed out, seeking to break free. The elephant-wind stopped that
blow and the cat leapt in, teeth gleaming.

Petrie slammed her hands against her
outer ears, but that did not prevent her from hearing the
death-scream of the monster. It reverberated in the depths of her,
building until she thought she must scream in answer--and was gone.
The other winds drifted for a moment, then they were gone, as
well.

Petrie shook her head, suddenly
remembering the burning curtains. She turned toward the
wagon.

"That's taken care of," a warm-taffy
voice spoke nearby. "A little damage, mostly to the curtains.
Nothing irreplaceable lost. My thanks to you, child."

She turned toward the Master, blinking
stupidly. They were alone. Her head felt heavy, and she put up a
hand to rub at the ache in her forehead.

"Authberk?" she asked.

The Master gestured. "On his way home.
Remembering nothing."

Petrie frowned. "He was
strong."

"So he was. But he had not the Will to
withstand even two of the winds I sent against him. He had no core
of strength on which to build." The Master paused, head bent,
considering the worn silver band.

"Only weakness relies on power from
without to accomplish its will," he said. He looked up and held out
a hand. Petrie slid her own into it.

"Let us go inside and sleep, child.
Tomorrow, we must travel."
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Candlelight
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THE LUNCH BELL had been a hundred
years in ringing.

He'd been surprised when it did,
though he'd been anticipating its song for half the long morning.
It sounded no different than any of the other dozen bells that had
been ringing without purpose since he had entered the school
building that morning. It had been left to his more tenured
classmates to note the difference he did not hear, close their
arithmetic books as one, and, dragging brown paper bags from their
desks, line up at the door to the hallway.

He closed his own book, grabbed his
bag from under the chair and took his place in line behind Sally
Benrum, who stuck her tongue out at him. You went nowhere in this
school unless you went in a line, it seemed, and he stood as still
as he was able, chewing on his lip as Uncle Tulaine always chided
him for, until the teacher was satisfied that they were all each
behind the other, that there was silence, more or less, and
condescended to lead them to the cafeteria.

Now, red-and-white milk carton before
him on the table, he slowly uncurled the top of his lunch bag.
Carefully, he took out and unwrapped the sandwich made with
Father's good, dark bread and thick slices of Uncle Tulaine's
golden cheese. He sighed, resting a moment before reaching into the
bag--a small yellow-haired boy in a plaid shirt and blue jeans,
sitting just a little apart from the other children on the long
bench.

Dessert was a slice of Aunt Jessie's
butter cake and an apple from their own tree. His napkin was linen,
which he saw was an oddity among his classmates.

He reached into the bag once more and
brought out the final item; unwrapped it slowly from its parchment
twist.

Mint green it was, with a runnel of
blue toward the wick, hardly thicker than the boy's forefinger, yet
straight and shiny and smooth.

He smiled then, shoulders slumping as
the tension left them. They had given him one of Elmira's
candles.

He held it in his hands for a moment,
eyes half-closed. Elmira was his favorite among the aunts--a tall
young woman, flame straight, cool and nearly aloof, quiet with a
silence that invited words, should you need to speak
them.

He smiled again, pulled a lucifer from
his pocket, scraped it on the underside of the table and touched
the flame for an instant to the bottom of his luncheon candle, here
on this, his first day of school. He pushed the softened wax onto
the spread-out sandwich paper and moved to touch the flame to the
wick of Elmira's candle--

A hand snatched downward, wrestling
the match from his fingers, knocking the candle askew--above his
head was the sound of air being expelled--perhaps to extinguish a
flame--and then a pretty, strident voice:

"Jeffy Eljensen! Just what do you
think you're doing, lighting a match! Fire is much too dangerous
for little boys like you to play with!"

Jeffrey's hand shot out, covering
Elmira's candle; pulling it toward him. The teacher pounced,
capturing his wrist.

"What's that? More matches, you bad
boy?

He resisted her attempt to lift his
hand, Uncle Tulaine's voice coaching him from memory: "Strength is
like a river inside you, that may be diverted where you will. Has
someone grabbed your arm, tried to wrest away from you that which
you must keep? Well, divert your river of strength to that
arm--what matter the rest of the body in such a case?"

"Jeffrey Eljensen--" panted the
teacher, pulling ineffectively at his protecting hand. Jeffrey
gritted his teeth, squinted his eyes and concentrated on his river
of strength as a new voice broke over his head.

"Miss Lyle? What seems to be the
problem?" A man's voice this, growling deep. The teacher's plump
hand dropped away, her voice gobbling of fire and dangers and the
dire possibilities that dwelt in what lay hidden. Jeffrey closed
his eyes, anticipating the man's assault.

"Miss Lyle," said the man, softly for
so big a voice; "perhaps you could take the rest of your class
elsewhere."

There was startled silence; Jeffrey
was tempted into opening his eyes to slits. His teacher protested
that the other children had begun their lunches. The growling voice
replied that they could move to a table across the room.

After another hesitation, Miss Lyle
began giving orders. A little girl's voice rose clearly above the
hubbub:

"But why should we have to move when
it's the new boy who's bad?"

"Never mind, Sally," Miss Lyle
soothed, "Just pack up your things and we'll move..."

Jeffrey tipped his face a bit
sideways, his eyes nearly all the way open.

The man with the growling voice was
very tall--Jeffrey saw brown corduroy trousers, a battered black
leather belt and the beginnings of a white cotton shirt.

By the sounds, the rest of the class
had gotten themselves and their lunches in order to move. The table
vibrated and shifted as they stood and moved off, one by one, it
seemed to Jeffrey, and not in a line at all.

The man in the corduroy trousers
moved, too, bending at the waist to bring a dark unhandsome face
into the boy's view.

"Might I sit down?" he
growled.

Jeffrey licked his lips, managed a
curt nod and, a moment later, a croaky, "Please do."

"Thank you." The bench groaned as he
seated himself, back to the table, elbows resting on the top, hands
hanging loosely at chest height. His shirt was open at the top
button, his tie-knot loose and askew. The brown eyes were friendly
enough, thought Jeffrey. And at least this person looked at him
rather than around him as Miss Lyle and his classmates had done all
morning.

"Jeffy Eljensen, is it?" the man
offered, by way of opening the conversation, as Great-aunt Phyllis
would say.

The boy stiffened. "Jeffrey," he said,
hearing himself snap. " I told her Jeffrey."

"Ah," The man beside him nodded. "But
she really doesn't listen, you know. She does mean
well."

There was no sensible answer to that.
Jeffrey sat quiet, feeling Elmira's candle cool beneath a sweaty
palm.

"My name," the man continued before
the silence could grow uncomfortable, "is Rob Davis. Though there
are," he sighed hugely here and Jeffrey felt his mouth twitch in a
smile he refused to let the man have, "people who call me Robert.
My own mother. She means well, too."

"All my family calls me Jeffrey," the
boy said, still snapping. And he added after a moment, in an effort
to be fair, "Except Uncle Tulaine'll call me Spider sometimes,
'cause he says I'm always spinning yarns."

"Is that okay, your uncle calling you
Spider?" asked the man.

"I don't mind. It's not like he's
naming me that. It's oh, I don't know, like Aunt Jessie calling
everybody from Father on down to the yard sparrows ‘sugar.' It's
just a love-name, not a real name."

The man nodded again. "Miss Lyle said
you were playing with fire, Jeffrey."

"I wasn't playing with fire," and the
snap was back in his voice. "I was striking a match so that I could
light my candle and eat my lunch."

"Ah." The silence stretched longer
this time, the man sitting with his brown eyes fixed on some point
beyond the tips of his outstretched shoes. Aunt Elmira sometimes
looked this way when she considered what you'd said, or what might
be added to the painting that she was working on. Though he'd said
nothing that really needed considering, Jeffrey respected the mood
and waited.

The man came back to himself with a
small start, focused on the boy at his side. "Is today your
birthday?"

The winged brows pulled down and the
mouth tightened. "No."

"Oh. It was silly of me, I guess. I
just thought that today might have been your birthday and that's
why you wanted to have a candle with your lunch."

The boy shook his head sharply. "We
always have a candle with our meals. Even if we're not at
home."

The man blinked. "Oh." Then he
grinned. "I should probably apologize for my conversation. I'm
usually quite the wit, I assure you."

This time Jeffrey did smile; the
phrase was so like dapper Uncle Tulaine, uttered in that growling
voice, coming out of that ugly face. The man smiled
back.

"So tell me," he offered, "since I'm
dense: Why is it, Jeffrey, that your family always has candles with
meals?" He waved a large hand in a gesture that must have comforted
him, for he repeated it. "Is it religious? You know, a belief of
some kind? Or is it just nice to have a candle when you eat--a
little bit of home when you're not at home?"

Jeffrey sighed. This was getting very
tiring. He was hungry, and there was still the afternoon with its
additional dozen bells--all sounding exactly alike and all
signifying something utterly different--to be got through. Still,
the man did seem harmless, and questions were for
answers...

"It's one of the ways we are a
family," he explained, trying not to snap again. "Everybody in the
family makes candles. And everybody in the family uses candles at
every meal. That way, we remember and feel close and stay--" he
waved his own hand in unconscious imitation of his father, "and
stay a family. Stay belonging. We've got candles that
Great-great-grandfather made, and candles from Jason, who went to
Alaska. And Jason's got candles from me and from Phoenix and Elmira
and everybody." He stopped suddenly, embarrassed at having shown so
much to this large and probably heedless stranger.

But the big man was nodding again, and
smiling easily. "So everybody in the family makes
candles--everybody has a different style? They'd have to, wouldn't
they?" He answered his own question with a grin. "So you'd be able
to tell whose candle you're using?"

Jeffrey nodded, then sat very still,
considering. Slowly he raised his protecting hand, lifted the
candle and brought it round so the man could see.

"This is the candle Aunt Jessie picked
for my lunch today," he said, speaking slowly, choosing his words
with even more than his usual care. "Aunt Elmira made it. Her
candles are mostly minty green or blue--sometimes a kind of frosty
pink color. Nobody else in the family makes candles like hers. For
one thing, nobody else can get those exact colors. For another,
other people like other colors, other styles." He paused; the man
beside him made a hand gesture for continuance.

Jeffrey drew a deep breath. "Uncle
Tulaine's candles are yellow like his cheeses, and thick. They burn
bright and long. Father's are multicolored, layer on layer of
different colors. Phoenix sculpts hers..."

"And yours?"

"Mine?" Jeffrey shook himself, laid
Elmira's candle carefully back on the wax paper next to his
sandwich. "It depends. Sometimes I just make blocks of wax and
carve them. I'm not very good at tapers. They never come out right
for me." He smiled at the man, feeling very hungry now. "Aunt
Elmira says it's because I'm not firm enough when I roll them.
Uncle Tulaine says it's because I never know how I want things to
turn out."

Rob Davis sighed. "Thank you," he
said, though Jeffrey did not understand what for.

"It's been nice talking with you," he
told the man politely, "But I'm hungry and would like to eat my
lunch."

"Certainly," said the man, getting to
his feet and sketching what seemed to be a bow. Jeffrey grinned
again at the parody of Uncle Tulaine; turned to his
sandwich--recalled.

"Mr. Davis."

"Rob," the man corrected.

"Jeffrey nodded. "Rob. Can you lend me
a match, please?"

"A match?" the man repeated. "To light
your candle, Jeffrey?"

The boy held onto his temper. Really,
these people at school were too dense. Hadn't he just explained
--

"I want to eat my lunch," he told the
man, dropping each word like a stone. "And my candle is
unlit."

There was a small silence, then a
large sigh. The big man hunkered down by the bench, folded his arms
on the seat and looked sideways at the boy.

He sighed again, for the boy was
angry, with a controlled outrage that went far beyond his six
years, and the explanation that Rob Davis had to give would not
satisfy that anger.

"Okay, Jeffrey, here's the idea.
Schools have rules. A great many of them are senseless, taken
individually, measured against one person at a time..." He paused
to make sure of his audience. Jeffrey nodded curtly, looking pale
and angry and more than a little hungry. The bell rang to end the
lunch period. Rob shifted his arms, reviewing the explanation that
became less reasonable as he unfolded it. "Ah-h-h. One of the rules
is that children in the school may not use fire--may not even light
the candles on a cake at a classmate's birthday party. The reason
for the rule is that fire is dangerous and, should even one person
be just a little careless, the building might catch on fire and
many people lose their lives. That is the rule and the
reason.

"Thus," Rob concluded, forcing himself
to look straight into the boy's angry eyes, "you will not be
allowed to light any candles in the cafeteria at lunchtime, or at
any other time."

"So." The single syllable carried a
wealth of scorn.

Rob winced.

Jeffrey turned away and began to
rewrap his sandwich with precise, economical movements. This done,
he retrieved the parchment and twisted the mint green and blue
candle within. Then he placed it all--candle, apple, cake,
sandwich, and linen napkin-- back into the bag and rolled the top
closed. The milk carton he lifted after a moment and offered to
Rob.

"It would be shame," he said coldly,
"to waste it." He began to stand.

Rob laid a hand on his knee. The boy
stiffened; froze.

Rob cleared his throat. "One more
fact. One--no, two--more rules," he said waited for Jeffrey's
nod.

It came, a bare dip of the pointed
chin. Rob moved his hand; pausing a moment to order his
thoughts.

"I am what is known as a guidance
counselor," he said. "I also teach, in a pinch, but what I
primarily do is talk to children who go to this school when they
get in trouble or have problems. My job is to help them figure out
what the problem is, explain the appropriate rules and see that the
rules aren't broken--yes?"

Again, that uncivil nod.

"Yes. If the rules continue to be
broken after they are explained to the child, it is my further
obligation to call in the child's parents or guardians, explain the
rules to them and insure they see the child obeys." He paused
again, this time for breath.

"Another rule of the school is that
everyone must eat lunch. That is so that no one makes himself ill
by becoming excessive hungry. Now that you know this rule and the
reason for it I ask you to please eat your lunch and drink your
milk. I'll go down the hall while you eat and explain to Miss Lyle
that you will be late returning to class."

Jeffrey sighed. "I eat with a candle,
that is the rule of my family. It is--my mother told me--what keeps
us a family. Since I may not light my candle, I cannot eat." And he
set his jaw and gripped the bag tightly, eyes unwaveringly on those
of the man before him, who nodded.

He had expected nothing else. The boy
had a strength of will that was riveting, nearly
compelling.

"You will appreciate," he told
Jeffrey, "that I have no choice but to call your
family."

"Please feel free," the boy replied
without even a blink.

Rob considered a moment; grinned at
the thought of lighting a candle while sitting beside a fishing
pole.

"Jeffrey, I wonder if you could do me
a favor." He raised a hand to fend off the anger--quick, deep,
intelligent anger--that flared in those eyes. "Yes, I know you
don't owe me a favor. But I would like you to consider one,
please."

"What is it, then?"

"I wonder if you would walk with me
back to your class, and eat your apple and drink your milk as we
walk. You don't have to light a candle to have a snack, do
you?"

"No," said Jeffrey slowly, "I don't."
He bit his lip, unrolled the top of the bag and dug within. "All
right. As a favor. To you. You hear what I say, at
least."

"Thank you," said Rob, momentarily
wondering what favor might be required in return--and
when.

The apple was quickly eaten. The
carton of milk was empty soon thereafter as Rob walked Jeffrey back
to his classroom and saw him situated at his desk in the back of
the room and returned to his own office, still walking
slowly.

Jeffrey's folder had not yet reached
the filing cabinet; Rob lifted it from Mrs. Jenson's in-box. The
secretary raised a coy gray brow at him. He shrugged and murmured
something about a call to the boy's family. He shut the office door
behind him.

The boy's home number was written in
purple ink on a slip of pink paper clipped to the front of the
folder. Rob dialed and listened to the phone at the other end ring
once...twice...three times.

"Hello! Yes? What is it?" The voice of
an older man, slightly and mysteriously accented.

Rob cleared his throat. "Good
afternoon, " he told the voice, though he doubted it. "My name is
Robert Davis. I'm a guidance counselor at Deer Creek Elementary
School and--"

"Has Jeffrey been injured?" The man's
voice was crisp--a gentleman used to slicing directly to the heart
of matters.

"No, sir. There has been a problem
however, and I'm afraid that Jeffrey's parents are going to have to
come to school and--"

"Impossible, sir. I am sorry.
Jeffrey's mother is doing fieldwork in Auckland at the moment--the
grant runs eighteen months, I believe--and his father is out of
town until next Monday or Tuesday. Perhaps I might be of
assistance? I am Jeffrey's Uncle Tulaine.

Rob grinned ruefully. "Well, sir, the
problem concerns a candle Jeffrey brought with him in his lunch
bag. I'm afraid school regulations explicitly forbid children to
use matches or candles, or indeed, play with fire in any manner on
school property."

There was a silence on the other end
of the phone. Then, "Surely, Mr. Davis, you apprehend that Jeffrey
is not your common six-year-old. May the rules not be
circumvented?"

"Mister--sir." Rob paused a moment to
gain control of himself, biting his lip on the smile that would not
fade. "The regulations are made and enforced by the school's
officials to insure the greatest good for the greatest
number--"

"Yes, yes," said Uncle Tulaine
impatiently. "I know of that theory--some Englishman's idea, no
doubt. But really, sir, can you imagine in the long run such a
course is beneficial?"

"The problem at this point," said Rob
with laudable evenness, "is that Jeffrey will not eat without
lighting the candle and the school requires him both not to light
the candle and to eat his lunch."

"So," said Uncle Tulaine, and there
was a silence. Rob shifted uneasily on his end of the
line.

"Young man, please hold on," Uncle
Tulaine directed decisively. "I see that the problem as you present
it is not one that can be most efficiently resolved over the
telephone. I will ascertain whether there is someone within the
house who may come to you today. Hold..." The voice faded and went
away. Rob shifted again and fidgeted with Jeffrey's folder,
frowning as he noted that no placement tests had been given to the
boy. Six years old? Put him in the first grade. Rob pulled a pad of
paper toward him and made a notation.

"Hello? Yes? Mr. Davis?" Uncle Tulaine
was back.

"Yes sir."

"It has been arranged, sir. Jeffrey's
aunt, Miss Elmira Brown, will come to you. She is ready to leave
immediately and should be at your office within twenty minutes. Is
this satisfactory to you?"

Rob blinked. Twenty minutes? When
there were parents who were concerned--oh yes--but their schedules
would not permit them to get away for at least two or three weeks
--

"Mr. Davis? Are you there?"

"Yes, sir. I'm sorry, I didn't expect
such immediate action. Please tell Miss Brown that I will be
waiting for her."

"I will do so, sir. You are most
kind." The connection was broken.

Rob sat holding the receiver for a
little longer before he cradled it and forcefully turned his
attention to Jeffrey Eljensen's file.

* * *

THE BUZZER ON his telephone razzed him
just as he was assimilating the fact that Jeffrey Eljensen's mother
was indeed in Auckland on a grant from Monsanto. It was perhaps the
third or fourth peculiar fact contained in the folder and Rob was
feeling a bit off-balance as he stretched out a hand for the
receiver.

"Ms. Elmira Brown to see you, Mr.
Davis, " his secretary's voice murmured in his ear.

"Ah." Rob straightened. "Thank you,
Mrs. Jenson. I'll be right out."

Two of his long strides took him to
the door; he pulled it open, professional smile in place for the
older woman he expected to find in the waiting room.

"Miss Brown, I'm Rob Davis--
"

He was glad that much was formula, for
the woman who stood and took his outstretched hand was perhaps
thirty, nearly as tall as he was and slender with an athlete's
tautness. She wore a denim shirt two sizes too large for her over a
pair of much-abused and paint-spattered blue jeans. But her face
was serene, her eyes as competent as though she stood in a tailored
suit, briefcase in hand.

Her handshake was firm and brief. "Mr.
Davis," she said, and her voice like a fall of cool
water.

He half-turned and gestured. "Please
come in," he managed and followed her into his office, closing the
door behind him. She had already seated herself in the wooden chair
to one side of the desk. He took his seat behind it and glanced at
the notepad and file on the blotter before he looked at his
visitor.

"Thank you for coming so promptly. I
was a bit taken aback when Jeffrey's uncle said someone could be
with me in twenty minutes. So many parents today are unable to
arrange appointments for days, even weeks..."

She dismissed this with the flick of a
ringless hand. "Uncle Tulaine tells me that Jeffrey has not eaten
lunch, that he is denied his candle." It was a demand for an
explanation.

Rob sighed. "Fire is dangerous.
Children in this school are forbidden to play with fire." He held
up his own hand, anticipating her.

"Jeffrey has explained that there is a
family ritual that requires a candle to accompany every meal of
every family member, everywhere. His uncle Tulaine has called my
attention to the fact that Jeffrey is a rather extraordinary little
boy. The regulations of this school, however, are only valid when
they remain equal for all the children attending the school." He
glanced down, surprised and a little ashamed of his own vehemence,
then glanced back, startled.

She was laughing, softly and
unmaliciously, inviting him to join in. "Poor Mr. Davis," she said.
"First Jeffrey in one of his icy rages, then Uncle Tulaine..." She
shook her head. "And now a maiden aunt who is much younger than she
ought to be, all spattered with paint and laughing at you." Again,
that rueful headshake. "Forgive us, Mr. Davis, we're an odd
family."

He grinned. "I noticed Uncle Tulaine
asked if there was a way to get around the rule--" he sounded
aggrieved in his own ears.

She had the grace not to laugh this
time. "But he's like that, you know; an--elitist. Ritual by common
consent is one thing, arbitrary rules that cross the ritual he has
accepted are quite something else." She tipped her head. "Should I
apologize for Uncle Tulaine?"

Rob shrugged, laughing a little
himself. "It would insult him, wouldn't it? And I'm afraid my
sympathies lie as firmly with Jeffrey as his uncle's
do."

"Which brings us back to the reason
I'm here." She nodded. "The rules are the rules, as you say, no
matter where your sympathies may lie. And to get along in the
outside world, one must acknowledge at least a few of the rules..."
She frowned; it put a slight crease between her brows, winged like
Jeffrey's.

"Jeffrey is an extraordinary small
boy." She shared an eyeblink with him. "As we all have noticed.
Unfortunately, he is a little boy in many ways still. The rules of
his family must seem to him to be the strongest--the best--to him.
And I'm sure that none of us--from great Aunt Phyllis down--would
eat a meal without a candle, except with extreme unease." She
sighed and shook her head. "It has no easy solution, Mr.
Davis."

"Could Jeffrey be brought to
understand that his lunch can be graced with a candle only on days
when he's not at school?" He said it diffidently, hating the
necessity that made him offer it as a solution.

"I suppose that he could," she said
slowly, "But I would not want to be the one to teach him. Nor would
you find much help from Uncle Tulaine, or from Jeffrey's father.
Nor, for that matter, from his mother."

She leaned forward, tipping her palms
upward in a showing gesture.

"Mr. Davis, our candles are not second
nature to us, but first nature. I can't say how long it has been
so, but the family dates back centuries, and there is always a
candle burning in the house when someone is home. There are candles
for talking, candles when we play music, when we have guests, for
weddings, for funerals--and for lunch."

She flipped her hands quickly, as if
switching gears. Rob noticed that they were competent looking
hands, with a stain here and there that might be new paint or an
old tattoo.

"I think that Jeffrey does not find
school easy," she was saying when Rob brought his attention back to
her bright face. "In fact he will not find it easy. I was afraid of
that when Madelaine accepted her grant and went off to do research
for a year and a half. She had been teaching Jeffrey and Phoenix at
home. None of the rest of us is a teacher--at least, not as
recognized by this state. No tutors were to be found. So Jeffrey
must go to school--and Phoenix when her leg is healed..." She
smiled at him.

"The maiden aunt rambles. But the
point is, Mr. Davis, that Jeffrey has been taught much that I feel
is not taught in the first grade of this school. In other cases,
Madelaine came to the knowledge by a different path..." She
stopped, eyes focused beyond the tips of her outstretched
fingers.

"You're saying," Rob said slowly,
"that Jeffrey is in a new environment, probably being taught things
he already knows and that he'll be bored."

She smiled, eyes still hazy in
thought. "But he's a polite boy, so he won't say anything. Only
feel ready to scream with frustration and strangeness and noise."
She lifted her eyes to his.

"He'll need his candle more than ever,
to remind him who he is, who we are. To remind him that there is a
place that is not strange and people who do not ignore him,
perhaps, because he is only a little boy.

Rob sighed, leaned back in his chair
and regarded nothing with great intensity for a time. Finally, he
said, "Is there some kind of a substitute? A--I don't know--a
flashlight? A painting?" He looked at her, unaware of the
admiration lighting his face. "You're a painter, aren't you? Why
not paint him a picture of a candle?"

"Paint a picture?" She frowned, then
suddenly stood, radiant, holding her hand out to him. Confused, he
rose, took it and stood holding it tightly in her own. She did not
pull free.

"Mr. Davis, you have hit upon the
solution. Not a painting, exactly--but no playing with fire in
defiance of the rules, either!" She smiled and disengaged her hand;
frowned again briefly. "What day is it?"

"Day? Thursday," Rob said, content
that she felt some sort of compromise had been reached.

"Thursday." She laid her hand on his
sleeve. "You must allow us a day's grace, Mr. Davis. I think that
by Monday all will be harmony, as Uncle Tulaine would say. In the
meantime, I will pick Jeffrey up and take him to lunch tomorrow--if
that's not against school regulations?'

"No--here, I'll write a note for
Jeffrey's teacher." He scrawled a line on his notepad, signed it
"R. Davis," and handed the slip to Elmira Brown, maiden aunt. She
folded it carefully and placed it in the pocket of her
jeans.

"Thank you, Mr. Davis," she said as he
opened the door for her. She moved away a step, then turned back to
him. "You should come to dinner on Sunday. Around seven." And she
was gone.

Rob shut his door on Mrs. Jenson's
look of speculation.

* * *

IT WAS AN old house, and a large one;
the roof overhung the second story to form a porch around the
entire perimeter--one side of which had been converted to a
sunroom. Wisteria and ivy grew where they would. There was a walnut
tree by the gate.

Rob stood for a moment, regarding the
house, the flagstone walkway, the fence and gate of black
wrought-iron. Carefully, he worked the latch and let himself in,
making sure the gate closed firmly behind him. He walked the
flagged path slowly, breathing in the smells of damp grass and
growing things. His feet found the steps to the porch and he
mounted.

At the front door he paused,
confronted with choice: a heavy brass knocker in the shape of a
man's beak-nosed face or a cord attached to a ceramic bell
suspended from a roofbeam.

He rang the bell.

There was a moment when he feared no
one would answer. Then there was a creak in the hallway beyond and
the door swung open to reveal a stoutish woman of
indeterminate--though undeniably middle--years; apron tied around
her sturdy waist and a smear of flour on her cheek.

He smiled. "My name is Rob Davis. Miss
Brown invited--"

"You to dinner," she finished for him,
a broad grin on her face. "Of course she did. She had an aversion
to poor Mr. Marley, too. Bell was the first thing out of the kiln
when she came to us." She pulled the door wider.

"Well, come on in, if you're company.
I'm Jessie Martin." Having gotten him safely into the hall, she
turned and pointed up the stairs. "They're all in Elmira's studio.
Up the stairs and follow your ears. Might as well go on
up--dinner'll be awhile" She grinned again. "Did she tell you
seven?"

Rob admitted it, a little
dazed.

"Well, we do hit seven sometimes,"
said Jessie, as one being fair. "But tonight it'll be close on to
eight." She tipped her head. "Starving?"

He laughed, "No'm, not quite
yet."

"You start feelin' that way, you send
Jeffrey down for some beer and cheese, because I tell you the
truth, sugar, dinner's been as late as nine, some
nights."

Again he laughed, and she joined; and
seemed about to shoo him upstairs when an odd look crossed her
face.

"What can I be thinking of? You hold
on a minute right here." She startled him with her speed, heading
off into the back of the house, toward what must be the kitchen. He
surveyed the hall in which he stood, glimpsing a portion of
comfortable living room filled with older furniture and what
appeared to be piles and piles of books--at the side of the sofa,
by each chair, overflowing one table. On the walls were candle
holders and --

"Oh, I do forget sometimes when I'm
cooking. I just don't know sometimes where my manners go..." Jessie
Martin, returning.

She carried a white taper in her right
hand, a bulky box of strike-anywhere matches in her
left.

Bustling past, she nodded at the
center branch of the five branch candelabrum to the left of the
front door; its fully lit twin was on the right.

"Now light your candle and put it up
there in that middle spot." She shook open the box and laughed when
he looked around for a place to strike it. "Right there, sugar,"
she directed with another nod and Rob saw the rough metal plate set
into the door.

He lit the candle, noticing the
fineness of the wax. It wasn't dyed white or tinted white; the
candle itself was of fine, translucent, white wax.

The candle flame steadied after a
moment, and the efficient Jessie Martin took the match and hurried
him up the wide stairs.

"Do we have one of Jason's?" Heard
through the door Jeffrey's voice had an edge to it, but Rob wasn't
able to determine if it was annoyance or excitement. "He makes
those grayish ones, like fog--you know."

Rob tapped on the door and the boy's
voice cut off, to be replaced by a cool, "Come in."

He did, and slammed to a halt just
inside the door, mouth a little open. He began, for lack of any
other way to deal with it, to take inventory of the
place.

Start with the kiln over to the left,
standing tall on its blue tile pedestal, flanked by workbenches,
tools hung neatly above on pegboard sheets, clay confined to
covered pans. Proceed to the potter's wheel nearby; catalog yet
another bench piled high with sheets and shards of stained glass,
coils of copper ribbon, gnomish lumps of lead.

Moving his eyes past the workbench, he
stared at the easels--three--each with an unfinished painting upon
the prop.

Rob finally took a second step into
the room, and then a third, craning to see. One painting was--would
be--a round black vase stuffed full of blown red roses. Another was
very nearly an ocean lashed furious by a wind almost seen, pounding
against towers of rock. The canvas flanked by these contained a
mist-blue castle poised high on an indigo cliff.

A faint clink drew his eyes up, and he
began to inventory all over again, counting windchimes of pottery,
of stone and glass and shell--dozens of windchimes, hanging from
every exposed beam.

"Hi Rob!" The edge on Jeffrey's voice
was excitement, the man decided, giving himself a brisk mental
shake and deliberately shutting his mouth. He turned to pay his
respect to his hostess.

And felt his gape return. The back
room of the wall was gone, replaced with floor-to-ceiling windows
opening onto a porch. Grouped before the windows was a cluster of
mismatched furniture: a Victorian chaise in rose brocade, an
ottoman in plaid wool, two nondescript chairs of the overstuffed
variety, two elbow tables on which resided beaded lamps, and a
large-ish square table in the very center of the group.

Elmira was smiling at him from the
chaise. Her jeans today were pristine blue, her white shirt
unblemished. A wry girl with light brown hair tumbling over her
shoulders sat in the overstuffed chair nearest the center table at
which Jeffrey knelt, sorting what seemed to be random lumps of
colored wax. A pair of crutches leaned on the arm of her
chair.

"Hi, Jeffrey." Rob thought his own
voice sounded a little odd, but the boy was absorbed in his task
and didn't look up. The girl did, quickly, showing him dark-lashed
gray eyes and a smile that changed her face from wry to lovely
before she glanced back down at the table.

"There's one." She pointed and
Jeffrey's hand closed around a mist-gray lump, bringing it up for
her inspection.

Rob lowered himself carefully into the
unoccupied overstuffed chair, sparing a moment to admire the
life-sized statue of the borzoi lying between his seat and Elmira's
chaise.

Elmira grinned at him.

"It takes some people that way," she
said, with a mixture of amusement and sympathy, "And, then, some
other people come in, go out, and never see what's
here."

"It is a bit overwhelming," Rob
confessed. "I'm sure I haven't really seen half of it."

She smiled and extended a languid hand
to stroke the statue of the dog. It sighed and thumped its tail
twice on the floor. Rob leaned back in his chair and closed his
eyes, opening them when he heard her low, cool laughter.

"Poor Mr. Davis," she
offered.

He sat up straighter. "Rob. And not
altogether poor. Just easily thrown off. Mine has been a simple
life. So far."

She laughed outright and the dog
thrust its nose into her hand. "But Uncle Tulaine would have it
that ours is the simple life."

"Your Uncle Tulaine, Miss
Brown--"

"Elmira."

"Elmira--"

"Aunt Elmira," Jeffrey cut in, "we've
got everybody now." He was at her side, offering a pottery bowl
piled high with wax shavings.

"Very good." She swung her feet to the
floor, suddenly not languid at all, and stood with a dancer's
smooth ripple of muscle. "Is it permitted for Rob to help us with
the final stage?"

Jeffrey glanced over, blue eyes
candid, brows pulled together. "Well..."

Rob held up his hands. "Just an
explanation, Jeffrey--and a chance to watch, okay?"

"Sure," the boy said, face clearing.
"That's okay."

Elmira had brought a candle to the
square table where the girl was clearing the wax lumps away,
carefully placing them in plastic bags. Jeffrey set the bowl down
and took the bags to the other side of the room, near the
door.

"I'll take them back to the candle
room after we finish," he told his aunt's raised eyebrow and she
nodded.

He took his place by the table and
drew the candle to him. Rob stepped closer, trying not to intrude
on the--ritual?--that was taking place.

The candle was a lovely thing, as
white as the guest-candle he'd lit, or whiter, no more than four or
five inches tall, slender and smooth. The base in which it sat was
rainbow-colored--stained glass? he wondered--and the flame was a
constant wedge of orange touched with blue along the
edge.

Reverently, Jeffrey picked up the
candle and began to turn it upside down. Instinctively, Rob reached
out to keep the child from the flame--and let his hand drop,
blushing and feeling foolish, as the boy glanced up from his
concentration and turned the candle around so Rob could see the
hole in the bottom of both candle and holder.

"Aunt Elmira made it," the girl said.
"She's going to make one for me, too, so we can both have a candle
at school."

Rob stared at the construct. He'd been
completely fooled: The candle was so artful, so magically right
that he'd never doubted it was wax and flame.

"And we'll put in some of everybody's
candles into it," said Jeffrey. "So instead of having only one
candle at a time, I'll have--" his eyes flicked to the girl. "How
many are in the family now, Phoenix?"

"One hundred and twenty-seven,
counting Great-great-grandpa and great Uncle Hilary and Great-aunt
Ellie."

"Just think, Rob, a candle from
everybody, everyday! And no matches for Miss Lyle to get all
worried about." He reached out and took up a curl of butter-yellow
wax and slid it into the hollow candle. "That's Uncle
Tulaine."

Phoenix took up a sliver of
red-and-white stripe. "That's Dad."

Elmira put down a long hand, selected
a scrap of indigo and deposited it. "That's Aunt
Phyllis."

There was a pause, then Jeffrey pushed
the bowl across the table. "Go ahead, Rob," he said.

Slowly he put out his large hand to
gently take up a shred of mint-green. "That's Aunt Elmira," he
said, and released the shred into Jeffrey's candle.

The names were confusing to Rob,
though neither Jeffrey nor Phoenix faltered in their
identification. After all it was obviously so-and-so's bit of wax,
wasn't it? Bit by bit, Rob began to feel that there actually was a
difference between the tiny shreds and glanced up to say so to
Elmira --

Her eyes were closed, hands miming the
insertion of each bit of wax, naming each shred before it went in;
following each name with an unvoiced phrase or word.

Familiarity grew as the ritual went
on; Rob began to feel as if he knew the people whose names were
called, almost as if he recalled them from the last time they'd
met. But, of course, that was impossible, he told himself. He
couldn't have possibly met so many people by accident.

Yet still there was a little shiver in
the air as each name was called, as if a small bit of attention--or
of power--was somehow activated.

The last shred of wax--real beeswax,
Rob was certain--was named by Phoenix as
"Grand-uncle-Robert-or-whatever-his-name-really-was-Alkehine."
Everybody laughed but Rob.

Elmira's laughter dimmed to a
smile--tinged with sadness, Rob thought. "That's the last from
Uncle Robert," she said. "He didn't make all that many candles. I'm
sure he's proud to be part of your candle, Jeffrey."

"Wait!" came Jessie's voice from the
stairwell. "Wait!"

She came clattering upstairs and
huffing down the hallway.

"You forgot something, I bet. You've
got a guest to think of!"

"Jessie," said Elmira, half smiling as
the older woman entered the room, "How rude do you think we
are?"

"Well, it wouldn't do for you to
forget this guest. Isn't a matter of being rude!" She held out her
hand, displaying several well-formed drops of deep brown wax. "The
guest-candle dripped," she announced, to a stare from Jeffrey and a
gasp fron Phoenix. "I caught some fresh wax for you."

Rob blinked at the dark droplets,
absurdly pleased at the deepness of the brown; then he blinked
again. "The guest candle? But the candle I lit was
white!"

"Oh," said Elmira softly, smiling at
him warmly. "Was it?" She took the wax beads and carefully slipped
them inside Jeffrey's candle.

"Uncle Rob Davis," she
said.

* * *

DINNER WAS AT nine o'clock and he was
ushered into the dining room by a radiant Phoenix.

The branched candelabrum in the center
of the table was blindingly bright. Rob picked out Uncle Tulaine's
butter yellow, father's multicolored, mother's dark gold, Elmira's
mist blue.

As he took his seat, Elmira came into
the room flanked by Jeffrey and a bright-eyed old gentleman who
could only be Uncle Tulaine. She was carrying a thick brown candle,
which she placed with great care into the solitary empty branch.
She closed her eyes a moment, and Rob thought he saw her speak an
unheard word. The she smiled and looked directly at him.

"We have a large family," she said.
"And it keeps getting larger. Slowly, but very surely."
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