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CHAPTER ONE

Jenny Waynest’s son Ian took poison on the night of winter’s first
snowfall. He was thirteen.

She was dreaming about the demon when it happened. The demon
was called Amayon, beautiful as the night and the morning, and she
had dreamed of him every night since fall, when his possession of her
had ended. While her soul was imprisoned in a pale green crystal, he
had inhabited her flesh and done such things as still made her wake
weeping, or screaming, or speaking his name out of a longing so
desperate she thought she would die of it.

In daylight the grief of his loss, and her shame at that grief,
occupied her mind against her will, to the exclusion of all other
things. Otherwise she would have seen—she hoped she would have
seen—the pain and horror growing in her son’s eyes.

This night there was a part of her that knew where Ian was. In her
dream she saw him in the small stone house on Frost Fell—the house
that had been her master Caerdinn’s up to the old man’s death. Later
Jenny had lived there, until she had gone with Lord John Aversin,
Thane of the Winterlands and her lover of ten years, to live at Alyn
Hold. Asleep in their bed at the Hold now, she saw their son in the old
stone house, saw him descend the stair from the loft and with a
glance, as wizards could, kindle the wood on the hearth.

He shouldn’t be there, she thought. It was past midnight and the
snow had been falling since just before dark. He shouldn’t be there.

Rest, Amayon’s voice whispered. Sleepy dreams are better than plans
and schemes.

Her consciousness drifted away.

Ever since the magics of the Demon Queen Aohila had taken
Amayon from her, Jenny had tried to decide whether the pain she felt
was a memory that Amayon had left or whether he spoke to her still.
Sometimes she thought that she could hear his voice, gentle and



trusting as a child’s, though he was Aohila’s prisoner behind the
Mirror of Isychros. At other times she guessed that the coaxing
sweetness, the hurtful mocking, were only a poison he’d left to make
her suffer. How like him, she thought, and she did not know if she
thought it fondly or with hatred.

Maybe both.
People who survived possession weren’t the same afterward.

Her mind returned to her son. He sat beside the hearth, his head
bowed, thin fingers twisting at his dark hair.

She remembered her own pain when the demon who’d possessed
her had been driven out.

At least he still has magic.

The loss of Jenny’s magic, as a result of the final battle with the
demons, had been the worst of all.

You saved them, the sweet soft voice whispered in her mind: like
Amayon’s voice, though sometimes it sounded like her own. You
fought the demons for your son, and for Lord John, and for the Regent of
the Realm. You did just as you ought. Yet you lost everything. How fair is
that?

The image came to her of Ian casually brushing aside her spells of
ward, running his hands over the terracotta pots of her poisons in the
brassy dull firelight, but the vision melted with her resentment and
her grief. Sleepy dreams, the voice coaxed. Lovely sleepy dreams. Of
Amayon. Of magic.

She saw Ian open a pot that she knew contained monkshood. Saw
him dip his fingers into the coarse powder.

Perhaps you’ll find the magic again within your beautiful heart.

The sweet voice lured her back to her dream, where she lay in the
great bed in the Hold with John breathing soft beside her. His beaky
face was turned away; he was clerkish and shortsighted and middle-
aged, and nothing like the great thanes who had ruled the
Winterlands before him, save for his scars.

Dreaming, she broke open her own ribs and tore her chest apart, as
the demon had suggested. She saw her heart, which in her dream was
wrought of a thousand crystals, scarlet and crimson and pink.
Dreaming, she lifted it out. Blood gummed her fingers together as she
fumbled for its catch, as if her heart were a box. The catch was a



diamond, like a single poisoned tear.

Fascinated, she watched her heart unfurl in all directions, as if in
opening the box she had somehow folded herself inside it. Within it
she was, curiously, once again in the curtained bed with John, in a
warm frowst of worn quilts and moth-holed furs. Like mirrors within
mirrors she saw the scarred husk of her own body, burned in the final
battle when she had pinned the demon-ridden renegade mage
Caradoc with a harpoon beneath the sea: hair burned away, eyelashes
burned away—magic burned away.

John lay beside her, twined in the arms of the Demon Queen.

“Don’t wake her,” the Queen whispered, and giggled like a
schoolgirl. She was beautiful, as Jenny had never been beautiful: tall
and slim, with breasts like ripe melons and coal-black jeweled hair.
She traced on John’s bare flesh the silvery marks it had borne when
he’d returned from the Hell behind the mirror, marks that could
occasionally be seen in the light of the earthly moon. Then she
pressed her lips to the pit of his throat, where a small fresh scar lay
like a burn.

She laughed huskily when John cupped her breasts in his hands.
“Let him be!”

Jenny’s cry waked her. Like falling through a chain of mirrors, she
fell from the imagined tower and imagined bed to the real ones and
sat bolt upright, the air icy in her lungs. Beside her, John slept still.

He dreams of her. Rage washed from Jenny all thought of that other
dream, the dream of Ian hunting among the ensorceled poison pots at
Frost Fell. Laughs at me with her while I sleep.

Her cry had not waked him, and that made her angry, too. Hating
him, she rolled from the bed and through the heavy curtains. The
tower chamber was cramped and fusty: table and chest and large
areas of the floor littered with John’s books. He had a formidable
library, laboriously collected from the ruins of crumbling towns,
copied, collated, begged, and borrowed. Since summer’s end, when
they had returned from the South, John had been reading everything
he could get his hands on concerning demons and melancholy and the
silent sicknesses of the heart.

As if, Jenny thought angrily, he can cure Ian by reading!
But that was always John’s answer.



His armor lay among the books: a battered doublet of black leather,
spiked and plated with iron and chain; dented pauldrons and a close-
fitting helm; longsword and shortsword and a couple of fine Southern
cavalry blades; spectacles with bent silver-wire frames; and a pair of
muddy boots. Rocklys of Galyon, whose machinations to rule the
Realm had set in motion last summer’s terrible events, had stripped
the Winterlands of its garrisons: John was back riding patrol, as he
had done most of his adult life.

He had little time these days to give his son.
And less, Jenny thought, to give to her.

Fingers stiff with scars, she shoved up the latch of the heavy
shutters and stood gazing into darkness only a degree less heavy than
that in the room. Snow covered the bare fields, the bare moor beyond.
The smell of the sky calmed her, dispelled the envenomed miasma of
her dreams.

Ian. The dream of him stirred at the edge of her thoughts.

Sleepy dreams. The sweet voice whispered and pulled at her heart.
Sleepy dreams, not plans and schemes. Somehow it sounded rational,
true in its simplicity, like a nursery song.

When she’d left the bed, the burning heat of the change of life had
been warming her flesh, but that fled away now and her limbs were
cold. Better to return to bed and the comfort of her dreams.

“Jen?”
The cold from the window must have waked John.

Anger and resentment burned her. She wanted to be alone with her
wretchedness and her grief.

“You were dreaming of her, weren’t you?” Her voice snapped in her
own ears, black ice breaking underfoot and miles of freezing water
beneath. She spat the words back at him over her shoulder. She knew
that he stood next to the bed, wrapped in one of its shabby furs, long
hair hanging to his shoulders as he blinked in her direction, seeing
nothing.

And just as well, she thought bitterly. Face and scalp and body
scarred by demon fire and poisoned steam, and scarred within by the
heats and migraines and malaises of the change of a woman’s life.
Better he be half blind and in darkness than see me as I am.

“I can’t help me dreams, Jen.” He sounded tired. They’d fought



before going to bed. And yesterday, and the day before.
“Then don’t deny me mine.”

“I wouldn’t,” John retorted, “if dreams was all they were. But you
had a demon within you...”

“And you believe them, don’t you?” Jenny swung around,
trembling. “Believe those people who say that anyone who has been
taken by a demon should be killed? That’s what all those books of
yours say, isn’t it?”

“Not all.” There was a warrant out in the South for his life for
trafficking with the Demon Queen. Had Rocklys of Galyon not taken
the King’s troops from the North to fuel her demon-inspired rebellion,
he might already have been executed.

“Is that what you want?” She struck at him with her words as if it
were he, and not the archdemon Folcalor’s final outpouring of magic,
that had robbed her of her power. “To kill me, as the books say? To
kill Ian, for something neither of us wanted, for something that
happened against our wills?”

He was a man who had grown up keeping his thoughts to himself,
and he said nothing now.

“I was taken trying to save him!” she cried into his silence. She had
a sweet small voice: gravel veined with silver. It sounded brittle to her
now, and shrill. “For trying to save him, for trying to save you, and all
these precious people of yours around here! This is what came of it! I
hated the demon!”

“Yet you did every damn thing you could to keep me from sending
it away behind the mirror.” There was an edge of anger to his quiet
words. “And you’ve been mourning it since.”

“You don’t understand.” Jenny had learned that it was possible to
hate and love the same thing at the same time.

“I understand that neither you nor my son has eaten nor slept well
for months, and that as far as I've been able to see you haven’t done a
hand’s turn to help him.”

You don’t understand, she wanted to say again. To scream the words
at him until he knew what she felt. But instead she lashed at him,
“Your son?” How dare he?

And at the same time she thought, Ian, and her mind snatched at
shredded images of a boy sitting in despair beside a hearth. She



remembered stick-thin white hands tracing away wards from jars on a
shelf.

“Well, you never did want him, did you?” The resentment, the
buried rage, of all those years of her uncertainty spurted up in his
voice. “And if you’d been here in the first place when Caradoc showed
up_”

“If you wanted a woman here during the years I was seeking my
own magic, John,” Jenny said with harsh and deadly sarcasm, “I can
only say you should have convinced one of your regiment of village
lightskirts to bear you a child. Any one of them would have.”

“Papa?” The door hinge creaked. A yellow thread of candlelight
fluttered, illumined the sturdy eight-year-old in the doorway: face,
hands, rufous hair, and bright sharp brown eyes all the mimic of
John’s burly father. He’d girded his small sword over his nightshirt: A
man must go armed, he liked to say. “Ian’s gone.”

Jenny led them to Frost Fell. The moment her second son, her little
ruffian Adric, had spoken, her dream rushed back to her and she knew
where Ian was and what he sought. Snow fell steadily as they saddled
the horses, Jenny’s scarred fingers fumbling half frozen with buckles
and reins until she wanted to scream and strike everyone around her
for being so slow. The air was filled with drifting white as they
crossed over Toadback Hill, and the horses skidded on the ice of the
cranberry bog.

They found Ian outside the little house, unconscious. By the tracks,
he’d crawled there in delirium, but the snow already lay over him like
a shroud. John and Sergeant Muffle, John’s bailiff and blacksmith and
bastard older brother, fed the dying fire in the hearth and dragged the
bed over beside it while Jenny worked desperately to mix an antidote,
to force saline water down her son’s throat, to induce vomiting and
keep him warm. All the while she cursed, for the one thing that would
surely drag him back from the shadowlands where he now walked—
the magic of her healing—was gone.

Looking up, she saw this, too, in John’s eyes.

2

“You knew he was here.” He sounded numb, like he couldn’t
believe any of this was taking place.

“I saw him in a dream.” Between them the boy’s white face was



slack, shut eyes sunk in bistered hollows of pain.

And you didn’t think to mention it to me. She could all but hear his
thought. But he only looked away and brought more water to bathe
his son’s face. Frantic, Jenny traced the marks of healing, the runes of
life, on her son’s forehead and chest and hands. In her mind she drew
first the limitations and the power lines, then the summoning of
power, the calling of the magic from her bones and her heart, from
the stars above the sullen cloud and the water beneath the earth, as
she had done all her life.

But it was only words. The sparkly slips of fire that she’d felt in her
days of small power and small learning, the great golden river of fire
that had been hers when the dragon whose life she had saved had
given her the gift of dragon magic, the gorgeous envenomed rainbow
of demon power—all these were gone. She was just a middle-aged
woman repeating nonsense words in her mind, hoping that her son
would not die.

And thinking, in spite of all she could do, of the demon she had
lost.

In the black cold before dawn, when John went out to fetch more
wood and Sergeant Muffle dozed by the blood-colored pulse of the
hearth, Jenny stretched across the furs and wept, whispering a prayer
to the God of Women: Do not let him die. Do not let him die.

The hollow within her yawned to a chasm that would swallow the
world, her soul, and John, Ian, and Jenny together, leaving nothing.
Do not let him die.

Like the touch of an insect’s feelers on her scarred scalp, she felt the
brush of her son’s finger. lan whispered— or perhaps only thought
—“Folcalor.” And then, “I will not go.”

Even in her extremity, before she passed over into sleep, Jenny
thought it curious. Folcalor was not the demon who had possessed
Ian’s body and imprisoned Ian’s soul.

Folcalor was the archdemon who had whispered to the mage
Caradoc in dreams. Once in possession of Cara-doc’s flesh, he’d had
the magic to open the doors to Hell, to bring through the other Sea-
wights—wights who in turn had enslaved dragons and wizards alike.

When Jenny dreamed of that time, she dreamed of Amayon. She
assumed Ian dreamed of his own jailer, lover, rapist, master: a minor



gyre called Gothpys.
But it was Folcalor she saw now in dreams.

The wizard Caradoc’s body was gone. She had slain him beneath
the sea, and fish had devoured his flesh. Dreaming, she saw Folcalor
as she’d always known he looked: a bloated soft thing of quicksilver
and green fire in which the half-digested glowing remains of other
Hellspawn fitfully moved. His eyes were like fire seen through colored
glass: cold and intelligent, as a pig’s are intelligent, or a rat’s:
uncaring. Her flesh crept, as it had during the days of her
imprisonment, seeing him for what he was.

Intelligence and patience and power. Power beyond any demon
she’d encountered or heard of, even in John’s ancient lore; power not
only to shove aside the spells and exorcisms of a trained mage, but to
devour that mage through the magic itself. Not in a thousand years,
according to the lore, had demons of such power existed.

A thousand years ago they had been vanquished, but no one knew
how.

Now they had returned. No one knew why.

In his hands—hands of human flesh, she saw, small and stubby and
crusted thick with rings—he held the sapphire in which Ian’s soul had
been imprisoned, the sapphire Jenny had herself cast into the River
Wildspae when she’d returned her son’s soul to his flesh.

The demon looked at her and smiled.

In the morning John’s aunts arrived. His father’s bossy brood of
sisters—Jane and Rowan and Umetty— and Rowan’s daughters Dilly
and Rowanberry, and Muffle’s mother Holly, who had been old Lord
Aver’s mistress for years, lived at the Hold in their assorted states of
spinsterhood and widowhood, running the Winterlands as they had
run it in John’s father’s time. Aunt Jane brought eggs and a milk
pudding, and brandy to bathe her great-nephew’s hands and feet;
Rowan and Dilly brought clean sheets and pillows. They wrapped the
boy and put hot bricks about him to warm him, pushing Jenny aside
as if she were a scullery maid. Though it was quite clear that he heard
nothing, Aunt Umetty told the boy endless stories that she generally
told to her dogs, and she sang him the little songs she sang to them.

Jenny retreated to a corner of the hearth, willing herself not to be



seen. She understood why Ian had taken the poison, and she thought
about taking it herself. They all seemed very distant from her.
Certainly they seemed less real than her memories of what it had been
like to be beautiful and powerful and able to do exactly as she
pleased. She knew that this was not right, yet she could not do
anything about this part of her thoughts.

Snow fell again in the afternoon and drifted high against the stone
walls. The grooms who’d come with the aunts brought shovels from
the stable and labored to keep the yard clear. Jenny wondered once or
twice, Why Folcalor? Then the darkness that pressed her heart
overcame her again, and she retreated to sleepy dreams.

The following day Ian opened his eyes. He said, “Yes,” and, “No,” in
a blistered whisper when John spoke to him, no more inflection in his
voice than it had had since the demon had been driven out of him.
Then the wind came up in the afternoon, flaying the land and driving
the snow into drifts. It was best, John said, propping his spectacles
more firmly on his long nose, that they go soon, for he knew bandits
were abroad even in the bitter world of winter.

While the grooms brought out the other horses, with the wind
tearing manes and plaids and blankets, Jenny took her mare Moon
Horse from the stable and saddled her. There was a great boiling of
people in the yard just then, and John was entirely occupied with
making sure Ian was wrapped warm. Jenny had no magic anymore,
but long years of living in the Winterlands with only slight powers
had taught her to see when people turned their heads. As aunts and
grooms and John and Muffle rode out of the yard, she led Moon Horse
back into the stable and unsaddled her, and from the little attic
window she watched them ride away across the moor. Snow filled
their tracks before they were even out of sight.

In the ballads of the great heroes, she thought, watching them go—
Alkmar the Godborn or Selkythar Dragons-bane or Oontes of the
Golden Harp—the heroes frequently sustained injuries in slaying the
dragon or overcoming the cave monsters or outwitting the evil mage.
So they must, for there is no sacrifice unless blood is shed. But they
survived and came home, and everything was as it was before, only
happier.

No desolation. No regret. No wounds that cannot heal.
Part of her thought, Oh, John.



And another whispered Amayon’s name.

She went down the ladder and built up the fire in the hearth again
and found food the aunts had left. She made herself a little soup but
didn’t eat it. She only sat, wrapped in a quilt, watching the fire and
seeing nothing in it but flame and memory.

Sleepy dreams, not plans and schemes.
She slept and dreamed of the demon still.



CHAPTER TWO

“Lord Aversin.”

John woke with a start. His son’s hand was cold in his. The fire in
the tower bedroom had almost died. The Hold was silent below.

The Demon Queen was in the room.

She looked the way she’d looked when he’d gone into the Hell that
lay behind the burning mirror, away in the South in what had been
the city of Ernine: a slim long-legged woman with a face that
combined a girl’s fresh beauty with the wise sardonic wit of thirty.
Her black hair was an asymmetrical coiled universe of braids and
ringlets and rolls strung with pearls and jewel-headed pins. Things
lived in it. He sometimes saw them move.

Her eyes were gold and had squarish, horizontal pupils like a goat’s.
She had a magic that she used to keep him from noticing this—magic
and the fact that her peach-perfect breasts were defended by a silk
drape no thicker than a breath of smoke. He was further aware that
her whole appearance was a sham, a spell, a garment that she wore.
Without knowing quite how he knew, he knew what she really looked
like, and this turned him sick with terror.

Her name was Aohila.
She smiled with her red lips and said, “John.”

“Better stand on the rug.” With one foot he scooted it toward her, a
much-mangled sheepskin that the cats hid twigs and bird feet under
when they weren’t concealing them among the quilts on the bed. “Me
Aunt Jane’ll be up in a minute and make you wear slippers. She don’t
hold with bare feet even in summer.” He fumbled on his spectacles,
feeling better for being able to see her clearly. “Sorry about the star
you sent me for, and the dragon’s tears, and all that.”

He saw her face change, anger like a holocaust of summer lightning
in those yellow eyes at the reminder of how he’d tricked her when he



paid the tithe he owed her for the spells she’d given to save Ian and
Jenny. The snakes—or whatever they were—stirred eyelessly in her
hair and opened their small-toothed mouths.

“You're a clever man, Lord John.” The seductive note vanished from
her voice. She ignored the sheepskin; instead she came to stand by the
bed before him, close enough that she could put her hands on either
side of his face. His grip tightened on Ian’s fingers. Not, he thought,
that he could do a single thing to stop her from hurting his son, but he
felt better with his body between her and Ian. “I appreciate
cleverness.”

“You’re one of damn few, then.” He kept his voice steady and his
eyes looking up into hers. “Me dad didn’t. ‘Don’t you be clever with
me,” he’d say, and I'd get the buckle end of his belt; he’d only get
wilder if I asked, ‘Do you want me to be stupid?’ But of course I did
ask, so maybe I wasn’t so gie clever after all.” As with her appearance,
her smell was sometimes human and seductive, and sometimes
something else.

She got out from behind the mirror somehow, he thought, blind with
panic. And then, No. This is a dream.

Like all those other dreams.
He couldn’t breathe.
“I can heal your son,” she said.

She spoke offhandedly, not even looking at Ian, as if she offered to
use her influence with a friend to secure the pick of a skilled herd
dog’s litter.

“Me Aunt Jane says he’ll live.” Demons always wanted something
from you. That was what the ancient lore said, and he had found it to
be so. Wanted something from you and would promise something in
return.

“I can cure his heart,” she said. “Close up the wound the demon
Gothpys left in him. It isn’t much. Gothpys is my prisoner—” And she
smiled with evil reminiscence. “—but I know his voice still whispers
in your son’s dreams.”

He took her wrists and pushed her from him. Still, he did not rise
from the stool on which he sat, or dreamed that he sat, beside the
bed. Fat Kitty and Skinny Kitty, who had been sleeping on the
coverlet when the Demon Queen entered, peered now from the



bedchamber’s darkest corner, mashed together into a single silent
terrified ball.

“That makes about as much sense as tryin’ to drink yourself sober,”
he said quietly. “He’ll heal when he learns how to heal from the hurt
the demon laid on him. Not before.” It was hard to speak the words,
for he knew that Gothpys and Amayon and all the other demons
who’d possessed Folcalor’s slave mages were this creature’s prisoners
now. He didn’t clearly understand the machinations within and
between Hell and Hell, Demon Lord and Demon Lord, but he’d heard
how the Sea-wights had screamed when they’d been taken into the
Hell behind the mirror.

“Your touch will only put him in greater danger. I may be no more
than a soldier and not such a very clever one at that, but I know
there’s things that bring naught but grief, and makin’ bargains with
demons, even in me dreams, is one of ’em. Now get out.”

Her voice was broken glass. “You owe me.”
“I paid you.”
“With gifts that melted into smoke or were only tricks of words.”

“You asked for a piece of a star, and I gave you some of what a star
is truly made of: light. You asked for a dragon’s tears, and you didn’t
say I shouldn’t put ’em in a bottle that would evaporate and consume
them before you could use ’em to make a gate into this world for your
wights to come through. You asked for a gift from one who hated me,
thinkin’ I’d fail to get one and become your servant here, so you could
feed on the souls of men and women like Southern gourmets feedin’
on baby ducks.”

He tried to shut from his mind the demon light he’d seen in Jenny’s
eyes and the obscene evil he’d watched her do. But he knew the
demon saw it in his face. “And with what I've seen of the way you get
into the heart and the skin and the brains of those you deal with, I
don’t blame those who’ve a warrant for me for traffickin’ with your
lot. I’d turn meself in if it wasn’t me.”

She stepped back from him while he spoke, but still she could have
put out her hand and touched him, or he her; she stood with her
garments—if they were garments— lifting and floating about her as if
on the breath of some hot exhalation that he himself could not feel.
Her spells of lust, of wanting, stroked him, clouding his mind like a
perfume.



“Well, I won’t be your lover, and I won’t be your slave. Not in the
world, not in me dreams—nothing. So you might as well go home and
torture the other little demons in Hell, and let me take care of my
son.”

“I can bring Jenny back to you.”

It was like an incautious step on a broken foot—he didn’t think her
words concerning Jenny would hurt that much. He saw Jenny’s eyes
again, across Ian’s waxy face; saw the set of her shoulders, braced
against whatever he should say or think. Saw himself, blind with grief
and rage and anxiety, not thinking that she would feel all those
things, too.

“If she didn’t come back on her own, it wouldn’t be Jenny.”

The Demon Queen said nothing. On the hearth John saw how the
flames had turned low and blue, as if the very nature of the air were
changed. The shadows of the chest, the table, and the heaped books
and tumbled scrolls and note tablets dimmed and loomed and ran
together, and he could hear his own breath, and Ian’s: a slow
desperate drag as if the boy struggled with horrors in his sleep. He
wondered—as he always wondered—if the Demon Queen wore her
own form when he wasn’t looking at her.

“John,” she said, and he looked back at her quickly. Almost it

seemed he caught her shape changing, just enough to know that she
had.

“Look at your son.”

Ian’s hand burned in his. As the fire licked up brighter again,
unnaturally brighter, he saw the boy’s swollen tongue protruding from
lips gone purple with blood. Even as he looked, brown spots formed
under the clear thin skin, as if the blood vessels were dissolving in the
flesh. Blisters bulged taut and yellow around the mouth and on the
neck. Ian cried out in his sleep, weeping in pain, and kicked and
clawed at the blankets.

“Stop it,” John said softly. “This is only a dream, but stop it.”

“You think I'm powerless in this world, Aversin,” the Demon Queen
said, “because I and my kind cannot cross through the gate without
being summoned from this side. But there are little gates everywhere
that open now and then, and the season of demons is on the world.
My hand is long, and it is stronger than you think.”



He stood and, catching her by the arms, thrust her back from the
bed. Her body was light, as Jenny’s was, but there was something
about the weight of it, and its relationship to the softness of her flesh,
that was wrong. He felt it as he shook her, and the things in her hair
put forth their heads and hissed at him from among the darkness and
the jewels.

“Get out of here.”
She only looked at him full with those terrible eyes.
“Get out of here!”

He hurled her from him, then turned and pressed his forehead to
the carved bedpost until the graven leaves and flowers dug into his
flesh. He could hear Ian crying, moaning as the fever consumed him,
but he kept his eyes shut tight, willing himself not to see either his
son or the Demon Queen. This is a dream. A dream. A dream.

He woke trembling, on his feet, holding the bedpost, weak with
shock and bathed in sweat. The flames had sunk low in the hearth,
but only because the log was nearly consumed. The warm amber light
was normal after the glare and blackness of his dream. Ian slept, and
the hand that lay outside the shadows of the bed-curtain relaxed, its
skin unmarred. Skinny Kitty raised her little triangular head to regard
John in sleepy inquiry; Fat Kitty dozed, a mammoth lump of ruffled
gray somnolence.

John looked back at the hearth. The sheepskin rug had been moved,
and lay where he’d kicked it toward the Demon Queen’s bare
alabaster feet.

The next day John sent out a five-man troop of militia under the
command of Ams Puggle, whose turn it was to ride patrol with him,
without too much misgiving: Puggle was a stolid young man who
didn’t think quickly in emergencies, but this was ordinarily a quiet
time of year.

Still, this was not an ordinary year, and guilt tormented him—guilt
at sending his men out while he stayed behind, and guilt at not doing
more for his son.

He brought an armload of books down and sat by Ian while the boy
slept, waking him twice from dreams that left him shaking with terror



but about which he could not be brought to speak. After a time Ian
lay quiet, smiling if required to do so and thanking him, but
terrifyingly distant, as if the words were spoken through a small
window by someone prisoned in an unimaginable room.

Throughout that day John combed his books for mention of demons
and how he might keep his son safe.

What he found was not encouraging. According to Gantering Pellus’
Encyclopedia of Everything in the Material World, demons could take the
form of mice and rats and slip into the beds of their victims while
they slept, although it was not clear how the ancient scholar knew
this. Polyborus’ Jurisprudence said that demons could take on the
seeming of household members and kill children or betray husbands
with nobody the wiser, at least not at the time. An old ballad the
Regent Gareth had played for him detailed how demons disguised
themselves as candies, cakes, and tarts, so the king of an ancient land
ate them and became possessed, and perversely this tune jingled in his
head for the rest of the afternoon.

Peaches and prunes,
Sugarplum moons,

And mountains of glorious cheese.

Polyborus listed eight ways of killing those who had dealings with
the Hellspawn, depending on whether they were still possessed, had
been possessed, or had merely made bargains with wights. Demons
could enter a corpse and do terrible mischief between the time life
was extinct and the body destroyed, he said, so it was important that
the culprit be burned or dismembered alive.

John recalled clearly the smell of the oil on the pyre they’d
prepared for him, and the way Ector of Sindestray, treasurer of the
Southern Council, had smiled when the old King had ordered John
put to death.

Demons destroyed trust. You never knew, afterward, where you
were with one who had dealings with them. You never knew to whom
you were speaking.

Jenny. The ache in his heart overwhelmed him as he looked out
across the moor from the tower window and saw the thin gray
smudge of smoke rising above Frost Fell. Jenny.

Despite the snow, and the day’s growing cold and darkness, he



thought of going there. But though Ian seemed a little better, still he
felt uneasy at leaving him. Nor could he put from his mind Jenny’s
desperate and dreadful silence, silence from which, apparently, she
could not even reach to help her son. Nor could he forget his love.
There was a time when he would have gone on harrowing himself,
forcing meetings with her, trying stubbornly to cut through the wall
around her, but he saw with strange clarity that there was nothing he
could do.

He could only trust that wherever she had gone, she would come
back.

Puggle and his men returned the following forenoon, frosted to the
eyebrows and grumbling. No sign of bandits or wolves, nor of the
Iceriders who raided two winters out of three from the lands beyond
the mountains. They’d checked with the depleted garrison at Skep
Dhii, and the commander—a corporal promoted when all the troops
had been drawn off to join Rocklys of Galyon’s attempt to conquer the
South—said the same. Corporal Avalloch also reported that yet
another message had come from the King’s councilor Ector of
Sindestray, ordering him to arrest John Aversin on charges of
trafficking with demons and put him to death.

“You think Avalloch’d agree to send a message to this Ector bloke
telling him that’s what he’d done?” Muffle inquired from his seat on
the big table in the kitchen where the patrol had come to drink hot
ale and report.

“I asked him already,” John said, breathing on his spectacles and
rubbing them on a towel, for the kitchen was far warmer than any
other room in the Hold. “I even pointed out as how it’d be a savin’ of
money for the council, in that they wouldn’t always be sendin’
messengers. Avalloch just gave me those fishy eyes and said, ‘I could
not do that, Lord Aversin.’

“Anythin’ else?” he added, turning back to Puggle.

“Only sickness,” the corporal said, “over at Were-hove Farm.”
Warm as the kitchen was, John felt suddenly cold.

I can heal your son. And, My hand is long.

“Ema Werehove was near frantic when she spoke to us. She said it
was nothin’ she’d ever seen nor heard of: fever, and sores on his lips—
Druff it is who’s sick—and brown spots that spread if you touch them.



Should we ride out to the Fell and fetch Mistress Jenny, d’you think?
Your Aunt Jane was tellin’ me all’s not right with her either...”

Puggle’s words washed over him, barely heard.

“Did she say when Druff had been took sick?” John’s voice sounded
odd in his own ears, as if it belonged to someone else.

“Night before last, she said. Close to dawn.”
Within hours of his dream of the Demon Queen.

“Where you goin’?” Puggle asked as his thane paused in the
doorway only long enough to gather up his winter plaids and his
heaviest sheepskin jacket.

“Get Bill to saddle Battlehammer.”

“You’re mad, Johnny,” Muffle protested. “It’s comin’ on to storm
before midnight!”

“T’ll ride fast.”

Werehove Farm lay in a tiny pocket of arable land, under the
backbone of the Wolf Hills, close by the spreading desolation of
Wraithmire Marsh. Aversin shivered as he rode past the marsh, for
even in the cloud-thinned sunlight it had a dreary look. No sign now
of the fey lights that jigged across the brown pools and root-clotted
black streamlets once the sun was down. Nothing but silence, though
on five or six occasions John had heard the whisperers calling to him
from the marshes at evening, in Jenny’s voice, or Ian’s—once in his
father’s.

They live on pain, Gantering Pellus said in his Encyclopedia, and
John knew how true this was. Pain and terror and rage, lust and guilt
and shame. They drank those emotions like dark nutty Winterlands
beer. Cut your wrist in the Wraithmire, and the glowing little
whisperers—the stoats and foxes of the Hellspawn, compared to the
tigers like the Queen—would come round to drink the blood. Weep
there, and you would see them seeping out of the ground to lap your
tears.

And they’d tease and twist and lure to increase those intoxicating
delights. If humans were not available, they would torment cats or
pigs or anything whose blood and fear would warm their coldness,
feed their hunger for life.



Maybe the Demon Queen had offered to heal Ian only to sup on the
surge of hope and grief and pain her words had brought.

“Cannot Mistress Jenny come?” Ema, matriarch of the Werehove
clan, asked, meeting him in the stable yard wrapped in sheepskins and
scarves. The light had sickened, and harsh wind yanked at John’s hair
and plaids, tore at the woman’s gray braids as she led him toward the
thick-walled stone house. “I’d heard she was hurt and not able to do
magic as she used. But she’ve still the knowledge of herbs, and
sickness, and worse things belike. This is an ill such as we’ve never
seen, and it’s eating Druff up alive.”

Druff Werehove, Ema’s oldest son, lay in the loft, his bed set against
the chimney. A few candles burned around him, and Winna, his wife,
knelt by him bathing his face. As he climbed the loft stairs, John
smelled stale blood and sickness. He stopped, looking down at the
man—one of his militia, and with his brothers the core of the little
farmstead—and felt sickness clutch his own breast. For he was as
Puggle had described him: His face was blistered around the mouth
and across the nose and forehead, and his arms and breast were
spotted with brown. His swollen tongue filled his mouth so that he
could barely breathe, and his thick gasping was dreadful to hear.

“He’s burnin’ up.” Winna raised frantic eyes to her mother-in-law.
Her hand trembled as she sponged her husband’s face again. “Burnin’
up. And Metty from over Fell Farm, she tells me her girl’s down with
this here, too. Cannot Mistress Jenny come?”

“I’ll tell her.” John’s heart shrank up to a coal inside him, a black
nubbin of dread. “As soon as I return to the Hold.”

But it was night, and the storm was coming on hard when he
crossed the drawbridge again. And in any case he knew whence the
sickness came, and how it could be ended.

Muffle met him in the courtyard, wrapped to the eyes in plaids and
leaning against the beating wind. “There’s fever in the village,” he
said, “two cases of it. Blisters on the face, and brown spots. We sent
for Mistress Jenny, but by that time the snow was too bad to get near
the Fell.”

“Anyone here down with it?” In John’s mind he saw Ian, writhing
and sobbing. Everything seemed to have gone blank within him,
beyond thought or reasoning. Only, he thought, I’ll kill her if she’s
harmed him. Demon or not I'll destroy her somehow, though it cost my life.



“Not yet.” The smith led the horse back to the stable, John
stumbling behind. They stripped Battlehammer of his saddle by the
light of a wavering flare, then John went up the tower stairs two at a
time, shedding his wet plaids and sheepskin coat as he went. There
was a part of him that did not want to reach the door of his room.

But Ian lay propped in the shadows of the bed, and something
altered in the blank blue gaze as John came through the door.
“Papa?”

“You all right, Son?” And he cursed himself for the offhand tone in
his voice—offhand, as he’d had to be about everything when he was a
child Ian’s age and younger, fighting not to let his own father crush
him inside.

Ian nodded and let himself be embraced. He started to speak, as if
to remark on the cold that still clung to the metal plates of John’s
rough leather doublet and to his snow-flecked hair, but then did not.
John didn’t know whether this was something the demon had done to
him— this trick of reconsideration, of backing down from any speech,
as if fearing it would reveal or disarm or obligate him—or whether it
was a thing of his years, or perhaps only of his self. Still Ian held onto
his arm for a moment, the first reassurance he had sought, his face
pressed to the grubby sleeve.

And John fought not to say, Why did you take the poison? Why didn’t
you speak to me?

Uncharacteristically it was Ian who broke the silence. He coughed,
his voice still barely a thread. “I heard Muffle talking about fever...”

Of course he would. He had a mage’s senses, which could pick up
the murmur of voices in the kitchen three floors below.

“Should I get up and go down to the village?”

“In a while.” John sat on the edge of the bed. A protesting meep
sounded beneath the quilts, and one of the humped covers moved.
John wanted to say, Your mother can handle it, but he let the words go.
He suspected Jenny would be helpless against this illness, and Ian
also.

In any event this was the first interest Ian had shown in anything
since his return to the North.

“It doesn’t sound like any of the fevers I've read about in Mother’s
books.” Ian sank against the pillows, exhausted by the effort of sitting



up, and Skinny Kitty emerged from beneath the comforters to sit on
his chest.

“Tonight could you bring down from the library what you have
about diseases? There has to be some cause.”

“Aye,” John said softly, knowing the cause. “Aye, son. I'll do that.”

He remained until Ian slept again. It wasn’t long. Even after the
boy’s eyes slipped closed John stayed seated beside the bed, holding
his hand. Watching the too-thin face in its tangled frame of black hair,
the wasted fingers twined with his own. Remembering the child Jenny
had borne but had not wanted to raise—the child she had left at the
Hold for him when she returned to Frost Fell to meditate, to
concentrate, to patiently strive at increasing her small abilities in
magic to the level of true power. He saw again the demon fire in the
boy’s eyes as Ian was drawn toward the dragon Centhwevir, already
under the wizard Caradoc’s control.

Where had these demons been for a thousand years? he wondered,
riffling Skinny Kitty’s gray fur. It had been that long since spawn from
the Hell behind the burning mirror had destroyed Ernine, that long
since the mages of the forgotten city of Prokeps had summoned Sea-
wights to aid them in what human magic couldn’t do alone. Fighting
wars among themselves and leaving humankind at the mercy of the
smaller pooks and gyres, which could be cast out or guarded against
with a spell?

Why a thousand years ago?
Why now?

Gently he disengaged his hand from Ian’s and peered into the boy’s
face. His son slept calmly, something he had seldom done since he
was a child. Skinny Kitty purred drowsily and kneaded with her paws.

I can cure your son.

John blew out the candles by the bed and by the fire’s dim glow
crossed the room to seek the steps that led to his library.

Asleep before the hearth, Jenny dreamed of Amayon. Dreams of
him—of his love and of the power he’d given her—were so much
easier than waking now.

She dreamed of the mirror chamber in the ruins of Ernine in the



South, of John standing before the blacked-over doorway of the glass
with the seven spikes of crystal and quicksilver that Caradoc had used
to dominate and control the dragons. With the spikes lay seven vessels
—seashells, snuff bottles, hollowed-out stones— containing the
Hellspawned spirits that had possessed the mages: old Bliaud, Ian, the
two Icerider children Summer and Werecat, the witch girl Yseult, little
Miss Enk the gnomewife ... And herself.

She could have sketched from memory every bump and spike and
curve of the seashell that prisoned Amayon. It was the only one that
she had truly seen. The only thing that she truly thought about.

It, and Amayon’s screams when Aohila had taken those fourteen
spirits behind the mirror, to torture them for eternity.

In her mind she heard again Amayon’s desperate pleading, telling
her how the mirror demons hated the Sea-wights, how they could
never die, could never be free of pain. She had hated John then for
giving them over, and the hatred stirred anew, drawing her mind back
to its old circular paths.

Drawing it aside from the fact that there should have been eight
vessels there, not seven.

Folcalor, Ian had said.
And, I will not go.

In the first second of waking, Jenny thought, Folcalor wasn’t taken.
Folcalor wasn’t sent behind the mirror. He was the demon who possessed
Caradoc, the rebel demon who started this whole affair...

And then a voice whispered in her mind, Sleepy dreams, Jenny.
Sleepy dreams, not plans and schemes. It’s all over now.

She saw John’s eyes looking at her across Ian’s body and wanted
only to sleep again.

Snow had piled thick before the house door. She made herself get
up and slipped through a tiny passway from the kitchen that let her
into the stable. There she fed Moon Horse and mucked out her stall,
her numb hands crooked as bird claws around rake and hay fork. The
effort exhausted her, and without eating or washing—it seemed too
much effort even to boil water for gruel— she returned to her quilts
and the comfort of her dreams.

All care for her life seemed to have dried with her menses. The
symptoms she had once kept at bay with her spells returned to tear at



her, so she could not rest. Blind with migraine, she crept about her
few tasks like an old woman, feeding the fire and boiling a little snow
water to drink.

In her memories Amayon was still with her. Magic flowed in her
veins.

Let your magic go, Morkeleb had said to her, Morkeleb the Black, the
dragon of Nast Wall.

Let your magic go.
She hadn’t known then that it would not come back.

In her dreams she saw him, beautiful beyond beauty: the black
glittering specter in the darkness of the gnomes’ Deep at Ylferdun, the
cold voice like the echo of far-off singing that spoke in the hollows of
her mind. Know you not your own power, Wizard-woman? he had asked
her once. Know you not what you could be?

And later, when he had begun to change, to become a
dragonshadow of smoke and starlight: I would that I could heal you, my
friend, but this is not possible: I, who destroyed the Elder Droon and
brought down the gnomes of Ylferdun to ruin, I cannot make so much as a
single flower prosper when frost has set its touch upon it.

She saw him again, as she had seen him last: near invisible,
beautiful, a ghost of peace and stillness, flying away to the North. Not
sleepy dreams, she thought, but clarity, an acceptance of time and
change.

Waking, she felt still the deep peace of his presence. Wind screamed
around the walls and in the thatch, and the cold draft streaming from
the attic reminded her that in summer she’d gathered herbs and dried
them on the rafters, herbs to ease the ill of other women’s change:
primrose and pennyroyal and slippery elm.

She worked the door open enough to scrape some snow into a pan,
which she put on the hearth to boil. She wedged herself through the
cranny to the stable and pitched fodder for Moon Horse again and
cleaned her stall, shivering in the colder atmosphere of the stable but
glad to have the care of another creature to occupy her thoughts.
Returning to the kitchen, she checked the water, touched a candle to
the flame, and dragged herself up the attic stair.

It was cold up there. The window through which she’d watched
John depart three days ago was unshuttered, cold seeping through the



glass as if there were nothing in the space at all. No light trickled in
with the cold—Jenny had no idea what time it was. With the wind
rising and dense cloud covering the stormy sky, it could have been
dawn or twilight or midnight. Her candle glow touched the herbs,
homey comforting bundles, like an upended forest over her head.

Yet there was something wrong. Jenny stood, candle in hand,
listening, trying to sense what exactly it was.

Her dream? she thought. Folcalor?

She had the sense of having had another dream, or some other
awareness while she dreamed—eternally and repetitively—of Aohila,
of Amayon, of John’s betrayal. Closing her eyes, she walked back in
her mind to the mirror chamber, as she’d seen it in her dream, and it
seemed to her for a little time that she could hear something else,
some voice whispering...

It seemed that as she stood in the mirror chamber, looking at John
in his flame-scarred and grubby doublet with the fourteen prisoned
Sea-wights around his feet, someone or something was standing
behind her. Someone that she knew with a hideous intimacy.

Someone who had hurt her and had laughed at her while she wept.

She knew if she turned around she would see him—it. And the sight
would destroy her, because the horrible thing she would see would be
herself: a woman capable of causing her own child’s suicide, a woman
who had betrayed the man she loved a thousand times.

Go downstairs and dream again by the fire.
You do need to rest.

In that mirror chamber in her heart she turned around. And of
course there was nothing there but shadows.

She opened her eyes. Her single candle flame bent and flickered in
the draft, the heavy rafters she had known since girlhood taking on
sinister weight and darkness overhead. There was a bundle of candles
under the spare bed, candles she’d made five summers ago, and she
took half a dozen and lit them, looking carefully around her for any
sign of the wrongness she felt.

But the light seemed to dispel whatever it was that had troubled
her. The room was as it had always been: a big open space beneath
the tall slant of the thatch. Spare bed, bundles of candles, bags of
dried corn and barley spelled a year ago against mice. Blankets and



quilts and old coats, snowshoes and boots. The sense she had had, of
wrongness and evil, seemed to have folded itself away into a shadow.

And maybe a shadow was all it had been.

Storm winds smote the house, and all the candle flames bent and
jittered with it. More snow, Jenny thought.

But the thought didn’t bring with it the urge to sleep again, merely
a reflection that with her hands twisted as they were, it would take
longer to wield the shovel to dig herself clear. She opened the window
long enough to pull the shutters closed and bar them, then made her
choices among the dried herbs, gathering the little bundles and
holding them in her skirt. As an afterthought she looked for a clean
skirt, a clean shift, a clean bodice from the chest of spare clothes, then
went downstairs to tidy the kitchen.

Behind her she thought the shadows whispered, but she did not
look back.



CHAPTER THREE

John’s study was a round chamber at the top of the tower that in
his father’s time had doubled as a depot for emergency food stores
and a lookout post in bad weather. Wide windows faced the cardinal
points and made the place almost impossible to heat. As a child, John
had fallen into the habit of studying there, away from his father’s eye,
and hiding his books among the grain sacks.

Now a lifetime’s plunder of learning stacked desk, worktable, and
the plank shelves that filled every available inch of wall space.
Candles—or the slumped, exhausted remains of them—sprouted like
fungi among the dilapidated volumes, stalagmites of tallow bearding
every shelf, corner, and lamp stand. Scrolls, parchment, piles of
papyrus drifted every horizontal surface like dried leaves. The rafters
were a spiderweb of experimental hoists and pulleys, the shelves a
ramshackle graveyard of disemboweled clocks. A telescope, built by
John according to accounts he’d found in a volume of Heronax, stood
before the eastern window, the gnome-wrought crystal lenses pointed
at the quadrant of the sky where six hundred years ago Dotys had
predicted the rising of a comet at last summer’s end.

Unerringly John picked from the disarray an onyx bottle that had
once contained silver ink. Terens had described such a thing in Deeds
of Ancient Heroes in writing of the villainous Greeth Demoncaller, who
had been dismembered alive on orders of Agravaine III. John tied a
red ribbon around it—why red? he wondered—and put it in his
pocket. From a cupboard he took five new candles— marveling a little
that he could find five unburned—and Volume VII of Gantering

Pellus’ Encyclopedia and finally, from the litter of the desk, a piece of
black chalk.

Gantering Pellus strongly recommended that experiments
concerning demons not be conducted under roofs that would ever
again shelter humans. In fact, he’d strongly recommended that such
experiments not be conducted at all. For whoso speaketh with the Spawn



of Hell, even in their dreams, the encyclopediast wrote, is never after to
be trusted in any congress with men. It is the whole art and pleasure of
such wights to cause suffering. They are cunning beyond human imagining
and, being deathless, will stay at nothing to avail themselves of access to
the affairs of men.

All of this, John reflected as he climbed from the tower, was true.
As true as fever, and love, and duty, and death.

He fought his way through the snow to his work shed. His hands
could barely work the catch on the door. Drafts tore at the flame as he
hung his lantern on a low rafter, shadows jittering among the bones
and sinews of his larger experiments: the clockwork engine of his
flying machine, the webby drape of the parachute that had cost him a
week in bed with a broken collarbone the summer before last. Trying
not to think of anything beyond the moment, he cleared the wheels
and gears of the dragon-slaying machine away from the center of the
room and with the black chalk drew a pentagram on the dirt floor.

Let the flame be virgin as the waxe, the encyclopediast said of the
candles. Their wobbly light threw his shape huge on the rough-cast
walls. He placed the ink bottle beside him and settled himself cross-
legged in the pentagram’s center, breathing deep.

He had none of his son’s magic, none of the power Jenny had lost.
By all rights, he thought, as the fivefold candleflame bent and
shivered, the world should have no more to fear from what I am doing
than from a child’s game.

But his heart felt as if it would break in his ribs with pounding, and
his whole body was cold.

“All right,” he said into the silence. “You win. What do you want?”

Once on a time, staring into the fire, Jenny could have seen them.

Seen Ian sleeping—in the room he shared with Adric? In the great
bed she’d shared with John? Did Aversin sit beside his son, awake or
asleep?

Jenny closed her eyes, the ardent changefulness of the flame a color
visible yet. But the images she saw in the dark of her mind were only
those created by her thoughts.

Ian sleeping, as she’d seen him sleep a thousand times.



Low red firelight playing over the strings of her harp in its corner.
Her hands were too stiff with scars now to coax music from its strings.

John...

Where would he be? And what would he be doing, in the wake of
his son’s attempt to take his own life?

She shivered, remembering him clinging to the spikes and horns
and hammering wings of two dragons as they fought hundreds of feet
above the ground, trying to reach his son with the talismans he’d
bartered his soul to get. She remembered herself riding the black
dragon Morkeleb down into the sea in pursuit of Caradoc as he fled,
and she saw again the distorted demon fish circling and attacking in
the blue-black water as she and the dragon drove Caradoc back
among the coral and rock. She saw the devil light streaming from the
old mage’s open mouth, his open eyes, the smooth white moonstone
in his staff’s head.

The water had burned her as she pinned the renegade wizard’s body
to the rocks with a harpoon. She had pulled the crystal spike from the
dragon Centhwevir’s skull, freeing Centhwevir of the demon. She’d
torn away from Caradoc’s neck the silver bottle containing the jewels
that imprisoned the captive wizards’ souls. But Folcalor had rushed
forth out of Caradoc’s body, leaving the wizard’s emptied corpse to be
devoured by fish.

Later, when they’d returned the souls of the wizards to their bodies
again, they’d found among the jewels in the bottle a topaz that they’d
assumed contained Cara-doc’s soul. This they had smashed—as they’d
smashed that of the Icerider boy Summer, whose body had been killed
in the fighting—to release the soul into the next world.

Now, as she tried vainly to call John’s image in the fire, all she saw
was that underwater darkness, that blue-black world near the Sea-
wights’ abyss. The whale-mages had closed the demon gate by piling
rocks before it. Closing her eyes and letting her mind drift, Jenny did
not know whether what she saw was in truth a scrying or only the
pictures in her imagination.

But she smelled the cold salt strangeness of the deep sea and heard
the movements of the water around the black columns of rock where
Caradoc had been pinned. Like vast moving shadows she saw the
whalemages above her, and far below, silver stealthy shapes whose
eyes flared with green light.



“A knight went out on errantry,

Sing the wind and the rain...”

The song seemed to come from a great way off. Children singing, he
thought, as Ian had sung to Adric when they were small. Thin frail
voices down a long corridor of darkness.

“A knight went out on errantry

In shining silver panoply,

And none could match his gallantry,
Sing the wind and the rain...”

The air in the room changed. He smelled sulfur and scalded blood.

“Sing the wind and the rain.”

She was there, in the shadows near the western wall.
John drew breath, queasy with fear.

He knew he was asleep. The quality of the candlelight and the way
the darkness in the work shed vibrated with colors unknown to
waking sight told him this, along with the fact that he felt only
vaguely cold although he could see his breath. Looking hard at the
shadows he couldn’t see her. Things that appeared one moment to be
her turned out the next to be only pale shapes in the plaster, or
shadows thrown by an engine’s pulleyed wheel. It was worse than
seeing her, because he couldn’t imagine what form she wore.

“You said you wanted aught done, an’ all.” It took him everything
he could muster to speak. “What is it you want, that you’ll kill half me
people to get?”

Her chuckle was like a torturer’s little silver hook slipped down a
victim’s throat. “My darling, I'd kill half your people for the
amusement of hearing you weep for them. You know that.”

He made no answer. Droplets of blood began to ooze from the
coarse plaster wall, glistening in the five candles’ light. The smell of it
went through his head like a copper knife.

“It isn’t much that I want,” she purred in time. “I’'m not an ogre.”
She spoke, he saw now, out of a running wound that opened in the
wall. The voice came out with a clotted trickle of blood, nearly black



in the flickering shadows. He wanted to look away but couldn’t.

“But there are things a man can do, and places a man can ride, that
the Hellspawned cannot. The world is differently constituted than you
think, Aversin.”

Still he said nothing. Storm wind had been howling around the
Hold walls, and he could not imagine that it had ceased to do so, but
the work shed was silent as if it had been plunged to the center of the
earth.

“When you passed through the burning mirror this summer past,
you entered Hell.” Like a dragon she spoke into his mind, placing
images there. He saw himself pasting the gnomewitch Mab’s sigil on
the enamel that covered the mirror’s unholy glass, felt the cold,
burning touch of the Demon Queen’s mouth on his. The horrors of
illusory death, illusory pain, as if he were dreaming within a dream
about being tortured and killed, without the ability to wake up.

“But there are other Hells,” she went on. “The Hell of the Sea-
wights, whence the Archwight Adromelech sent Folcalor to trap the
mages and the star-drakes, is not the Hell of my Realm. All Hells are
not alike. Nor are all demons, and in some Hells it is deadly for the
demon-kind to tread.” These images passed beyond his ability to
picture them: only suffocation, dread, and the promise of horrible
pain.

“You’re goin’ to give me a couple of coins, then, and a little basket
and send me to market?” His mouth was dry. He couldn’t imagine a
place where the thing he spoke to would fear to enter. “For what?”

“Only water.” Her voice was as casual as a child pretending
disinterest in a coveted toy. He saw it in his mind even as she spoke of
it, if she did speak. “There’s a spring in the mountains there, where
the rocks are silver and red.” It felt as if he were recalling something
once visited, or known long ago and forgotten. “Its water has a virtue
against the demons who dwell behind the mirror. It is a grievous life,
to be Queen of Hell.” Her lovely voice grew sad.

“Demonkind are fractious and divisive, ignorant of their own best
good. There have been attempts to unseat me, to devour me, by those
who should thank me for the steady strength and kindness of my
rule.” He remembered her tearing the head off a small wight and
throwing it aside, then continue speaking to him with gore dripping
from her chin.



“The Hell to which I will send you is inimical in many ways to us
and our kind. Some of our spells continue to work there, but many do
not. This water is a weapon I need to maintain my power. But you
understand that I cannot fetch it myself. Nor can any of those loyal to
me go there.”

“Yet you trust me.”

She smiled. He could not see her—could see nothing but the stream
of black-red running down the wall—yet he could feel her smile.
“John.” Almost he could feel the touch of her cold hand on his hair.
“You know what I can do.”

She had tried to trick him once into paying for the spells against
Folcalor’s Sea-wights with a thunderstone, meteor iron whose origin—
being extraterrestrial—was not affected by the magics of the world
because those magics knew nothing of its origins. At least that was
what Jenny and Morkeleb had said. Rightly, the gnomes had refused
to part with one. With the thunderstone she could have wrought a
gate into the world of humankind that could not be closed by human
magics and probably, like the burning mirror that was framed in
meteor iron, couldn’t be destroyed.

Was the water the same? If she’d ruled the spawn of the Hell behind
the mirror for countless thousands of years, it was likely she was
perfectly capable of carrying on for another few millennia, water or
no water. Or were these new and stronger demons a threat to her as
well?

His hands felt cold, and he stared at the flowing wound in the
shadows, wondering how to get himself out of this alive. He was far
beyond anything he had ever read in Dotys or Gantering Pellus or
Polyborus, far beyond the craziest hints of dreams or magic or
madness.

And if he guessed wrong, he knew, people would die. Muffle or
Aunt Rowe or any of a hundred others whose lives had all his days
been his charge. Ian or little Maggie, his and Jenny’s youngest child.
Adric or Jen herself.

“And I can just sashay on into this Hell with me little bottle and
fetch you this water, then?” He pushed up his spectacles again and
scratched the side of his nose. “Nobody’s goin’ to ask me what I'm
doin’ there?”

“Naturally,” she crooned, “I will not send you on your errantry



naked. You will know the way from the place where the gate is to the
spring in the mountains. And you will have a helper to advise you.”

“I can hardly wait,” he said.
And a wind blew the candles out.

Dreams opened, windows into windows in his mind. In his dream
he had been walking for hours and days, weeks maybe, in a bleak
stony country where nothing grew but tufts of herbage in crevices.
The rock was carved and twisted into waves, caverns, combers,
dragons, and razor-edged ridges as if by violent winds, but he felt no
wind. Sun hammered on its silver-threaded rusty glassiness. In pools
he saw asphalt bubble and drip, but he felt no heat, nor did the steam
that rose from the deep clefts have any smell. He came down out of
the rock mountains to a maze of dry gullies, sandy flats, and knots of
black, wasted trees among gouged walls of rock and earth. He saw the
dust scamper, the black trees bend and shake.

He was a naturalist and a tracker. He could call to mind every foot
of the Winterlands, every root and rock and trail. That was what it
took to stay alive in his land. Looking around him now he made note
of the shape of the land—the notches and ridges that would let him
climb to the higher red-and-silver peaks where, he knew, the spring
would lie.

Later still he was beside water and made note there, too, of the
windings and changes of the riverbed. Lake flats lay near, speckled
with humped gray silent plants barely poking their heads above the
surface.

In this place he saw no life, but something told him that life was
there.

In one hand he held the onyx ink bottle on its long red ribbon. In
the other, three flax seeds, like little black beads in his ink-stained
palm. The ink bottle was un-stoppered and empty, though he had the
stopper with him, too. Holding both was awkward, so he put the flax
seeds in the bottle.

At once smoke began to coalesce from the dry air around him. He
heard a voice cursing him, foul and furious. The smoke poured into
the bottle, and he felt the onyx turn hot in his hand. He stoppered the
bottle. The cursing stopped—or, in the ensuing silence, could still be
heard muffled and tiny from within the bottle—but the bottle itself
was warm, like bread new-taken from the oven.



You will have a helper to advise you, he heard the Demon Queen’s
voice say again. Looking down, he saw a little puddle of blood on the
dark rock at his feet. The words came out of that. He shivered,
knowing what kind of a helper it would be.

Let him who has trafficked with demons, and bought and sold whatever
of money or goods to them, for any reason whatever, be burned alive on a
pyre of dry wood soaked with oil, and all those goods with them,
Polyborus had said.

Let him who has summoned demons through a gate into this world be
cut into pieces alive, and those pieces afterward burnt, not leaving so much
as a finger unconsumed by the fire.

Let him who has willingly taken a demon into his body be cut to pieces
and burnt, and the ashes mixed with salt and silver and cast into the sea,
that nothing of his substance may afterward be used by the
Hellspawnedkind.

Let him who has gone through the gates into Hell be burned, upon dry
wood and a hot fire, and bound with chains rune-warded to hold
demonkind, for it must be assumed that any man who goes into Hell comes
back changed in his body and his soul, if indeed it is the same man, and
not merely a semblance of him, who emerges.

For there is no lawful reason for humankind to touch, or speak to, or
have traffic with the Hellspawnedkind. Rather should that man perish, and
suffer his wife, or his son, or his goods all to perish utterly, than that
demons be given a gate into this world.

John knew the words. He’d read them a dozen times over fifteen
howling winters, back when he’d only sought knowledge for
knowledge’s own sake. He’d read them a hundred times since his
return with Jenny from the South, seeking desperately for an answer
to Jenny'’s terrible silences, to Ian’s debilitating grief.

He woke suddenly, lying on the dirt floor with the late winter dawn
oozing leaden through the cracks in the shutters, the stink of burned
tallow heavy on the air. Of the five candles only long winding sheets
of brown wax remained. The pentagram could still be seen, scratched
into the floor. The air smelled faintly of blood, though no trace of it
showed on the walls or the floor. John found he could not look at the
place on the plaster where the wound had been.

He sat up shivering, aching in his bones and in his heart. OQutside he
could hear Bill the stablehand talking to Aunt Umetty, with the scrape



of a shovel on the ground.
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. broke around midnight,” Bill was saying, “and she’s been
sleepin’ natural ever since.” Snow scrunched, fell. The air was iron
cold. “They tell me Genny Hopper’s boy’s better, too, though they sure
thought he was a goner; even them spots are fadin’ off him. I thought
sure, it has to be either Master Ian or Mistress Jenny, and not meanin’
to slight the boy I hoped it was Miss Jenny, since I hear she’s been
unable to do spells as she used...”

John put his fingers to the pit of his throat. A small oval scar
marked the place where the Demon Queen had pressed an ensorceled
jewel when he had first gone to beg her help in Hell.

And there was no getting past the fact that she had helped. She had
given them spells to protect the dragon-slaying machines so they
could defeat Caradoc’s— Folcalor’'s—enslaved star-drakes and free
them of their demon possessors. She had given them spells to free the
wizards in Folcalor’s thrall. And she had given them a spell of healing,
without which Ian might now be in even worse shape.

Now she asked his help.

She was lying, he was almost certain—he wondered what that
water actually did. But she was asking his help.

As he climbed stiffly to his feet something dropped from his plaids,
rolled to the earthen floor. He picked it up. It was the onyx ink bottle,
stopper still tightly in place. When he touched it it was warm, like
bread new-brought from the oven. Putting his ear to it, it seemed to
him that he could hear a whispering inside.



CHAPTER FOUR

“Don’t do it, Johnny.” Once Muffle would have growled the words
in exasperation, or shouted them in rage. But his voice was now very
quiet, and the light from the burning work shed showed the
profoundest fear on his face.

“You don’t even know what I'm at.” Aversin didn’t look at him, only
stood gazing into the flames where half a lifetime’s work slowly
crumbled in red heat and smoke. The wicker gondola and silken air
bags of the Milkweed, which had borne him north to the isles of the
dragons, the Skerries of Light. The jointed frame and waxed canopy of
his infamous parachute. Pieces of five or six early versions of his
dragon-slaying contrivances.

Gone.

Against his overwhelming regret he had only to place the mental
image of Mag or Adric entering the building or touching any single
thing that had been in it during last night’s manifestations.

He drew a deep breath and turned to regard his brother. “It’s only
demons can undo the magic of demons,” he said.

The heat of the fire made the snow on Muffle’s plaids steam and
glitter in the red-gray stubble on his cheeks. The older man’s small
bright brown eyes searched John’s but met only the reflection of
flame, mirrored in the rounds of spectacle glass.

“And Ian’s like a visitor that’s got his coat on to leave,” John added.
“What would you have me do?”

“Take Jen with you.”

“No.” John pitched his torch into the flaring ruin, trying not to
remember the demon in Jenny’s eyes, or Amayon’s name whispered in
her sleep. When the shed roof fell in, he picked up his loaded
saddlebags, made sure the little bag of flax seeds was in his pocket,
and ascended to the stable court. Gantering Pellus alleged that



demons were obliged to count seeds, though he’d claimed it was
millet seeds, not flax. Muffle climbed behind John, water skins slung
over his sho