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Chapter 1

A Helm and a Cloaked Boy

It was the warmest night of the year, and the moon, though only a quarter full, hung low and huge in the sky. It was yellow more than white, with an orange halo. The Young Dread stood atop a crumbling tower of the castle—half of which was still intact and occupied, and half of which lay in ruins. From her vantage point, she had a view of the forest on three sides and the wild Scottish countryside beyond the river on the fourth. The world was both beautiful and ominous in the yellow moonlight.

It was well past midnight, which made the date June the twenty-first. That was the Young Dread’s birthday—Maud’s birthday, though no one called her Maud anymore—and by her reckoning she must be about thirteen years old, though it was now 1748, nearly three hundred years since the year of her birth. Birthdays meant little when she spent so much of her life separate from the world. But still, June the twenty-first was a date that meant something to her.

The Dreads spent much of their lives There, in that other place, outside the stream of time, where they were stretched asleep in the darkness. They were awake in the world for only short intervals, like this one, when they would train, brutally and constantly, and keep an eye on the new generation of Seekers.

The Young Dread wore only her shoes and her undergarments, but she’d long ago lost a sense of modesty when she trained. Maud stood apart from humanity, as all Dreads did. Such small personal details as bare legs were of no significance.

“Attend!” called the Middle Dread, her older companion and trainer.

He was concealed somewhere off to her right, outside the castle’s courtyard, and she suspected he was armed with a bow and a plentiful supply of blunt arrows.

The Young Dread stood straighter, ready for his commands.

“Helm!” called the Middle Dread.

Maud held a simple helmet of smooth metal, with two slight ridges from crown to back of neck and otherwise unadorned. It crackled faintly in her hands, alive with energy—electricity, the Old Dread called it, stolen from the sun. She slipped it over her head.

It took all of her skill not to lose her balance and go down on one knee. She remained on her feet, just barely, though she swayed as the helmet settled to her scalp. The helmet’s energy was now both sound and feel, a hiss and snap in her ears that traveled right through her skull. And there was a buzzing, as though she’d stuck her head up against a beehive and could hear the insects’ intimate conversations all around her.

When she surveyed the night with the helm upon her head, many separate elements became joined in a unified whole: The breeze came from the forest and the river, and she understood how far that breeze had traveled to reach her, how much land and ocean it had crossed, how many other faces it had touched. She sensed the Seekers and their apprentices in this very castle and in cottages throughout the estate, all asleep now. There were crickets at the edge of the woods, mice in the undergrowth and owls deeper among the oak trees. She was aware of the hunters and the hunted, a perfect chain of life. To the south and the west was her favorite hunter of all—the golden eagle she’d glimpsed a few times, in its aerie by the waterfall. She almost felt the night itself, crawling across the sphere of the world from east to west, darkening the land as it went.

Then she perceived it: something solid, disturbing the peace of the night, vibrating the tiny atmospheric particles—molecules, the Old Dread, her master, who knew so many things others didn’t, called them.

At the last moment she acted, pulling her body backward and sweeping her left arm up. She knocked the Middle’s arrow out of the air, sent it clattering down the stones below her.

Another arrow was already coming—a black bolt in the dark, seeking her head this time. Maud ducked, and it grazed the crown of her helm with a high-pitched ring.

“Now run!” called the Middle.

From the direction of his voice, she knew he’d changed his position. He was on the move.

The Young Dread glided down the ruined tower, leaping from loose stone to loose stone so quickly nothing had time to dislodge and send her sprawling. A new arrow hit the dirt by her feet as she reached the ground, and she felt the sting in her calf where the shaft had burned her as it went by.

She was in the castle’s courtyard, sprinting for the woods, a barrage of arrows coming now. If she turned to look, she would lose ground; she must rely on her other senses. The helm was aiding her, vaulting her into its higher realm of awareness. She swerved as an arrow flew past to lodge in the crumbling stone wall at the end of the yard. The next came immediately; she sensed it diving down and leapt from its path. It passed an inch from her shoulder and twanged as it stuck into the earth. She cleared the end of the courtyard as a third arrow struck only a few feet away.

She was shielded now among trees. She heard the Middle’s soft, inexorable tread upon the gravelly surface not far behind her. The vast stretches spent There changed the way the Dreads experienced time, the way they moved and spoke. As Maud ran, she felt her body gliding over the earth, steady, rhythmic, silent.

She veered from the path of a new arrow and didn’t bother to watch where it went. There was something else that drew her attention: a cloaked figure was running parallel to her in the woods, small, like a child. This figure was moving as fast as she was. She imagined for a moment it was her reflection, keeping pace with her among the trees. It was like seeing another Young Dread—an even younger Dread.

A new arrow came. She jumped left, then slipped through a stand of elms to chase after her mysterious companion. The figure saw her intention and ran faster. When it passed through a clearing, moonlight illuminated, for the briefest of seconds, a face that had turned back to look at Maud.

It was a boy, younger than she by at least a year or two. He was the right age to be one of the younger Seeker apprentices training on the estate, but she didn’t recognize him, and his clothes were all wrong—too coarse and much too dirty. Was he a peasant, then, from a nearby village? He looked exhilarated and terrified by this chase. His face said that she scared him but also that he would love to fight with her.

Maud kept herself only a few yards behind him, both of them jumping over brambles, pushing themselves off trees to correct their wild course through the dense woods. She could catch the boy if she wished, but she didn’t want to; she wanted to see where he would lead her.

The boy was tiring. He leaped obstacles more recklessly and landed without much poise or balance. Surely he would stop soon and speak to her, or fight her, or surrender. Otherwise, Maud thought, he would fall.

And he did. She watched him land badly after jumping over a streamlet, tumble forward, and roll across the forest floor to a rough stop against the roots of an enormous tree.

The boy was breathing hard as she approached, his dirty face once again visible in the moonlight. He had drawn a knife and was clutching it in front of his chest in a threatening manner.

“He’s training a girl, then, is he?” the boy said, his accent uneducated and his tone rather more arrogant than Maud would have expected, given the circumstances.

She opened her mouth to ask him who he was—

“Stop!”

The word had come from the Middle Dread. He stood only a few yards away, looking at her with fury, his bow across his shoulder and three arrows held between the fingers of his right hand. He was broad and thick and very strong, and in the shadows among the trees, with his dark cloak around him, he looked like nothing so much as an angry bull waiting to charge her.

At the sight of the Middle Dread, the cloaked boy was back up on his feet and running, and when Maud turned to watch him go, the Middle grabbed her shoulder and spun her around.

“I did not order you to chase after peasants in the woods,” he told her. His voice came in a deadly flat tone, flowing as slowly and smoothly as a chant.

“I wanted to know who he was,” she said. If someone other than a Seeker had wandered onto the estate, they should be concerned. “Don’t you?”

In a quick motion, the Middle reached out to strike her, Maud thought, as he often did. But he was grasping for the helmet on her head. She’d forgotten she was still wearing it. She took a step out of reach, and in that moment the helm’s peculiar faculties allowed her a swift glimpse into the Middle Dread’s mind. This was not uncommon among Dreads; she and her master, the Old Dread, could touch each other’s thoughts with no effort at all—they trained themselves in this skill—but the Middle’s head had always been closed to her. Until now.

She stared into his angry face, but she was seeing, instead, the contents of his mind, laid out for her as clearly as a puppet show in a town fair. There were plans in there—no, not plans, plots—and there were players in those plots, some of them knowing participants, some of them helpless pawns. That boy with the cloak—did she see him in the Middle’s mind? There was a quantity of small, dangerous, boyish figures, circling about the Middle Dread himself like wasps around—

The Young Dread was jerked back to the woods with a hard thump as the Middle batted the helmet off her head. Then he struck her sharply across the face. She found herself on the ground, the left half of her head bright with pain. Blood filled her nose and trickled down her chin.

“You looked into my thoughts,” he said. The words were quiet, but Maud heard the anger running through them. “You trespassed into my mind.”

His thoughts were closed to her now, but hatred erupted from him and flooded over her. He’d been living with her, training her, since she was a child, but he longed to get rid of her. For the first time she understood this with perfect clarity. 

She stared up at the Middle Dread, who loomed over her, a wild, unpredictable bull who could kill her anytime he decided to do so. All that kept him in check was his own fear of the Old Dread. And how long would that last? The Old had been gone from them for decades, asleep There for who knew how much longer.

Maud was shaking, and not from the physical blow he’d dealt her. For the space of three breaths, she lay on the ground and he stood over her, and she thought he would attack. She was in undergarments and was unarmed, and she was tiny compared to the Middle Dread, yet she braced herself to fight him.

Then, as though a lamp wick had been blown out, the Middle Dread’s face changed. The fury disappeared; his features relaxed into the expression of disinterest he usually wore. He extended a hand to help her to her feet.

Cautiously, the Young Dread gave him her hand, prepared to dodge another blow. But he merely pulled her upright. When she stood in front of him, he did something he’d never done before: he put a hand on her shoulder. This was so out of character, Maud couldn’t imagine what was going to happen next.

He spoke and his voice was calm—not friendly, but it was never friendly.

“When you glimpse another’s mind unexpectedly,” he told her, “you must beware what you see. A mind is a messy thing.”

He waited, and the Young Dread realized he expected an answer from her. She nodded, a brief, reluctant gesture. Her long hair had been tied at the base of her neck, but now it was coming loose and long strands fell across her face, as though she were trying to hide from him. She felt small and young as he peered at her. Her nose was still bleeding.

“A mind is a messy thing,” he said again. “It is full of many thoughts, some real, most not. There are dreams in there, and angry imaginings, and false moments of victory.” He paused, weighing the effect of his words upon her. “Every mind has such things, does it not?”

Again the Young Dread nodded. His heavy hand remained on her shoulder. She put the back of a wrist to her nose to stop the blood.

“There might be truth visible in another’s mind,” he went on, “but it is a fine thread, wound around the daydreams and the nightmares.”

He continued to look at her intently, his face calm, his eyes hard and unfriendly.

“I saw nothing but a jumble,” Maud said. “Unformed thoughts and images.”

Was that true? She’d seen things that should cause her alarm, hadn’t she? The Dreads’ purpose was to stand apart….But the glimpse had been so brief, her own memory of what she saw was already going dim.

“Dreams and fantasy,” he prompted. Maud sensed him using great effort to keep his voice steady as he said, “Caught at a moment when I was angry with you for disobeying me and running off.”

She nodded a third time. The impression left upon her now by the Middle’s mind was of plans—the plans of a dangerous man, who took his time and waited to strike. But…didn’t all people make such plans in moments of anger? Hadn’t she herself dreamt of killing the Middle Dread many times—for his viciousness, his cruelty when they trained? What if someone had peered into her mind in those moments? What would that spy have thought of her?

“You don’t know that boy, then?” she asked at last.

His eyes stayed hard, but then they were always hard.

“I do not. But I shall be making sure no more peasant children wander the estate.”

Maud glanced at the spot where the cloaked boy had fallen. He’s training a girl, then, is he? the boy had said. It had sounded like he was referring to the Middle Dread in a familiar way—

The Middle Dread squeezed her shoulder firmly, bringing her eyes back to his.

“You are the Young Dread, and I am the Middle,” he told her. “We have a role to play in judging Seekers. But you and I are not equals. If we are to exist together, you must respect my position, and I do not invite you into my mind.”

The last few minutes had brought the longest, calmest speech she’d ever heard from him. He had every right to the privacy of his own mind, she reflected, and Maud told herself that she’d seen only dark fantasy, and one’s fantasy, surely, was one’s own business.

“You’re right,” she said. “I am sorry.”

It was a relief to agree with him. The idea of peeking again into his mind frightened her.

The Middle Dread picked up the helmet and tucked it into the pack across his back.

“You don’t need to train anymore with the helm,” he said. “You’ve gotten more than you need from it already.”

The mask of his expression faltered, allowing a glimpse of something ugly behind his eyes. Then it was gone, and Maud decided it might have been a trick of the strange moonlight.

“You may go,” he told her.

“Go?” she asked.

“I have business this night on my own. You may go where you will, until morning.”

The Young Dread brushed herself off and stared after him until he’d walked out of sight toward the cottages of the Dreads. Then she turned the other way and began to move west.

The night was warm, and yet the lingering memory of his eyes boring into hers made her shiver as she walked through the shadows.


Chapter 2

An Eagle

Maud retrieved the rest of her clothing from the castle yard. She wrapped herself in her cloak as the moon drew itself higher into the sky, becoming smaller and brighter as it did. In the warm air, she imagined the moonlight seeping through her skin, filling her with a sense of liberty. She was almost never allowed time alone. Surely the Middle Dread had known nothing of her birthday, and yet he’d given her this night to herself, and she would treat it as a gift.

She knew already where she wanted to go. Though she lived and trained with the Middle, she was alone in his company. She wished to see, up close, a creature as solitary as she was herself. She would visit the eagle’s nest, something she’d wanted to do since she first caught sight of the bird soaring above the estate.

She turned south and launched herself into the darkness of the forest. She felt the tug of her clothes and cloak against her as she ran, her feet hardly touching the spongy soil. As her eyes had been trained to do, they gathered up all available light from stars, from moon, from the faint reflections along trunks of trees, and showed her the path before her, moss-covered, full of undergrowth, treacherous.

Somewhere far off to her left, as she ran, were the cottages of all the Seeker apprentices who were training here. But there was no noise from that direction. The night was hers alone.

She came out of the trees onto a high ridge that fell away to the river below. Beyond the river, outside the bounds of the estate, was a rocky cliff with a waterfall cascading down its face, silver in the moonlight. Near the falls—Maud knew, because she’d seen it in daylight—was the eagle’s aerie.

She flew down the steep land to the water, grabbing at trees and roots and rocks and never slowing from a run. Then she was at the river, wide and shallow here. She removed her shoes and cloak and crossed it, feeling the cold water envelop her, the moon’s reflection guiding her along the surface.

On the opposite riverbank, she ran again, ferns whipping at her legs, to the deep pool at the foot of the waterfall. She did not pause to admire the falls, but found her way over slippery algae and moss to the rocky wall. She looked up the face of the precipice and felt herself being called by the kindred spirit nesting far above her.

She began to climb.

The waterfall cliff was a twisted maze of indentations, caves, and narrow clefts, overgrown by vines and moss. The Young Dread worked her way upward in near darkness, finding footholds and secret channels. There was no reason to suppose she could find a way up, and yet she was certain she would, because she’d decided it would be so. On this night of liberty, which was approximately her thirteenth birthday, Maud felt she had the freedom to decide such things.

Her hands and her feet were cut by sharp edges, but she ignored these discomforts. Pain means little, she told herself, using her master’s words. It is only pain.

At the Middle Dread’s hands, she’d been struck with speeding rocks, hit by horseshoes, slapped, thrown out of trees. Those things too she could bear without complaint. And yet the scrapes and blisters of this climb were different, because the cliff did not mean to hurt her, the cliff did not desire to prove her weak. It was only itself, ancient rock and living plant, neither helping her nor hindering her, merely allowing her to be.

The sky was growing lighter when she reached the aerie. She came up through a fissure several yards from the tiny cave—little more than a covered ledge—where a great nest of sticks and moss had been built up over many years. It was so much larger up close than it had looked from the ground—the nest of a giant.

Maud pulled herself outward to the face of the cliff, where only a narrow jut of stone stood between her and a fatal plummet into the waterfall’s pool. She eased herself along the cliff face, caught hold of the root of a crooked tree growing above her from a crack in the rock wall, and drew herself upright.

The eagle was inside her nest, an enormous hunched figure. In the growing light, the Young Dread observed the dark feathers, ruffled by a predawn breeze.

The eagle’s head swiveled and she caught sight of Maud on the ledge, only a few yards away. The giant bird turned toward the human girl, flared her wings—they were seven or eight feet across—and opened her wicked beak.

An amber-colored eye scrutinized the Young Dread, the eye of a creature who, like Maud, kept apart from humanity, who lived in the quiet, endless moments between. The Young Dread held herself entirely still. Under the eagle’s inspection, she felt a connection between the bird’s mind and her own, and across this connection she experienced a wave of instinctual thought that seemed to ask: Hunter? Prey? Mate? When Maud did not fit any of these categories, the eagle turned away, relegating her to the background.

The eagle jumped to the lip of the nest, revealing two large speckled eggs upon which she’d been sitting. She regarded Maud a second time, but only long enough to assure herself that the girl had not moved since her last appraisal. Hunter? Prey? Mate? the Young Dread felt again. And again the answer was: None of those. Then the great bird turned her eyes to the countryside below.

In the early twilight, the eagle’s gaze swept the land, and Maud’s gaze followed. She threw her sight, as the Old Dread had taught her to do, and all at once, she could examine the world—the deep river pool below, the trees and ferns along its bank, the wild moor beyond—in minute detail, as though it were close enough to reach out and touch.

The Young Dread threw her hearing. The cacophony of the waterfall, a breeze assaulting the cliff, and a thousand small creatures across the land came to her ears. She focused on the eagle herself, heard the bird’s heart beating, her breath moving slowly in and out of her powerful lungs.

She thought again of how the eagle was like a Dread: solitary, controlled, a hunter when need be, but more than that, a judge of the world spread out below her.

Maud’s extended hearing picked up a new noise—two new noises. There were twin heartbeats, so fast they sounded almost continuous. The eggs. She was listening to the heartbeats of the eaglets inside their shells. And she could hear more: a stretching, rasping sound as the tiny birds moved in their confined spaces. They were nearly old enough to hatch.

She turned to the mother, who was still perched at the lip of the nest. The eagle wouldn’t be solitary much longer; soon she would have two chicks to care for, two companions to love her.

Love. Maud could remember love from long ago, when she’d had a mother and a father. So much time had passed since then, however, that love was more of an idea to her than an actual feeling.

The eagle’s head cocked to one side. She’d spotted something. Maud sharpened her gaze and saw what the bird had seen: a hare darting through the undergrowth a thousand yards away.

The eagle extended her wings to their full span, and then she stepped off the nest into the air and she flew.

The Young Dread watched her go, and as the bird flew farther away, she felt their kinship fade. The eagle would have eaglets and must have a mate somewhere, who would return to her. Maud would be stuck as she was, learning from the Middle Dread who hated her and hoping to someday again see her master, the Old Dread—the one person who cared for her and for whom she cared.

She watched until the silent winged predator became little more than a black line against the brightening sky.

Maud imagined herself stepping off the rock ledge into the gentle dawn air and not falling, but simply floating away.

Instead, she climbed back down the cliff, gathered her meager belongings, and walked back the way she’d come.


Chapter 3

A Ghost

When she crossed the river to return to the estate, the Young Dread threw her hearing in every direction, taking in the sounds of dawn. She was surprised, as she walked along the riverbank, to hear two boys arguing. They were far away to the south, so distant that she couldn’t make out their words, only their tone and that they were quite young. She wondered, fleetingly, if she was hearing the same cloaked peasant boy she’d seen the night before. Had he been chased off the estate by the Middle Dread? Was he heading south, with a companion, back to his own village? Why had he come here?

In the estate woods, she was presented with two paths, and she chose the route that would take her past the residents of the estate. Visiting the eagle had left her with a feeling of emptiness. Now she craved human company, if only for a short while.

The sun was lifting itself above the horizon when she reached the first collection of cabins tucked into the forest. Through the windows, she saw rows of cots, already made tidy by their owners, who had gotten up before the sun. Up ahead was the noise of swords crashing against each other.

“Come, Ralph, don’t let her get behind you! You, Elizabeth, watch your hands, keep your sword up. Aiden, lower, boy!”

Beyond the cabins was a clearing where a large group of Seeker apprentices, between the ages of nine and eleven, were hacking at each other quite skillfully with training swords. Girls and boys fought equally, a state of affairs the Young Dread knew she would find nowhere in the world besides a Seeker training camp.

Their instructor was a woman with flaming red hair. Maud had seen her before, of course, when the woman was much younger—Maud saw all Seekers on the estate sooner or later. This woman was named Glenna—no, Gwynna. She was from the Seeker house of the Eagle. Maud had observed the woman’s oath ceremony, which must have been at least fifteen years previously.

She threw her sight to examine Gwynna’s wrist. The dagger-shaped scar was there, in the same spot where the Middle Dread had burned it into her flesh, marking her as a sworn Seeker. It pleased the Young Dread to know that the woman now trained apprentices.

Maud felt the eyes of the children follow her as she moved quietly between trees at the edge of the clearing. One student who watched her instead of his opponent got whacked on the side of the head with a blunt wooden sword.

“Davie, ye daft boy, keep yer eyes where they belong,” Gwynna snapped.

They all attempted to ignore the Young Dread then, but she sensed their furtive glances, searching for her, then quickly turning away. She’d been awake on the estate for several days, so this wasn’t the first time these children had seen her, but they were not used to her presence. She was a Dread, and she inspired dread. She was, to them, an unknown force, there to ensure Seekers upheld their traditions of noble deeds. And to the older Seekers, she was ageless; she spent so many years There that each time she returned to the world, she hadn’t grown much older. She’d aged only about six years during the last three hundred.

“It’s like she’s gliding along the ground,” one of the children said softly.

“Or like the ground itself is moving while she remains still,” another said, with something like awe.

“Attend!” Gwynna told them firmly. “You will surely have a chance to meet the Young Dread if you make it to your oaths. Now, eyes on your opponents!”

Gwynna peered at the Young Dread as she moved by. She inclined her head slightly in greeting. The Young Dread found herself strangely pleased by the recognition. It was as though she was a person, not merely a presence. And yet there was something wary in the woman’s gaze. 

Maud moved through the woods toward the second set of dormitory cottages, closer to the center of the estate. Chaotic noises were floating to her from up ahead. She had thought she craved human contact, but there was something unpleasant about the way the younger apprentices had looked at her. Now she slipped deeper into the shadows as she walked.

“Again!” came an order ahead. “Fast! Again!”

There was a high whine piercing the air. The Young Dread stepped around the trunk of an enormous oak and reached the edge of a new, larger clearing. The apprentices here were older—perhaps thirteen. There were six of them. Three wore disruptors strapped across their chests, and the whine was coming from those weapons. The disruptors were like small cannons of an iridescent metal, with short barrels covered by hundreds of irregularly shaped holes. Each weapon whined in a slightly different key, and the effect of the noise alone was almost overpowering. They were ready to fire.

The apprentices with disruptors were closing in on three others, who were positioned in the middle of the open space. One of the three defenders wore a metal helm, just as the Young Dread had done on the previous night. She could see his clear eyes studying the attackers as they approached. The other two defenders carried shields of the same shimmering metal as the disruptors. The concentric circles of those shields began to rotate, each in its own direction and at its own speed, creating a dizzying view.

“Attack!” called a man at the opposite edge of the clearing from Maud. He had a graying mustache and long hair with streaks of silver. The Young Dread had met him too during her last waking. He was Gordon, House of the Ram, an excellent fighter and teacher.

The attackers charged the defenders, and all three disruptors fired. From each barrel, thousands of electrical sparks shot out, hissing and buzzing like swarms of wasps, flashing in the light of the rising sun. If those sparks reached a human head, they would surround it and destroy the victim’s sanity, and they would never leave. Facing a disruptor without fear was one of the hardest tasks of a Seeker apprentice. But these students looked well trained.

The defenders watched the sparks coming at them from all sides. With practiced ease, they took their positions, the one wearing the helm in the middle, the two with shields each putting a hand on one of his shoulders, the rings of their shields spinning faster and faster.

The sparks were upon them, and they swept their shields through the storm. Electricity crackled as the sparks hit the metal, and the Young Dread saw the shields almost glowing as they absorbed the onslaught. The hiss and crackle became louder; then the sparks were thrown back out at the attackers in wild showers that burst from the edges of each shield like fireworks.

The attackers dove for the ground and covered their heads as the sparks passed over them. Finding no human target, the electric flashes collided with the dirt and burst into nothingness in explosions of rainbow-colored light.

Now all six fighters drew their coiled whipswords, cracked them out into solid form. The Young Dread watched the oily surface of each whipsword slide about itself, then solidify into whatever shape the fighter had chosen. The combatants now fought hand to hand.

“Nicely done!” called Gordon from the edge of the clearing.

He’d seen the Young Dread. Like Gwynna, he inclined his head to her in a gesture of respect, but there was caution in his eyes. Maud inclined her head to him as a compliment on his students’ fighting abilities. 

As soon as she left the clearing, it became obvious that she was being followed. The footsteps were light but not very skillful. It was someone quite young and small, then. The Young Dread made no sign that she was aware of her pursuer until she was in a shadowy section of woods. Then she turned suddenly and found herself facing a girl who could have been no more than four years old. She had fair hair that was nearly white, and dark brown eyes. She was so young, she wore a loose smock dress, not the trousers and blouse worn by Seeker apprentices of both genders.

The little girl gasped when the Young Dread turned on her. She stood petrified, her mouth hanging open as though she’d come face to face with a bear. Then her thumb came up and plugged her mouth, and she began furiously sucking—her wide eyes glued to Maud. She must be the child of one of the instructors. Perhaps Gordon, Maud thought. She had his eyes.

The girl regained her wits and stepped backward very slowly, as if backing away from the bear. No, not a bear. The girl was looking at the Young Dread as if she were an otherworldly apparition in a fairy story—a creature who was very much other. When she’d backed up far enough to put a large tree between herself and the Young Dread, she turned and ran as fast as her short legs would carry her.

Maud turned back to her own course and startled a young Seeker standing guard at the edge of a small glade. He ducked his head respectfully as she stepped past him.

A group of older apprentices was huddled around a white-haired woman, who spoke to them in a low murmur. These students were older than Maud—physically, at least—perhaps fourteen. Their instructor had an athame laid out across both of her hands, the ancient dagger of pale stone glinting dully in the early-morning light. The woman’s eyes flicked up to watch the Young Dread approach, but she didn’t pause in her stream of quiet words, and because of this, her students didn’t notice Maud’s presence.

“When you’ve learned the coordinates of athames, I will let you handle this precious device,” she was telling them softly, “but not until then. Note the number of dials.”

With one hand, she indicated the stacked series of movable rings that made up the athame’s hilt. Each ring had a dozen small faces, and on each face a symbol was carved.

“We line up symbols to create the coordinates of where we will go. A good Seeker can determine these almost without thinking….”

The Young Dread passed on, giving the students and their instructor privacy as they stepped into the mysteries of the athame, an implement at the heart of Seekers’ training and special knowledge. They would learn, soon enough, that the athame, when used properly, could carve a hole in the fabric of the world, to bring its user There. And they would learn all one could learn about that strange darkness There—between the dimensions of the real world and outside the flow of time. From There, they could use the athame again, to carve a hole back to somewhere else in the world. It was a tool to get anywhere one wished. Each Seeker would be expected to use the ancient implement for noble deeds, to bring honor to his or her Seeker house. And Maud, as a Dread, was there to ensure Seekers used their athames honorably. She would spend hundreds of years in the blackness There, apart from the world, returning for brief visits such as this one, to be a judge.

The Young Dread looked back for a moment, to find the students all bent over the athame, fully attentive. Their instructor—Lilias, that was her name; Maud had seen her on her last waking, when the woman had looked much younger—regarded the Young Dread briefly, then turned back to her apprentices.

Maud passed out the other side of the glade. She had wanted to see the people on the estate, and she had. In fact, she’d seen, in brief glimpses, almost the whole progression of Seeker training and most of the apprentices preparing to take the oath. And now she wished she’d walked a different way and remained in solitude. Her emptiness had only grown stronger.

The little girl’s gaze had been the most honest. The Young Dread was not a human to these Seekers and apprentices. She was a ghost.


Chapter 4

A Fight

When she finally neared the cottages of the Dreads, Maud heard the clash of whipswords again—but this was nothing like the childish fights of the apprentices. This was the rapid, ferocious strike and counterstrike of a Dread doing battle.

And there were voices:

“…and how have you been occupying yourself in the years since last I saw you?” asked the first voice.

“Only in good deeds, of course,” said the second.

The Young Dread shifted gears and took off through the trees, a strange emotion coming over her. She knew who was fighting: one combatant was the Middle Dread, and the other was…

…the Old Dread.

The first voice was his. Her master was awake. After years sleeping There, he’d come back to them. 

“Good deeds were not how you occupied yourself the last time we met,” the Old Dread said.

His voice was like a chant, rhythmic, almost singsong, just as they all sounded when they’d woken from a long stay There.

Another clash of swords, and then another, but this wasn’t a real fight; the two Dreads were at practice.

“One may change,” the Middle said.

“One may,” replied the Old.

Maud could see them now. She ducked behind a tree before they noticed her, then stealthily climbed up among its branches to watch.

Her master must have woken sometime in the night and returned to the world. His return had been planned, of course. That was why the Middle Dread had sent her off alone; he wasn’t ready to teach her the specifics of their master’s retrieval.

The Old and the Middle were circling each other—the Middle younger and larger, the Old shorter and slighter—each with his whipsword at the ready. The blade of the Middle’s sword slithered about itself, shifting from a broadsword to a scimitar to a longsword. The constant motion was, the Young Dread thought, a sign of nervousness. The Old Dread’s whipsword was perfectly still. And yet his motions hadn’t returned to normal; he advanced in strange jerks, slow, then fast, then slow again.

The Middle struck with the swiftness only Dreads could achieve, through years of training and also because they saw time differently. The Old Dread responded with a blinding parry. He caught the Middle off balance, sent him stumbling back.

“Where is my Young Dread?” the Old asked.

“Nearby, I am sure,” the Middle replied, a flicker of anger crossing his features.

His sword again went through a dozen shapes. If he meant it as a distraction for the Old, it was not working. The Middle leapt forward, almost a blur, even to Maud’s eyes. The Old met him halfway, threw him forward onto the ground.

“You’ve gotten slow in my absence,” the Old Dread said, his movements alternating between sluggish and fast, still not under his full control.

The Middle wiped dirt from his mouth. Maud watched him visibly focusing his mind, in the way they all practiced.

“Perhaps I’ve gotten a little slow,” he admitted, getting back to his feet. “I have only the Young Dread to practice with.”

“So you have kept yourself well apart from others?” the older Dread asked, his words in an even stream.

“Well apart, aye.”

“There will be no unpleasant surprises for me to discover?”

“I am never quite sure what you will find unpleasant,” the Middle replied.

And then he pounced, his weapon like a smudge of black in the air. Their whipswords clashed, far too quickly for the eye to follow. The Young Dread thought she was fast, far faster than any Seeker, but she was not this fast.

The whirlwind ended with both men at a complete standstill, their blades against each other, each man holding the tip of his own sword as he pushed against the other weapon. The whipswords melted harmlessly around the flesh of their owners, so it looked almost as if each man’s hand had grown into his sword, as if they’d become one composite being of man and blade.

“You have been a true Dread?” the Old asked.

“Ye have my word, as I gave it to you before,” the Middle replied.

“And my Young Dread?” the Old asked. “I will find she is the same as I left her?”

“You will find her better. I have continued her instruction well.”

Both men’s faces were turning red from the force of their locked stance.

Then the Middle Dread’s leg shot out, hooked the older man’s ankle, and sent him down onto his back, with such force that the sound of it echoed in the clearing. The Middle Dread was instantly above him. He tossed away his whipsword and struck, four tremendous punches in quick succession. But he hadn’t hit the Old Dread at all. He’d landed each blow into the ground, to the left and right of the Old Dread’s head, in a perfect display of physical control.

The two men stared at each other.

“I’ve always wondered,” the Middle said, “what would happen if you died, old man.”

The Young Dread’s breath caught in her throat when she heard that insolence. Old man?

The Old Dread responded, unperturbed, “Perhaps not so old as you think. Or perhaps much older. But…if I were to die, then I would die. Simple.”

“And yet…what else would die with you? Only this?” The Middle slapped the back of his hand against the Old’s shoulder to indicate his body as a whole. “Or would more go if you went?”

The Old Dread smiled up at the larger man. “Ah,” the Old said, “that is certainly the question.”

With a speed Maud had not yet seen, her master struck the Middle, twisted himself out from beneath, and was on his feet in a motion so graceful and sinuous that he looked to Maud like a column of dark smoke rising from a fire. In an instant, the roles were reversed, with the Middle Dread on the ground and the Old Dread over him.

“I could take your medallion from you, and so take from you the ability to wake yourself,” the Old Dread told him. The words came smoothly, steadily, and yet there was no mistaking their particular weight.

“Yes, you could take away my medallion, old man. You could take away everything.” The Middle’s voice was serious and respectful as he said, “I acknowledge that. And you will get only the truth from me.”

The Old Dread softened, and the Young Dread thought he looked almost fatherly toward the Middle, much as he often looked toward her. He offered his hand. After a moment’s hesitation, the Middle took it, and the Old Dread pulled him up.

“You gave me quite a fight,” he said softly.

“And you,” the Middle said politely.

Then the Old Dread turned to the tree in which Maud was hiding.

“Come down now, child!” he commanded. “I have come to see you.”


Chapter 5

A Promise

“It’s been a long time since I saw you move so quickly, Master,” the Young Dread said.

She and the Old Dread were walking through the shaded woods, without the Middle.

“That it has,” he agreed.

He’d fully entered the time stream of the world by now. His gait was smooth and fluid, his tread silent.

“How long has it been since we last saw each other, child?”

“Nearly a hundred years, I think,” she answered. “Though I have only been awake a few times since. Have you woken in between?”

“Once,” he told her. The word carried the burden of some unpleasant memory.

Her master was not a tall man. The Young Dread reached the height of his nose, and so she was quite familiar with his long gray beard. It twitched now, thoughtfully.

“I was awake once, and you were not,” he said eventually. “I saw the Middle Dread, and we had…words.” He tugged at the end of his beard in a meditative fashion. “They were angry words. But also good words, words of promise and change. Has he kept his promises, I wonder?”

She looked up and found his gaze intently upon her. The Old Dread’s eyes had always been her favorite part of him. They were graymore than brown, and they shone with unexpected brightness. When he looked at her, she thought, her master saw to her heart, and this made her heart feel larger.

“Kept his promise how, Master?”

He wore his old gray cloak, the same cloak he’d worn every day that she’d known him, with many deep pockets that carried all manner of objects and weapons and scraps of parchment. Maud could only guess at the contents of her master’s cloak and also at its weight. And yet he wore it as though it weighed nothing at all.

His hands bothwithdrew inside that cloak, then reappeared with several knives in each. If the Young Dread’s eyes had been slower, it would have looked as though the knives appeared all on their own.

“I wonder—has he been training you well?” he asked her.

“I—”

Before she had a chance to answer, he threw one of the knives at her, so quickly it was only a ghostly glint across her view.

The Young Dread slowed her sense of time, snatched the knife’s handle from the air. She let her body spin like a dancer, and then she sent the blade whistling away.

He threw a second knife immediately. She repeated the motion, faster. And then another knife, which she plucked from the air and flung as hard as she could.

Her master looked appreciatively at a tree fifty feet away, where the three knives had planted themselves up to their hilts, each no more than half an inch from the others.

“Ah, nicely done—” he began.

He let fly two knives midsentence, the first one aimed, straight and deadly, at her heart, and the second at the tree.

The Young Dread understood. She caught the first just in front of her chest, its point grazing her shirt, and then she hurled it, focusing every muscle of her body on the throw, releasing it like a bolt of silver lightning.

The two knives hit the tree in quick succession. The first, the Old Dread’s knife, pierced the bark in perfect alignment with the others. The second, Maud’s blade, embedded itself into the handle of her master’s knife and stood out from the tree, quivering with the force of both throws.

The Old Dread smiled. He had taught her to throw knives beginning at age seven, but she’d been practicing the skill on her own for a long time. She was very pleased to impress him.

“Bring them back!” he said, the words coming so quickly they blended into one long sound.

Maud created the dual time sense the Dreads trained themselves to use—slowing her experience of time while forcing her body into fast motion. She sprinted to the tree, retrieved five knives, and returned to him, all in the space of two breaths.

She offered him the blades, and he took them, one by one, nodding his head at each.

“The Middle Dread has done his duty well by you,” he told her. “You’re faster than when I left you.”

“Thank you, Master. We’ve trained with the helm also.”

The Old Dread examined the handle of the knife that had been pierced by Maud’s last blade. He clucked, as if to point out that he would need to repair it now. Then he tucked all the weapons back into his cloak, with a motion as quick and graceful as any magician’s.

“The helm,” he said. “Child, there are limits to its value. Though I imagine it’s safer on you than most.”

“We use it infrequently.”

“He is a good teacher, then.” He must have noticed something in the Young Dread’s eyes, because he asked, “You have something to tell me about him?”

She looked back over her shoulder. They were at least a mile away from the cottages, surely too far for the Middle Dread to hear them clearly, even if he threw his hearing to its limits.

She thought of her life with the Middle—cold solitude, harsh words, vicious training. But the Old Dread knew this already.

She told him only, “He is a good teacher, but he does not much care for me.”

“Mmm. You may be right,” he said at length. “Bear in mind, though, child, that he does not much care for anyone.”

At this, Maud felt herself smile. “I believe you’re right.”

They began walking again, through the shadow and sunlight of the forest floor at noon.

“There is value to him,” the Old Dread said. “We Dreads must stand apart from humanity, so our heads are clear to judge.” He tapped his temple in a familiar gesture. He’d said these very words to her on the first day they met, with the same tap upon his head. “The Middle stands apart very well.”

The Young Dread thought this over and decided her master might be right. The Middle Dread was a brutal, even malicious, instructor, and yet…he’d made her better. He was an aspect of her life that she must tolerate. Seeing her master from time to time gave her the strength to do so.

Enough. She would think of the Middle Dread no more on this morning.

She asked, “How is it you can move so quickly? The last time I saw you, you walked as though asleep.”

“The longer I rest There, the more I regain my youthful vigor. When I’ve just woken up, it’s the strongest. But it won’t last.”

“You will slow down again?”

“Yes. Perhaps rather quickly. We shall see.”

His gaze had retreated, as though he were looking at a landscape within his own mind. She wondered what he saw in there. Did he look at the past? Or was it the future? If he was able to see ahead, would he ever tell her what he saw? Maud wondered how long her own life would be, and how strange. Did he know?

In time, his eyes came back to the woods and the sunlight. He said, “What else have you learned, child?”

“I can stretch time when I must, and make my heart and my lungs and my muscles follow.”

“I’ve seen you do that. But what else? Has he taken you with him to administer the Seeker oaths to apprentices?”

The Young Dread shook her head. “I’ve observed an oath ceremony from afar, but I have not taken part.”

“Ah. You shall take part now. You and the Middle Dread and I will together administer the oaths this year. You will learn to properly judge a Seeker apprentice and deem him worthy of becoming a Seeker. I will show you that, and I will teach you all that remains to take your place truly as the Young Dread.”

“Will you teach me all you know, Master?”

She eyed the many bulging pockets of his cloak, and thought of the mysteries contained in them.

His face was solemn, but his eyes were friendly as he answered. “Perhaps not all. Not yet. But I will teach you what you must know until the next time we meet.” He squeezed her shoulder.

It was enough. The Young Dread, who was perhaps thirteen years old, though she’d been alive for nearly three hundred years, who was once a girl called Maud, was satisfied. For the moment, she was not alone. Her old master was with her, and in his presence, she felt content. He would teach her what she must know, he would make her a better fighter, and she would learn other things in his presence besides—kindness, fairness, justice.

Perhaps he would slow down again soon, become the old and tired man she’d seen at the end of his last waking. But for now, he was his true self, the man who’d taken her from her home when she was seven years old, and promised to teach her about the hum of the universe.

He was still keeping that promise. The Young Dread, for a short while, at least, would allow herself to be happy.
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It would be nice to make it through alive, Quin thought. She ducked to the right as her opponent’s sword came whistling past the left side of her body, nearly slicing off her arm. Quin’s own whipsword was coiled in her hand in its whip form. With a crack, she flicked it out, and it solidified into a long sword. It’d be a shame if he split my head open now. I’m so close to success. The enormous man she was fighting looked delighted at the thought of killing her.

The sunlight was in Quin’s eyes, but on reflex she raised her weapon over her head and stopped her opponent’s next strike before it cut her skull in two. The force of his blow against her sword was like a tree trunk falling upon her, and her legs buckled.

“Got you, haven’t I?” her adversary roared. Alistair MacBain was the biggest man she knew. He stood over her, his red hair glowing like an evil Scottish halo in the dusty sunbeams coming through the skylight. He was also her uncle, but that didn’t mean anything at the moment.

Quin scuttled backward. Alistair’s huge arm swung his oversized weapon as if it were no more than a conductor’s baton. He really intends to kill me, she realized.

Her eyes swept the room. John and Shinobu were staring at her from where they sat on the barn floor, both clutching their whipswords like life preservers but neither able to help. This was her fight.

“Useless, aren’t they?” her uncle commented.

Quin got a knee beneath herself and saw Alistair’s wrist flick, changing his enormous whipsword from the long, slender form he’d been using to a thick and deadly claymore—the preferred sword for a Scotsman about to strike a death blow. The dark material of his weapon slid back upon itself like oil, then solidified. He raised it above his head and drove it straight down at her skull. Quin wondered how many of her ancestors had been turned to mincemeat by swords shaped like this one.

I am thinking, and it’s going to get me killed, she told herself.

Seekers did not think when they fought. And unless Quin stopped her mental chatter, Alistair was going to spill her brains all over the clean straw on the barn floor. Which I just swept, she thought. And then: For God’s sake, Quin, stop it!

Just as she would tense the muscles of her hand to form a fist, Quin focused her mind. At once, things became quiet.

Alistair’s claymore was hurtling through the air toward her head. His eyes looked down on her as his arms swung the sword, his feet slightly apart, one in front of the other. Quin saw a tiny shake in his left leg, as if he were off balance just a bit. It was enough. He was vulnerable.

In the moment before Alistair’s sword should have crashed through her forehead, Quin ducked, pivoted toward him. Her wrist was already twisting, commanding her whipsword into a new shape. It melted into itself, becoming an oily black liquid for a split second, then solidified into a thick dagger. Her uncle’s claymore missed her and made a heavy impact with the barn floor behind her. At the same moment, Quin launched forward, burying her weapon in Alistair’s left calf.

“Ahh!” the big man screamed. “You’ve got me!”

“I have, Uncle, haven’t I?” She felt a smile of satisfaction pulling at her lips.

Instead of cutting flesh from bone, Quin’s whipsword puddled into itself as it touched Alistair’s flesh—it, like Alistair’s sword, was set for a training session and would not actually harm its opponent. But if this had been a real fight—and it had certainly felt real—Alistair would have been disabled.

“Match!” Quin’s father, Briac Kincaid, called from across the room, signaling the end of the fight.

She heard cheers from John and Shinobu. Quin pulled her weapon away from Alistair’s leg, and it re-formed into its dagger shape. Alistair’s own blade was stuck six inches into the hard-packed barn floor. He flicked his wrist, collapsing the whipsword, which snaked out of the ground and back into a coil in his hand.

They’d been fighting in the center of the huge training barn, whose old stone walls rose around the dirt floor with its covering of straw. Sunlight streamed through four large skylights in the stone roof, and a breeze came in the open barn doors, through which a wide meadow was visible.

Quin’s father, their primary instructor, stepped to the center of the floor, and Quin realized her fight with Alistair had been only a warm-up. The whipsword Briac was carrying in his right hand was a child’s toy compared to the weapon he wore strapped across his chest. It was called a disruptor. Forged of an iridescent metal, it resembled the barrel of an enormous gun, almost like a small cannon. Quin kept her gaze locked upon it, watching the metal flash as Briac moved through a patch of sunlight. 

She glanced at Shinobu and John. They seemed to understand what she was thinking: Brace yourselves. I have no idea what’s happening now.

“It is time,” her uncle Alistair said, addressing the three apprentices. “You’re old enough. Some of you”—here he looked at John—“are older than you should be.”

John was sixteen, a year older than Quin and Shinobu. He should have taken his oath already, by the normal schedule, but he had started his training late—he’d been twelve, while Quin and Shinobu had started at eight. This was a source of ongoing frustration to him, and his cheeks reddened at Alistair’s comment, an effect quite noticeable on his fair skin. John was handsome, with a finely carved face, blue eyes, and brown hair with the faintest tint of gold. He was strong and quick, and Quin had been in love with him for some time. He flicked his gaze to her and mouthed silently: Are you all right? She nodded.

“Today you must prove yourselves,” Alistair continued. “Are you Seekers? Or are you poxy lumps of horse dung we’ll have to shovel up off the floor?”

Shinobu raised his hand, and Quin suspected he was going to say, It happens I am a poxy lump of horse dung, sir…

“This is no joke, Son,” Alistair said, cutting Shinobu off before his quips could begin.

Shinobu was Quin’s cousin, the son of the giant red-haired man who had just attempted to decapitate her. Shinobu’s mother had been Japanese, and his face had taken the best features from the East and the West and combined them into something nearly perfect. He had straight, dark red hair and a wiry body that was already taller than that of the average Japanese male. He turned his eyes to the floor, as if to apologize for making light of the moment.

“For you and Quin, this may be your final practice fight,” Alistair explained to Shinobu. “And for you, John, your chance to prove you still belong here. Do you understand?”

They all nodded. John’s eyes, however, were fixed on the disruptor strapped across Briac’s upper body. Quin knew what he was thinking: Unfair. And it was unfair. John was the best fighter of the three of them…except when there was a disruptor involved.

“Does this bother you, John?” Briac asked, slapping the strange weapon on his chest. “Does it hurt your focus? It’s not even on yet. What will happen when it is?”

John wisely did not answer.

“Take your weapons out of practice mode,” Alistair ordered.

Quin looked down at the grip of her whipsword. At the end of the hilt was a tiny slot. Reaching into a pocket in the old leather of her right boot, she drew out a small object like a flattened cylinder, made of the same oily black material as her sword. She slid this into the slot on the handgrip, her fingers automatically adjusting the tiny dials on the attachment. As the last dial moved into place, the whipsword in her hand gave off a delicate vibration, and immediately it felt different, as if it were ready to do what it was made to do. 

She grabbed the tip with her left hand and watched it melt and puddle around her skin. Even “live” it would not harm her flesh. But everyone else’s flesh was now fair game.

Quin’s heartbeat was speeding up as she watched her father and Alistair taking their own whipswords out of practice mode. A “live” fight was no easy task. But if she did well, she was minutes away from her father’s approval, from joining her ancestors in the noble duties of a Seeker. Since early childhood, she’d been listening to Alistair’s stories of Seekers using their skill to alter the world for the better. And since the age of eight, she’d been training to develop those skills. If she succeeded now, she would finally be one of them.

John and Shinobu had finished adjusting their own whipswords, and the barn was now filled with a different sort of energy, a sense of deadly anticipation. Quin’s eyes met John’s, and she gave him a look that said, We can do this. He nodded subtly back to her. Be ready, John, she thought. We’ll do this together, and we’ll be together…

A high-pitched noise cut through the barn, so piercing that Quin wondered for a moment if it was only in her head. The look on John’s face was enough to tell her different. The strange cannon-like gun her father wore, the disruptor, had come to life. The base of it covered her father’s whole chest and had to be held in place with straps over his shoulders and around his back. The barrel was ten inches wide, and instead of a single hole, there were hundreds of tiny openings in the iridescent metal. These openings were randomly placed and of different sizes, and somehow this made it look worse. As the disruptor came fully alive, the high-pitched whine faded, replaced by a crackle of electricity in the air around the weapon.

Shinobu shook his head like he was trying to get the sound out of his ears. “Isn’t that toy a bit dangerous with so many of us fighting?” he asked.

“If you fail in this fight, you are very likely to be injured,” Alistair said, “or even…disrupted. Anything is fair today. Take a moment to understand this.”

The three apprentices had seen the disruptor fired before, had even practiced avoiding it in one-on-one drill sessions, but they had never seen it used in a live fight. The disruptor was made to instill fear, and it was working. Our purpose is worthy, Quin repeated to herself. I will not be afraid. Our purpose is worthy; I will not be afraid…

With his whipsword, Alistair hooked something floating in a metal trough at one side of the barn. The object was a heavy iron circle, about six inches across, covered in thick canvas and soaked in pitch. He sent it flying up into the air.

As the iron circle arced high above him, Alistair lit a match. The disc fell toward him, and he caught it again with his whipsword. He touched the match to it, and the three apprentices watched as it burst into flames. Alistair twirled the disc around his sword, an evil glint in his eye.

“Five minutes,” he said, looking up at the clock high on the wall. “Let no flames spread, keep yourselves alive and sane, have the disc in your possession at the end.”

The apprentices glanced around the barn. There were bales of straw against the walls, loose straw across the floor, racks of old wood holding fighting equipment, climbing ropes hanging down from the ceiling, not to mention the barn itself, with its wooden beams and rafters supporting the stone walls. In short, they would be tossing around the burning disc in a room full of kindling.

“No flames!” Shinobu muttered. “We’ll be lucky if we don’t burn the place to the ground.”

“We can do it,” Quin and John both whispered at the same time. A quick smile passed between them, and she could feel John’s arm pressing against her own, warm and strong.

Alistair tossed the disc high up into the rafters.

“Prove yourselves!” Briac roared, cracking out his own whipsword. Then he and Alistair ran toward the apprentices with their weapons raised.

“I’ve got it!” yelled Shinobu, leaping out of Alistair’s way and running for the center of the barn, where the disc was now spinning down toward the straw covering the floor.

Quin saw Briac heading straight for John. Flicking his whipsword into the shape of a scimitar, Briac swung it in a wide arc aimed to slice John in half. She watched John’s whipsword flash out to block, and then Alistair was upon her.

“I have it!” yelled Shinobu as he landed the burning disc on his whipsword. It slid down toward his hand, the flames burning his fingers, and he had to spin it back up to the tip of his sword.

Alistair slashed at Quin, and she moved to one side, changing her sword into a shorter blade and striking at his back. He was already pivoting to meet her attack, turning her weapon aside.

“Not fast enough, lass,” he said. “You hesitate when you strike. Why? You’ll have the most precious artifact in the history of mankind in your hands, won’t you? You can’t hesitate. And when you’re There, when you step between, hesitation will be fatal.” This was Alistair’s mantra, which he’d been drumming into their heads for years.

John and Briac were exchanging blows. Briac looked like he had every intention of killing John as soon as he got the chance. Yet John was keeping up with him—he was a superb fighter when he focused. But a glance told Quin that John was fighting angry, and he was terrified of the disruptor. Sometimes you could direct anger and fear into useful energy. But usually, emotion was a disadvantage. It scattered your mind, made you spend energy unwisely.

Suddenly Quin realized that Alistair had backed her right into John, and now he was fighting them both. Briac was freed to turn toward Shinobu. The hum of the disruptor intensified to an unbearable volume.

“I’m tossing the ring!” Shinobu shouted. In the same moment, the disruptor on Briac’s chest fired. Shinobu threw the disc high up toward the rafters above Quin and John as the barrel of the disruptor released a thousand angry sparks of electricity. These sparks rushed through the air toward Shinobu, buzzing like a swarm of bees.

Shinobu hurled himself down beneath the volley and rolled away. With no human target to strike, the sparks collided against the back wall of the gym in bursts of rainbow-colored light.

“Got it,” John yelled, leaping away from the fight with Alistair and hooking the falling disc onto his own sword. A glob of pitch oozed off the metal ring and onto a bale of hay, immediately setting it on fire. John stamped out the flames as the disc fell down upon his hand, burning him.

“Shinobu!” he called, flinging the ring back toward the rafters. He jumped in front of Quin, taking her place under Alistair’s punishing blows, as Shinobu caught the disc across the room.

Quin tried to rest her sword arm for a moment, but Briac was coming with the disruptor. Sparks launched toward her, crackling and buzzing.

If she let those sparks reach her, she would never be free of them. They would not kill, but they would be the end of her. A disruptor field is worse than dying— Quin stopped her thoughts. She was going to be a Seeker, a finder of hidden ways. There was only the fight; consequences did not exist. 

She jumped to the side, grabbing a climbing rope and swinging out of reach. The sparks from the disruptor passed by and danced along the wall behind her, dispersing harmlessly.

She landed behind her father. He was already turning, flicking his sword out into a slender, evil blade. Before she’d regained her footing, he struck, his weapon slicing through her shirt at her forearm and cutting into the skin underneath.

Blood began trickling down her arm, and there might have been pain, but she had no time to think about it. The high whine of the disruptor was building again. 

Shinobu was fighting Alistair now. John had the disc again, and he was spinning it around his whipsword to keep it from burning his hand as he stamped out another fire on a bale of hay.

Briac turned, fired the disruptor again, this time at John.

“John!” yelled Quin.

He tossed the ring blindly as he saw the sparks racing toward him. Quin expected him to leap out of the way, but instead he was frozen, staring at those sparks, suddenly lost.

“John!” she yelled again.

At the last moment, Shinobu leapt away from his fight with Alistair and tackled John. The two apprentices sprawled safely out of the disruptor’s path. The sparks struck the wall where John’s head had been, disappearing in flashes of light.

Quin had forgotten the disc in her concern for John, and the fiery circle was bouncing across the floor, setting the straw in its path alight.

The disruptor was at its full whine once more. Quin saw the enjoyment on her father’s face as he fired it at John again. 

John turned, transfixed. He was staring at the sparks coming at him, hypnotized by their awful beauty. Permanent—that’s what the disruptor was. If the sparks reached you, they took your mind and didn’t leave. And John was waiting to be hit.

She saw Shinobu kick John to the side, sending him out of the disruptor’s path a second time. 

John fell to the floor, and this time he stayed down.

Quin retrieved the burning disc and stamped out the flames it had left along the floor. For the first time in the fight, she was angry. Her father was specifically targeting John. It was unfair.

She tossed the disc to Shinobu, ran across the barn, and slammed her body into Briac, knocking him and the disruptor to the ground. Sparks shot up toward the ceiling and bounced among the rafters in a chaotic pattern. 

Quin brought her sword down at her father’s face as hard as she could.

“Match!” Briac yelled, before she could strike him. Instantly Quin obeyed his order and collapsed her whipsword.

Shinobu caught the flaming disc for the last time. Quin looked at the clock, astonished to find that only five minutes had passed. It had felt like a year. John slowly stood up from the floor. Everyone was breathing hard.

Briac got to his feet. He and Alistair seemed to share a silent assessment of the fight. Alistair smiled. Then Briac turned and walked toward the equipment room, limping slightly.

“Quin and Shinobu, midnight,” he called, without turning around. “We meet at the standing stone. You will have a busy night.” He paused in the doorway of the equipment room. “John, you have bested the others and even me many times, but I saw no evidence of that skill here. You will meet me in the commons at dinnertime. We will speak frankly.”

With that, he shut the door firmly behind him.

Quin and Shinobu looked at each other. Quin’s anger had disappeared. Half of her wanted to scream in delight. She’d never fought like that before. Tonight she would take her oath. The life she had been anticipating since childhood would finally begin. But the other half of her was with John, who stood in the center of the barn, staring at the floor.
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The sun was getting low in the sky over the Scottish estate as John walked away from the training barn. He and Quin had left the barn separately, as they always did, but he knew she would be waiting for him.

A thousand years ago, there had been a castle on the estate, which had belonged to some distant branch of Quin’s family. The castle was in ruins now, its crumbling towers perched above the wide river that encircled the land. As he walked, he could see the very highest point of the ruins in the distance.

Now the estate was made up of ancient cottages, most built over the centuries from stones carried off from the castle. The cottages were dotted around the edge of a huge meadow, called the commons. It was spring now, and the commons was full of wildflowers. Beyond the meadow, the woods began, a tall forest of oak and elm that crept right up to overshadow the houses and marched away to the ruins and beyond.

Barns lay at one end of the meadow. Some had animals in them, but others, like the enormous training barn, were where the apprentices practiced the skills they would need as Seekers.

John walked through the shadows at the edge of the woods, then headed deeper into the trees. Even with his tremendous failure on the practice floor hanging over him, he felt his pulse quickening. He was entering another world, when he was in the woods with Quin, away from the parts of his life that usually overshadowed everything. He hadn’t been alone with her in days, and finding her seemed more important than anything else at this moment.

She never chose the same spot to wait, but he must be getting close now. He was in their favorite part of the woods, where the canopies of the great trees touched overhead, blocking the sun and leaving the forest floor dark and quiet. A moment later, he felt hands encircling his waist and a chin sliding onto his shoulder.

“Hello,” she whispered into his ear.

“Hello,” he whispered back, smiling.

“Look what I found…”

She slipped her hand into his. Quin had dark hair cut chin length and a lovely face with ivory skin and large, dark eyes. Those eyes flashed at him mischievously as he followed. She led him to a stand of oaks that had grown in such a way as to create a tiny, secluded space in their center. She stepped through an opening between two of the trees and pulled John after her.

In a moment they were standing together inside the thicket. “It’s not exactly the finest room at the village inn,” she murmured.

“It’s better,” he said. “At an inn, you might be standing farther away.”

There wasn’t really enough room for both of them, and John was forced to pull her up against him, which was all right with him. He leaned down to kiss her, but Quin stopped him, putting her hands on either side of his face.

“I’m worried,” she whispered.

He could tell. He could feel it coming off her in waves, like heat off asphalt in the summer. She was right to be worried, of course. The knowledge they were being taught was ancient, and highly protected. And in John’s case, only perfection in his assigned tasks would win him the privilege of learning it. He was hardly a favorite of Briac’s. His failure in today’s fight was surely the excuse Briac had been looking for.

“I’ve never heard my father say anything quite so…final to you,” she said quietly. “What if he means to kick you out?”

The anticipation of meeting her in the forest had pushed aside John’s dread for a few minutes, but now it came back in full force. He was the strongest fighter of the three, yet he’d failed in the fight. He’d failed at the moment when he’d most needed to succeed.

He let his head fall back against a tree trunk. For a moment, he fought the sensation of a large stone pulling him to the bottom of the ocean. No, he thought, I can’t fail. I won’t.

His whole life was wrapped up in taking this oath. He was John Hart. He would get back what was taken and be at no one’s mercy again. He had promised, and he would keep the promise.

“Briac has to take this seriously,” he told Quin, working hard to sound reassuring, both to her and to himself. He must pull himself up from despair. “I was…horrible in that fight, wasn’t I? He’s got to be strict. He’s the ‘protector of hidden ways’ and all that. But he’s spent years training me. I’m almost there. It would be wrong to kick me out now.”

“Of course it would be wrong. It would be completely wrong. But he’s saying—”

“Your father’s an honorable man, isn’t he? He’s going to do what’s right. I’m not worried. And you shouldn’t be either.”

Quin nodded, but her dark eyes were full of doubt. He couldn’t blame her. John didn’t believe the things he was saying about Briac either. He knew very well the kind of man Quin’s father was, but he clung to the hope that Briac would keep his promises. There had been witnesses to those promises, and Briac must honor his commitments. If he didn’t…

He forced the thought away. Life had been good here on the estate with Quin—as good as his life had ever been, much better than he’d dared to hope for—and he didn’t want that to change.

Quin had made friends with John on the day he arrived. They’d been kids then—John only twelve—but even so, his first thought had been of how pretty she was. 

In that first year, she and Shinobu both came to visit John in his own cottage frequently, but it was Quin’s visits alone he liked the most. She was fascinated with his descriptions of London, and eager to show him all of the estate.

When John’s mother had been alive, she’d warned him to keep up his guard around everyone, and he did. But he liked to hear about Quin’s family, about the lore of the estate. And Quin seemed to enjoy his company—not because he was wealthy or because his family was important but because she liked him. Just him. He’d never experienced that before. Even at twelve, John refused to let this move him—her interest might have been a trick, a way to get past his defenses and learn his secrets. Still, he spent time with her. With Shinobu he would practice fighting. With Quin he would take walks.

And she began to get…curves. He hadn’t realized how distracting curves could be. He knew he was in trouble when he was fourteen, sitting in their languages class, and he found himself examining the way Quin’s slender waist twisted into her hips. They were being asked to read aloud in Dutch, but he was imagining his hand tracing the line of her body. He tried to keep her from his mind, to stay as clear and calculating as his mother would have wanted him to be, but he couldn’t believe that Quin’s friendliness was false.

Then, when she was nearly fifteen, they were paired in an especially difficult practice match in the training barn. Alistair was sending them against each other again and again, demanding that they fight at the extreme limits of their strength.

“Come on, John. Strike her!” Alistair yelled, apparently thinking John was taking it easy on Quin.

Maybe he was taking it easy on her. It was winter, and her cheeks were flushed, her dark eyes bright with the exertion of the fight as she moved nimbly with her sword.

She struck him hard and he fell. Perhaps he’d let her hit him, because he didn’t mind falling. He imagined tumbling onto the floor with her…Then the fight was over and they were both breathing hard, staring at each other across the practice area.

Alistair dismissed them, and John found himself walking outside the training barn in a daze, trying to carry himself as far away from her as he could. He could not see where he was going. He could only see Quin. The desire to be with her was overwhelming.

He stopped around the back of the barn, hiding himself behind the trunks of the barren winter trees. There he leaned against the stone wall, his breath filling the air with steam.

He didn’t want to feel what he was feeling. His mother had warned him against love so many times. When you love, you open yourself to a dagger, she had told him all those years ago. When you love deeply, you have thrust the dagger into your own heart. Love did not fit into any of his plans. But how could you plan for this? It wasn’t just her beauty he wanted. It was all of her: the girl who talked to him, the girl who would bite her bottom lip when she was concentrating intensely, the girl who smiled when they walked through the woods together.

He pressed his cheek against the cold stone of the barn, feeling his heart beating wildly, trying to rid himself of the image of her.

Then Quin was there, walking past the end of the barn, only a few feet from him. She was staring ahead, into the woods, also dazed. Their eyes met, and suddenly he knew—he knew she had come looking for him.

John reached out his hand and grabbed the sleeve of her coat, pulling her toward him. And then her arms were around him. Neither of them had ever kissed anyone before, but all at once, he was kissing her. She was warm and soft, and she was kissing him back.

“I was hoping you would do that,” she whispered.

He’d meant to say something romantic and controlled, like You’re very beautiful, but instead the deeper truth came tumbling out of him. “I need you,” he whispered to her. “I don’t want to be alone…I love you, Quin…”

Then they were kissing again. 

There were heavy footsteps approaching, twigs breaking. It was Alistair; they could recognize his tread anywhere.

Suddenly they were apart, pushing away from each other. And by the time Alistair reached the end of the barn, Quin had disappeared around the other side, with a final glance at John.

That began their forest meetings. Quin was quite sure her parents wouldn’t approve, so they kept their feelings for each other secret. But eventually it was obvious that everyone on the estate knew of their changed relationship—after a while, John sensed something colder in Briac’s stare, and a subtle irritation in Shinobu’s attitude.

John had tried to justify his feelings. Perhaps it was love he felt, but couldn’t love also be an advantage? Wouldn’t Briac have to care more about him when he understood how much he and Quin cared for each other? If he could eventually convince Briac to let her marry him, it would create an alliance, wouldn’t it? An alliance with Briac wouldn’t be pleasant, but it might be a way to fulfill his own promise, at least for a time.

Surely a feeling that made John so happy could not be bad.

Now, between the trees with his arms around Quin, he marveled at how right it felt. When they were alone, he could imagine that she would be by his side for everything to come. Eventually she would understand, even about her own father…

“I don’t want you to worry,” he told her, making her look into his eyes. “I’ll be a Seeker, just like you. Even if it takes me a little while to get there. It’s meant to be, the two of us together.”

The trouble cleared from Quin’s face a little. She almost smiled. “It’s meant to be,” she agreed. “Of course it is.” Her certainty gave him heart. “Look,” she went on. “You’re stronger than Shinobu. You’re a lot stronger than I am. You might be smarter than either of us. There are just some things you don’t do quite as well.”

“If you mean the disruptor—”

“I do mean the disruptor. We’re all scared of it.”

“I wasn’t just scared,” John answered, reliving the moment in his mind. “I couldn’t move, Quin. I imagined those sparks covering me—”

“Stop.” She said it firmly, and John realized his despair was rising again. He must focus, especially today. “You don’t want to end up in agony with your mind turning on itself,” she continued. “Of course you don’t. But you have to think of the disruptor as a weapon like any other weapon. We use our mental control to avoid it in a fight.”

“ ‘My mind is a muscle that’s always slightly tensed,’ ” John responded, quoting Alistair, who was their favorite instructor. “Only—I’m not sure that works for me when there’s a disruptor involved.”

“Try to concentrate on the higher purpose of our training,” she told him gently, “on how lucky we are to have this as our calling. Being a Seeker is bigger than you or me, bigger than personal fears.” Her voice was growing passionate, as it often did on this topic. “We’re part of something…exceptional. I get just as scared, but that’s how I fight my fear. It’s not just about disruptors, you know. You need the mental control when you go There. Or you’ll never come out.”

John realized he was looking at her with pity. She was a girl with stars in her eyes, born into the wrong family, and the wrong century. Yes, they were part of something exceptional, something bigger than themselves, but he would describe it in very different words—words such as “ruthless” and “vicious.” Briac was both of those things. John knew she would be going There tonight, and then beyond, when she took her oath. Quin might not yet realize the purpose of doing so, but John did. His mother, at least, had been honest with him, where Quin’s father had not been honest with her.

What would she feel when she discovered the truth? That there may have been noble Seekers once, but nobility was not Briac’s style? That her skills were going to be used for a very different purpose?

Softly he asked her, “What do you think you’ll be doing tonight when you take your oath?”

“Briac said it would be a task that requires all of our skills.” He watched her eyes growing distant. “Whatever it is, I feel like every generation of my family for a thousand years is waiting for me to join them,” she said. “My whole life has led up to today.”

John too felt the generations stretching behind him, waiting for him to take his oath. He had promised—Get it back and repay them for what they’ve done. Our house will rise.

“And what about the athame?” he asked quietly, pronouncing the word “ATH-uh-may.”

Quin was surprised, as he had expected her to be, for John was not yet privy to all of the secret knowledge that had been given to Quin and Shinobu. He watched her studying him, wondering where he’d learned the word.

“If you know about that,” she said, “then you’re already halfway to knowing everything.”

“I know it’s what Briac’s talking about when he mentions ‘the most valuable artifact in the history of mankind.’ And I know it’s a stone dagger.”

“Even I have only seen it, John. A couple of times. I’ve never used it.”

“Until tonight,” he pointed out.

“Until tonight,” she agreed. She was smiling now, her excitement at the upcoming events returning.

In the distance, they heard loud, happy shouts. Quin ducked down and leaned through the opening between the trees, and John crouched next to her. From this angle, just barely, they had a glimpse across the commons. The shouts were coming from the cottages on the far side of the meadow. It was Shinobu with his father, both yelling about how well Shinobu had done in the fight. Alistair might be gruff and brutal on the practice floor, but with his son, in his free time, he was a teddy bear of a man.

It had always seemed to John that Shinobu was in love with Quin, but since they were cousins of some sort, there was never a question of Quin feeling anything romantic toward Shinobu. And eventually, once he’d had Quin to himself, he’d been able to treat Shinobu with more friendliness.

“They’re celebrating,” John whispered. “We should celebrate.”

“What did you have in mind?” she asked softly.

John slowly pulled her toward him and kissed her. This time she didn’t turn away.

They had always stopped themselves from doing anything more. Quin was waiting. She had her oath to take and at least a year more under her parents’ guidance before they would consider her an adult. But she and John had daydreamed about camping trips across the river, or rooms in an inn somewhere, someday, when they would finally be able to give themselves to each other.

Now, however, something was different. Maybe it was her anticipation of the evening to come, or the glow of her triumph in the fight, but John felt something more in the way she was kissing him. She loves me, he thought, and I love her. I want her to be with me, even when she knows everything. The forest floor was covered with years of fallen leaves, and John pulled her down onto that soft ground. He whispered, “Let’s go to my cottage—”

“Shh,” she said, putting a hand to his lips. “Look.”

From where they lay, they could see a figure emerging from deeper in the woods, heading toward them. John pulled Quin up, hiding them from view behind the branches. They watched as the figure got close enough to identify. It was the Young Dread, with a string of dead rabbits slung over her shoulder.

From the look of her face, they had figured her age at about fourteen, though of course, with the Dreads, age was a tricky thing. The Young Dread had arrived on the estate a few months ago, along with the other Dread, the one they called the Big Dread—a burly, dangerous-looking man who appeared to be in his thirties.

Briac had been vague in describing the Dreads’ purpose for being there, but they were, apparently, to oversee the taking of oaths. Briac, who showed deference to almost no one, seemed strangely respectful toward the Big Dread. The apprentices had decided a Dread was a kind of judge of Seeker training, with a history at which they were forced to guess, since their instructors gave no more than hints.

If the Young Dread was indeed fourteen, she was short for her age. Her body was slender to the point of looking underfed, but her muscles told a different story. They were like delicate ropes of steel holding together her small frame. She had hair of an unremarkable dishwater brown, but it was thick and hung almost to her waist. It looked as though it had never been cut and had rarely been brushed, as though she’d received all her grooming advice from the Big Dread, who obviously knew nothing about raising girls.

She walked toward them with the strange gait shared by both Dreads. Her movements seemed slow, almost stately, like a ballet dancer during a particularly sad or serious part of the performance. And then, without warning, she would move at an entirely different speed. As they watched, there was a bird call from the meadow, and the Young Dread’s head whipped around, almost too fast for their eyes to follow the motion. When she had identified the source of the noise, she continued on her way, as steady and fluid as a marble sculpture brought to life.

“Watch this,” Quin whispered, so softly that John could barely hear her, though his head was still only inches from hers. Silently, she pulled her knife from her waistband. She waited until the Dread had walked into a patch of sunlight that would make her momentarily blind to motion in the shadows. Then Quin drew back her arm and threw the knife at the Young Dread as hard as she could.

The blade arced through the shadows expertly, aimed just ahead of where the Dread was walking, so she would carry herself straight into its path and it would impale the side of her head.

Yet that was not what happened.

The Young Dread continued her steady approach until the weapon was almost upon her. Then her whole body exploded into action. Her right arm whipped forward and caught the knife out of the air. She spun around so quickly, she almost appeared to blur against the forest backdrop, and she released the blade back toward them much like a thundercloud releases a bolt of lightning. It was propelled at such high speed that they could hear it whistling through the air, and both John and Quin ducked.

It made a perfect arc from the Dread, around the edge of the cluster of trees, and buried itself to the hilt just inches from where Quin’s hand still rested against the tree trunk. The vibration of its impact traveled all the way down the tree, and John could feel it in his feet.

“Nice shot,” Quin called, waving at the girl. “Maybe you’ll teach me how to do that sometime.”

The Dread’s eyes traveled slowly over their hiding spot, almost as if she were examining them minutely, even from that distance. Something about her gaze made them uncomfortable, and instinctively Quin and John moved a step away from each other, as though their intimacy could not survive her fierce stare. The Young Dread looked as if she might say something, but she never got the chance.

There was a new noise above the forest. The Dread and Quin and John looked up to see an aircar, throwing off a low vibration, circling to land in the commons. An aircar was such a rare sight on the estate that even the Dread stared at the vehicle for several seconds before turning away and resuming her steady walk.

John and Quin hurried to the edge of the meadow in time to see a man get out of the car and head toward Briac’s cottage on the far side of the commons. When John caught sight of the man, he began to run, sticking to the trees but moving quickly, trying to get a better view.

Quin caught up with him. “What is it?”

The visitor turned for a moment, looking around the estate. John stopped running. Was he imagining things? The man’s face looked familiar. But sometimes, when he was on the estate for months at a time, far from London and crowds, he found that every new face looked familiar.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Do you think you can find out who he is?”

“I’m sure Briac will tell us if it’s important.”

“I’m not,” John said quietly. He glanced at Quin and said mischievously, “But if eavesdropping makes you nervous…”

“Nervous?” She pushed him indignantly, and he was pleased to notice her now studying the visitor with more interest. John wanted as few surprises as possible when it came to Briac. “Hmm,” she said. “I’ll come find you if I learn anything.” She kissed John lightly on the lips. “I know Briac will do right by you tonight. He’ll say something harsh, but he’s not going to stop your training. Of course not.”

With that, she ran ahead of him, toward the cottages. John could already feel himself bracing for the coming confrontation with Briac. He watched Quin go, her dark hair swinging, her body graceful—but not the slow grace of the Young Dread. Quin was full of life.
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Quin glanced back at John as she ran from the woods and through the high grass of the commons. He was still standing where she’d left him at the edge of the meadow, in the shadow of a large elm tree. His eyes were following her, but his gaze had retreated within himself, as though he were thinking about something entirely other than her as he watched her go.

John’s eyes were deep. That was how Quin had always thought of them. When he was with her, they would flash with humor and love, but at other times they were desolate and hungry, as though searching for something far away and out of reach.

It was his eyes that had first drawn her to him. Though John had only been twelve when he’d come to the estate, Briac had made him stay in a separate cottage out in the woods, all alone. Quin and Shinobu would visit him there often, intrigued by having another child on the estate, especially one so worldly, who lived in London and had been to many other places besides.

John had seemed wary of their company at first, and his look warned them away. He’d spoken very little of anything personal, but eventually, Quin had decided the storms in his blue eyes were not anger or fear of betrayal, as she’d at first thought, but simple loneliness. They’d begun to spend more time with each other, and she’d seen his look slowly change to something almost like happiness.

Now, moving across the commons, she could still feel the press of his lips on hers, his arms at the small of her back. She stole a final look as she neared her cottage, but he was gone.

A few minutes later she’d climbed through a window in the back wall of her parents’ house. Crouching inside the pantry, which shared a wall with the cottage sitting room, she could hear the visitor from the aircar deep in conversation with Briac.

“There can be a disappearance,” Briac was saying. “In which case, searches may go on indefinitely. That can be good and it can be bad.”

Silently Quin pressed her ear against the narrow pantry door, which allowed her to hear better and see a small slice of the room through a crack between the door and the jamb.

Her father was sitting in the old leather armchair, beneath the rows of ancient crossbows strung along the ceiling, and next to the display chest decorated with carvings of rams—the symbol of Quin’s family—and filled with knives. He was speaking to the visitor, a man in his twenties, who was warming his hands by a cheerful fire in the hearth.

The visitor wore clothes that appeared expensive, though Quin knew she was not a good judge of clothing styles. In her fifteen years of life, she’d spent almost no time off the estate.

“There can also be a clear-cut finish with no trail to follow,” Briac continued, one hand running through the dark hair that Quin had inherited from him. Her father’s head was still untouched by gray. He was not yet forty years old, as trim and strong as he’d been as a young man, though to Quin he’d always been an ageless, all-powerful presence, like the sky or the land. “It depends on what you need,” he was telling the visitor. “We create a circumstance to serve your purpose. Do you know what you need?”

Briac was doing his best to appear friendly and polite to this visitor. Quin found the effect unsettling. She was used to her father’s face and words being hard. He often frightened her. She accepted his demeanor as a necessity of her training: he was preparing her for a life that would be harsh, but it was harsh in service of something good. To be a Seeker was to be one of the chosen few who could step between and change things.

The visitor began to respond to Briac’s question, speaking so softly that Quin could not make out the words. The man was very intent, but he seemed almost shy of speaking aloud. She pressed her ear more firmly to the pantry door.

Briac held up a hand. “Wait, if you would,” he said. “I’d prefer if we continued this discussion outside.”

The young man nodded, and the two of them rose to leave. When the visitor’s back was turned, Briac took three steps across the room and gave the pantry door a hard shove, driving it into the side of Quin’s head. She was sent sprawling to the floor.

She got slowly to her feet and staggered out of the pantry and into the kitchen, rubbing her head. In the other room, the cottage’s front door opened and shut, and through a window, she saw Briac and the visitor walking together into the meadow. Apparently, Briac wanted privacy.

“Quin. What were you doing in there?”

Fiona Kincaid, Quin’s mother, was sitting at the kitchen table with a mug of something in front of her. Quin caught a whiff of alcohol and knew her mother was drinking the strong cider of which she’d become so fond in recent years. On the stove, a stew was cooking for dinner, and there was bread in the oven, filling the cottage with delicious smells. These kitchen aromas were the background of her childhood, along with the scent of the tall grass that covered the commons and the rich earth beneath the trees of the forest. Only the faint trace of alcohol in the air took away from the sudden surge of happiness Quin felt. John would be successful. She and Shinobu would be successful. It was meant to be, and her life with John would be as she had always imagined.

“Were you eavesdropping?” her mother asked.

“I thought maybe it had something to do with tonight,” Quin explained, dropping into a seat across from Fiona and drawing her knees up against her chest. Her mother’s dark red hair was back in a tidy braid, and her face was blank.

Even without a smile, her mother had a beautiful face. Everyone said so. She was looking out the window now, at Briac and the visitor as they walked away. Then she turned back to her mug of cider, her expression growing serious.

“What did you hear?” her mother asked.

“Nothing,” Quin answered. Then an unpleasant thought came. “You’re not trying to marry me off, are you?”

This caught Fiona by surprise, and the hint of a smile formed on her lips. “Marry you off ? Why, did you find the young man good-looking?”

“I—I don’t know. I’m not really used to…” Her sentence died in embarrassment.

“Of course we’re not marrying you off,” her mother said with a gentle smile.

“Don’t say ‘of course,’ ” Quin responded. “That’s what happened to you, isn’t it?” In fact, her mother had never said that exactly, but this was the impression Quin had gathered from Fiona’s description of her courtship and marriage to Briac Kincaid. She never spoke of falling in love so much as she spoke of her parents “making a match.”

“Well, we’re not marrying you to him,” Fiona said, teasing her.

“I know how it used to be done,” Quin went on. “Protect the bloodlines. Keep control.”

In truth, she understood the value in being matched by her parents. Marrying someone her father trusted would help keep their knowledge and weapons under Briac’s direct control. Briac and Alistair were, she had always been told, the last of the Seekers, and she and Shinobu must carry on this tradition in an unbroken line—and John, of course, but his line had already been broken, because his family had almost died out. In theory, she would be happy to marry someone who pleased her parents—but in reality she very much hoped that their choice agreed with her own.

Her mother took a long sip from her mug and shook her head. “We’re not marrying you to someone, Quin. Even if your father might like the idea. Enough of your life has been planned out for you already, I think. You should choose your own mate.”

Quin looked out across the meadow to where she and John had just been walking. The feeling of happiness was upon her again, and she decided to take a leap. She was only hours away from taking her oath. Soon she would be an adult in their eyes. “Mum, you know I’ve already chosen him, don’t you?”

Her mother followed her gaze out the window, but there was nothing visible except grass and trees.

Slowly Fiona asked, “And is he?”

“Is he what?”

“Is John Hart your mate?”

Quin felt her cheeks flush hotly. “Ma.”

“I believe you’ve been sneaking off together for a long while. Have the two of you…”

“No!” The conversation had taken a very fast and drastic turn. “Wait. What are you asking me?”

“Have you kissed each other?”

“Oh…Yes.” Quin found herself smiling despite the embarrassment. “Yes, we have done that.”

“And…” Fiona prompted.

“And what?” Quin was thinking of the way John had laid her on the ground, those lonely eyes of his focused completely on her…She looked down at her hands and said, “There’s been kissing. A somewhat large amount. Don’t you know already, Ma? You usually know these things without me saying.”

“Sometimes I do, but not this time. Are you sure that’s all?”

“I’m not an idiot. Briac’s hard enough on him as it is. I don’t want him chasing John around with a shotgun.”

Fiona really did smile at that, her face lighting up as it rarely did. For a moment, Quin saw her mother’s beauty at its full force, like a warm spring sun coming out from behind heavy clouds.

“Mum,” Quin said, deciding that she was already so embarrassed, she might as well press on, “do you think Father will mind?”

“Mind what?”

“If I marry John?”

Quin held her breath as she said it, worried about her mother’s reaction. But why shouldn’t she speak about marriage? John was the perfect partner. He was from an old family like her own, wasn’t he? Like her, he wanted to use his training to do good things in the world. Maybe they would live together here on the estate, or maybe she would live with him somewhere more exotic, but either way, they would work together, fight together, to help the world. Tyrants and evildoers beware…And of course, she loved him deeply. Surely her parents could see that.

Quin’s eyes followed her mother, waiting for an answer as Fiona got up to tend the stewpot. It was a mystery to Quin what needed to be tended. It was stew, after all. You could cook it for days if you felt like it.

Her back to Quin, Fiona asked, “Has he asked you to marry him?”

“Well, no, not yet. But we understand it, I think.”

“You’re very young,” Fiona said softly. “I’ve never known— I’m still a bit surprised it’s John you’re choosing.”

Quin wasn’t sure what her mother meant by that. Who should she choose, some stranger she’d never met? Some older man her father picked out? But she went on quickly anyway: “I don’t mean now. Someday. Do you think Father will mind?”

Fiona turned to her, wiping her hands on her apron, her eyes looking anywhere but at Quin’s face. “I think your father will have strong opinions on the topic, yes. And a lot has yet to happen between now and the time when you’re ready to get married.”

“That’s not really an answer.”

“But, Quin,” Fiona went on, as though Quin hadn’t spoken, as though she had to say the words immediately or they would disappear, “it doesn’t matter what he thinks. Your life is yours.”

Mildly astonished, Quin looked closely at her mother’s expression, which had a nervous edge to it. Briac was, well, Briac. His absolute authority was part of the strange and privileged life into which she had been born.

“Ma…”

“Your life is yours,” Fiona said again, almost urgently, taking a seat next to her. She glanced toward the window, then back. “If you…if you wanted to go to John right now…if you wanted to leave the estate with him…have a different sort of life together, right now. I would understand.”

It was such a strange thing to say, she decided her mother must be more drunk than she looked.

“I’m not drunk, Quin.”

“I didn’t say that! But…now that you mention it, I do smell something in your mug.”

“I’m not drunk,” Fiona repeated.

“I never said you were.”

“You did.”

It was pointless to argue about whether or not she’d said those words, so she didn’t bother. “I’m going to take my oath tonight, Ma. Didn’t Briac tell you? I can’t leave the estate.”

“He did tell me.” Fiona put a hand on top of her daughter’s hand and held it there firmly. “But I am telling you this: you take your oath only if that’s truly what you want to do.”

Quin was momentarily speechless. Finally she managed, “What—what have I been doing here my whole life? Of course it’s what I want to do. I—I know how lucky I am.”

“Are you sure?”

Quin smiled as she would at a child with an irrational fear. Her mother had never taken the oath. Fiona taught them languages, math, and history, subjects with no direct ties to Seeker-hood. Though her mother did not like to speak of it, Quin had gathered, from comments made by Briac, that Fiona had completed all the training, but something had prevented her from becoming a sworn Seeker. Sometimes apprentices did not make it, and this had, to some extent, ruined her mother’s life, perhaps even caused her fondness for alcohol. Quin loved her, though, and didn’t want her mother to be sad on this particular day.

She clasped Fiona’s hands gently. “I’m sure,” she told her. “And I’ll make you very proud of me. I mean to do great things.”

Her words did not have the desired effect. Her mother’s eyes searched hers for a moment, quite urgently. Then her gaze dropped back to the table, and she nodded to herself.

“Of course you will,” she said, moving her lips into a smile. “And I wish you every happiness in your life, my darling girl.”

Fiona got back to her feet and turned to the stove. Quickly, so quickly that Quin could not be sure it had happened, her mother wiped her eyes. Quin whisked Fiona’s mug off the table, sniffed the remaining cider inside, and dumped it down the sink before her mother could drink any more.

Quin could hear the aircar taking off outside, and she gave her mother a kiss on the cheek, then ran to the front door. From there she watched the car ascend in slow circles above the meadow, until it disappeared across the sky. It headed south, to somewhere far from Quin’s life, Edinburgh, perhaps, or London, or somewhere even farther away. Perhaps she would be going to those places soon too. Once she had gone There, she might go anywhere. And then the world would be open to her and she would be a player on its enormous stage, fulfilling her destiny.

She walked toward the woods, thinking she’d meet up with John again, tell him she’d learned nothing about the visitor to the estate. Halfway across the commons, she saw him. John and Briac were walking together. Briac’s hand was on John’s shoulder, and John’s face was turned toward the ground. She could almost feel the heaviness of John’s steps, as though her father were leading him to his execution.

I know he won’t do the wrong thing, John, she thought. You’ll stay on the estate and finish your training. Everything will be all right.

It was the last time she would ever think so.
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Briac’s hand was resting on John’s shoulder as they walked along the commons. This made John uneasy. It was like having a battle-axe resting on your shoulder, just as hard and unforgiving. They’d been walking in silence, but eventually John couldn’t tolerate the quiet anymore.

“I failed my mental control,” he said. “I won’t deny it. But it’s only when you have the disruptor—”

Briac snorted, cutting him off, then walked a full twenty paces in silence. John was trying to decide whether he should simply repeat what he had said or come up with something new, when he felt Briac’s hand squeeze harder on his shoulder. A pair of metal pincers would have been more comfortable.

“You’ve always thought this was owed to you, John Hart,” Briac told him. His voice was soft, which was frightening. Nothing about Briac was naturally soft.

“My training was—”

“Not just your training,” Briac interrupted, his voice dropping even lower, and his hand twisting into the flesh at John’s shoulder. “All this.” He made a short gesture with his free hand, which seemed meant to encompass the whole of the two-thousand-acre estate around them.

“I have never wanted your land, sir.” John kept his voice steady, but he could feel anger rising from the pit of his stomach. He worked hard every day to stay friendly around Briac, but it wasn’t easy.

“Really?” Briac asked. “And you’ve made my daughter love you for pure and unselfish reasons?”

“Maybe she just loves me,” John snapped. Quin’s love was the one absolutely true thing in his life, and Briac had no right to take that from him.

Briac’s fingers were digging into John’s neck, but John refused to pull away. With Quin’s father, fighting back only made the punishment worse and John’s goals harder to reach. When I get back what was taken, I will not be at your mercy anymore, Briac. And neither will Quin.

“She doesn’t belong to you, John.”

“She doesn’t belong to you either, sir.”

Briac shoved John ahead of him, releasing his grip.

“It all belongs to me,” he responded. “Haven’t you realized that by now?”

They were walking near the edge of the woods on the river side of the commons. The sun had just dipped behind the hills, leaving the estate in twilight. To John’s left, between the meadow and the distant river, lay a broad strip of forest. And at the edge, almost touching the meadow, were the three cottages of the Dreads. In all his years on the estate, they had lain empty, until the arrival of the Young and Big Dreads a few months ago. The third cottage was as dark as it had always been. John wondered if there was a third Dread somewhere, waiting.

The whole estate was much emptier now than it had been in years past. He’d heard from his own mother about there being several apprentices in training when she was a girl. And further back than her time, there had been dozens, filling the stone cottages hidden deep in the forest, which now stood empty. The current population of the estate consisted only of the three apprentices, Quin’s parents, Shinobu’s father, a few farmhands to help with the cows and sheep, and now the two Dreads.

Both Dreads were sitting outside their cottages, by the open fire pit. The Young Dread was dressed for battle, her whipsword and several knives arrayed along her waistband, her hair tied up inside a leather helmet. She was sharpening a long dagger with a whetstone by the light of the fire, her hands moving up the blade with steady, rhythmic precision. The orange firelight danced over her face, casting dark shadows around her eyes. Across from her, the Big Dread was putting oil to his own knife and chanting words to the young one, his voice as cold and hard as the blade in his hand. When he paused, the Young Dread would chant an answer.

Neither moved as they spoke, but as John and Briac went by, both Dreads’ eyes followed them for a few moments. It sent a shiver up John’s back.

They passed the third Dread cottage, empty and silent, and then they were away from the woods, walking across the meadow toward the dairy barn and stables. Even as he fought to keep his emotions in check, John felt a tingling of alarm. He knew now where they were headed. Briac’s hand once again found John’s neck, pushing him on.

“Briac, I will take my oath. I must take my oath.”

“There is no ‘must,’ John. There is only failure or success. You have failed.”

Those three words hit him like a blow to the gut. Until he’d heard the word “failed,” he had held out hope that Briac would be fair, that he would keep his promises and finish John’s training.

“I am the strongest apprentice,” he said quietly. “You know I am.”

“That you are,” Briac agreed. “A strong fighter. Also a distracted fighter, an emotional fighter. Both deadly for a Seeker, to you and your companions.”

They passed the stone stables, where John could hear the whickering of the horses, comfortable in their stalls. For a fleeting moment he imagined that Briac would take him in there and ask him for another show of his horsemanship. But they did not stop at the stables.

They passed the dairy barn with its special stink, unpleasant and yet friendly somehow. Briac continued to walk, his hand now a force at John’s back. Their destination was a structure with a very different feel.

Ahead of them lay the old barn. Half its roof had fallen in, but the back half of the building was still intact. From a window high up in the wall in the remaining half, a weak light spilled out into the dusk, a light tinged with metallic blue.

John stopped. Briac’s hand pressed more firmly on his back. But John would not move.

“I don’t want to go,” he said.

“We are going.”

“I’ve seen it.”

“And you will see it again.”

“No.” John hated the childish sound of his own voice, but Briac knew exactly how to make him feel helpless. Whatever the circumstance, you must control it. His mother had told him that. He must find a way to gain control again.

Briac took his hand from John’s back and walked on ahead of him. “You may leave if you wish, but you will never learn what I have to say to you.”

John stood there for a full minute, watching Briac grow fainter in the gathering darkness. He spent most of his days on the estate trying to forget what was in that barn. But it was there, whether he avoided it or not. Still, his feet did not want to move forward. His whole body longed to turn around and run. Finally, he hurried to catch up just as Briac was unlocking the barn door.

Inside, starlight came in through the collapsed half of the roof, providing just enough illumination for them to find their way. From the shadowy corners came the smells of old straw and wild weeds and rodents—smells he remembered from the last time he’d entered this place.

On the other side of the barn, a modern room had been built. It looked like a giant child’s building block shoved inside a larger and older toy. This room’s walls were smooth concrete, framing a large steel door. The two men crossed the barn, and John watched Briac enter numbers on a keypad. The steel door clicked open.

Briac gestured for John to enter first. As he stepped over the threshold, a hospital smell hit his nose, a mixture of disinfectants and decaying flesh. The weak blue light he’d seen from outside came from a bank of medical machinery stacked beneath the room’s lone window, set high up in one wall.

A figure lay on the bed in the center of the room, too hard to make out in the dim light, except for a halo of sparks floating around its head and torso, flashing faintly in different colors. Years ago, when John had first been here, those sparks had been brighter, hadn’t they?

When Briac switched on the overhead light, John’s instinct was to close his eyes, but he forced himself to look. The figure on the bed appeared dead. The IV tubes and machinery, however, told a different story: the skeletal shape lying before him was alive, if only technically.

John’s throat constricted. The figure’s gender and age were impossible to tell, and the flesh seemed withered by sources other than time. The hair was gray and patchy; much of it had fallen out. The bones showed through the skin, and though the muscles had disappeared almost completely, they had pulled the body’s joints into awkward positions. The face was especially skeletal, with sunken flesh and a prominent jawbone. Beneath the head, an old and unwashed hospital gown gave the figure a measure of privacy.

Briac said nothing for a while, forcing John to study the body. In the brighter light, the sparks were hard to see, so that John continuously felt his eyes were playing tricks on him, an effect that left him dizzy and sick to his stomach. He remembered being seven years old and seeing a web of bright flashes like tiny electrical explosions before he closed his eyes tight. Repay them for this…

“This is a Seeker who met a disruptor field,” Briac said, interrupting John’s thoughts. “Is this a pretty sight to you?”

“No.”

“This body has been here for years.”

“You’ve shown me before. You know you have. You’ve shown all of us.” John fought to control his voice. Briac clearly took pleasure in displaying this tortured creature.

“Yes. I keep it for apprentices. A Seeker should know what he’s dealing with before he takes his oath.”

John felt disgust at Briac’s self-righteous tone. “If you want your apprentices to know what they’re dealing with,” he said, “you should tell them what Seekers do after they take their oath.”

Briac ignored this. “You ask for access to the most valuable possession of mankind without properly earning it. Even though this”—he gestured to the figure on the bed—“would be the consequence. For you, or for those who rely upon you. Like Quin.”

“I have earned it,” John spat. “I can earn it. You’re simply pretending I can’t.”

“It takes some energy to keep this one alive,” Briac mused, again focusing John’s attention on the figure in the bed. “At first, there were unpleasant convulsions and twitches, when the muscles were still working, but that’s over now. It’s just the sparks, which are slowly fading. I have to feed a current of electricity through the body, besides the nutrients. Otherwise the sparks would drain the life out in a few days.”

Briac lifted one of the figure’s eyelids and stared down into the lifeless eye, which had lost whatever color it had once had, then let the eyelid fall closed.

“Stop feeding it,” John said. He tried to keep his voice even, but he could hear the pleading in his own words. “The dead should be allowed to die.”

“You find this inhumane?” Briac asked with false surprise. “This is an important training tool.”

John stared at the body—at the patchy hair, at the hospital gown. Just as he had years ago, when he’d first seen this horrible creature, he longed to slide up the hospital gown and look for the evidence he felt sure was there.

As if sensing his thoughts, Briac stepped between John and the bed. John’s eyes were drawn to Briac’s old leather boots with their heavy soles and metal tips, so out of place in this tidy medical setting. They were the boots of a man who’d done terrible things. John felt another wave of nausea.

He forced his head up so his eyes met the older man’s.

“It’s a pity you didn’t die in the practice fight,” Briac said with a deadly soft voice. “That would have been convenient. No one could have blamed me.”

“You’re a beast,” John replied quietly. “What’s going to happen when Quin finds out what you are and what you expect her to be?”

“Am I a beast?” Briac asked, his voice even. “And you—so innocent?”

“You made a commitment. There were witnesses.”

“I owed you your training. I have trained you to the best of my ability. You were sixteen last month. A Seeker should be sworn by his fifteenth year.”

“I came to you late. I was older than Quin or Shinobu—”

“Not my concern.”

“I was a child. It took time to convince my grandfather it would be safe for me to come—”

“You’ve missed your chance.”

John stared at Briac. He’d struggled for years to hide his hatred. Now it came upon him so intensely, he was nearly paralyzed. That would not do. There will be many things that try to pull you from the path. Hatred is one…

Hatred. He was almost vibrating with it. Yet he spoke as calmly as he could: “That ‘valuable possession’ you’re always talking about—whose is it, Briac? Who does it belong to?”

Briac’s right hand shot out to slap John across the face, but John ducked aside, stepping closer to Briac.

“You should be helping me,” John said. “Quin and I will be married one day. You could make a truce with me now, restore relations between our houses, earn what you have taken unfairly. Before I have to—”

“You have no house, John,” Briac responded sharply, cutting him off. “I saw to that. You’re alone, and Quin will not be yours. An athame ends up with whom it belongs. In this case, that person is me.” They held each other’s eyes. “I told your grandfather you’ve failed, once and for all. He was very upset.” Briac delivered this final piece of bad news with obvious enjoyment. “He’s expecting you back home.”

A vast ocean of hopelessness began to rise around John. He had to get out before he was engulfed.

“Pack your things,” Briac said. “I’ll take you to the train tomorrow. Now go.”

John did, stalking out of the makeshift hospital room and the decaying barn. He paused outside the doorway, sucking in deep breaths of the crisp night air, filling his lungs like an athlete preparing for a sprint.

And then he ran.
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The village of Corrickmore was quiet that evening, except for a few wandering fishermen too drunk to go home and too loud to stay in the pub. Their voices echoed off the houses facing the waterfront, and they were answered by residents throwing open windows and yelling for them to shut up before the police were called.

Shinobu and Alistair walked down the opposite side of the street, directly along the water. Their bellies were full of mutton-and-onion pie from the Friar’s Goat, the pub at the north end of town, and they were sharing a bottle of beer large enough for four or five ordinary men, and nearly large enough for Alistair.

“Mind you, not too much of the drink,” Alistair said as Shinobu tipped the bottle up. “We’ve got a full night ahead of us.” He clapped his son on the shoulder, causing Shinobu to spit a huge mouthful of beer all over his own shoes.

“Ah, take a wee bit more than that, Son,” his father told him, tilting the bottle up to Shinobu’s lips again. “And a bit more still.”

Shinobu shook his head and handed the bottle back. He wasn’t interested in beer, and he didn’t fancy getting his shoes any stickier than they already were. He danced up to his father like a boxer in a ring and pounded the older man’s stomach with his fists. This was very much like hitting Michelangelo’s statue of David; Alistair towered above him, and Shinobu was in more danger of hurting his fists than he was of hurting his father. Alistair only chuckled as he took a long swig of the beer.

“Tell me what we’re doing tonight, Da.” Shinobu was moving all around the big man now, landing a punch wherever possible.

“Cannae do that.”

They watched the fishermen, who had reached the corner and were getting louder as the final verse of their drinking song dissolved into chaos. Then one stumbled off home, leaving those remaining to argue their way through the first verse of something new.

“Don’t look unhappy, do they?” his father asked, running a hand through his red hair.

“Who, the fishermen?” Shinobu asked. “They’re drunk off their faces.”

“And we’re not?”

“I’m not. I’ve got work to do tonight.”

“Ye think work cannae be done drunk? Sometimes being drunk improves it,” Alistair said.

Shinobu smashed a fist playfully into his father’s gut. “Come on. Hit me back!” Alistair took a lazy swing at him, which Shinobu ducked easily. “Your son’s taking his oath tonight! You can do better than that.”

“Yon drunkards don’t look unhappy,” Alistair said thoughtfully as he took another swing at Shinobu.

Shinobu bobbed away from his father’s fist and looked at the three remaining fishermen, one of whom was now throwing up noisily into a public rubbish bin.

“They don’t know the secrets of the universe, maybe,” Alistair went on. “They’re not part of our special…club. Still, they have a good time.”

“Dad, one’s wiping his vomit on the other one’s shirt.” He punched his father’s shoulder with enough force to fell a lesser man.

“Oomph,” Alistair said, absorbing the shock. They both studied the fishermen more closely as another one retched onto the sidewalk. “Aye, maybe they’re a bit disgusting,” Alistair admitted.

He crossed the street and led Shinobu away from the waterfront, up a smaller road with rows of tidy brick houses.

“Mind you,” his father continued, making another attempt at whatever point he was trying to make, “those eejits are not the best example. But these houses here, they’re full of people. All sorts of people.”

“Dad, I’ve been here before, you know.”

“Aye, that I do know,” his father said with a smile. He tapped the side of his nose with one finger as though sharing a secret. “More than you let on.”

Corrickmore was the closest town to the estate, thirty miles away. And it was true, Shinobu had visited it on more occasions than he’d mentioned to his father. There were girls in the village. And girls, Shinobu had discovered early on, were quite happy with the way Shinobu looked (“like an Asian film star”), with the way he moved (“like a tiger”), with the way he spoke (“such a gentleman!”)—with everything about him, really.

“At any rate,” Alistair continued, taking another long drink of the beer, “a lot are happy. Even without all the special things you’ve been taught.”

Shinobu finally stopped dancing around his father and came to rest in front of him. He shoved hard on Alistair’s chest. It was like halting a locomotive, and Shinobu was pushed back a few paces before Alistair came to a stop.

“You think I’d be happier without the things I’ve learned?”

His father looked down at him, then away. “I’m not saying that. Not exactly.”

He stepped around Shinobu and continued walking. The town was quiet here, lit by a few streetlamps and the occasional glow of a television inside a house. The only noise was the water lapping against the pier a few blocks away. Alistair turned again, choosing another street.

“What I’m saying,” he continued, “is I’ve raised you on the estate, filled yer head with my world.” Alistair was not much of a talker. Shinobu could tell he was straining to pick the right words. “It’s natural you want to do what you’ve been taught, but…you have a choice, Son. Did I never tell you that?”

“I don’t need a choice, Da. I love it. The fighting, the way I use my mind. All the old stories.” He punched his father several times in the small of his back to make his point. Alistair hardly seemed to notice.

“It’s not quite like those old stories anymore,” Alistair muttered. He was quiet for a moment, then: “Your mother liked to walk to town. Do you remember? She liked to see the outside world.”

“Of course I remember.”

Surprised at the change in topic, Shinobu stopped hitting his father and looked up to study his face. As a rule, Alistair did not mention Shinobu’s mother, Mariko. She’d been killed in a car accident seven years before. Shinobu’s memories of her were fading, but he clearly recalled certain things, like walking with her in the meadow on the estate while she explained to him what honor was. He remembered her very lovely Japanese face and her small stature—she’d looked like a doll next to his father. Even so, she’d always seemed just as strong as he was. Except near the end, when she was sick, just before the accident.

“Your mother didnae want you to spend yer whole life on the estate,” Alistair said.

“But I have spent my whole life on the estate. I’ve spent my whole life training to go There, Da. My whole life, and now I’m ready. Tonight we’re going together.”

Alistair stopped walking. He bent his shoulders so his eyes were level with Shinobu’s.

“It’s not There you have to worry about,” he said gently. “It’s where we go after.”

“Tell me.”

“I cannot. I wish I could, but I can’t.”

Alistair looked pained. He rubbed his face with his hands. They had stopped in front of a row house. The curtains were drawn, but they could see the shapes of a family moving inside, and there were kitchen noises: a kettle whistling, someone yelling that the biscuits were done.

“Do you recognize this place, Son?”

Shinobu surveyed the house, smiled. “A girl I know lives here.” He turned to his father, surprised. “How did you know?”

“I know a few things,” Alistair said. “Is she your girlfriend?”

Shinobu noticed a figure moving in an upstairs bedroom. It was the girl in question. Alice. He could see the top of her head near the window.

“Not sure,” he said, and shrugged. “She seems to like me. She let me kiss her.”

“Did she? Was it nice?”

“It was.” Shinobu smiled again. As if there could be any question that kissing girls was nice.

“Look around the town a moment, Son. Please. Look at the houses, the people, the life they have. Once you become a Seeker, once you take your oath, you won’t see the world in the same way.”

Shinobu glanced around, amused with his father—he had seldom heard the man string this many sentences together at once—but also confused. “Dad, I don’t know what you mean. My whole life, Quin and I have—”

“I know. And I know what you feel for Quin.”

Shinobu felt his face flushing, and he looked away. He could speak freely about any girl…except that one.

“She’s my cousin,” he murmured.

“Cousins” was the word they had grown up using, though their blood relationship was not nearly as close as that. Alistair and Fiona were second cousins, which made Quin and Shinobu third cousins. And somewhere, many generations earlier, an ancestor had remarried, which meant they were only half as related as they seemed. Shinobu had made as careful a study of their connection as he could without calling attention to his interest. Nevertheless, Quin always called Alistair her uncle and Shinobu her cousin, which made him unlovable except as a family member. And though she thought he was “beautiful”—her word; he’d heard her use it—his beauty to her was like the beauty in a painting, something you admire but do not want to touch. It was the worst kind of beauty, he thought.

“Aye, she’s your cousin,” Alistair agreed softly, “and more. You’ve trained together since you were small. You won’t want to leave her. But”—he glanced through an opening between the curtains at the people inside the house—“there’s a girl in there who seems to like you. I want you to know, you could stay here if you wanted. You could stay, and I would go. I wouldn’t take it amiss. Briac might take it amiss, but I would deal with that. It’s your choice.”

Alistair’s eyes were pleading. Shinobu had never seen that look on his father’s face before. It made him uneasy, as though the ground beneath his feet were subtly shifting.

“Da, please tell me why you’re saying this.”

“I can’t,” he answered. “I’ve sworn my own oath.” His eyes were locked on Shinobu’s, as if willing his son to read his mind. “But know: if you choose to come back to the estate with me, life will be different. You might love a woman as I love your mother”—Shinobu noticed he used the present tense, and wondered how drunk Alistair was—“but she will never know all of you.”

This evening was supposed to be a celebration, but Shinobu felt his discomfort growing under his father’s searching look. Why couldn’t the big man break the tension with a giant belch or by peeing on someone’s doorstep? But there was no sign of amusement in his father’s face.

Shinobu decided the awkwardness would remain until he took his father seriously. He stepped back from the house, moving to the middle of the street so he could see Alice in her upstairs bedroom more clearly. She was bent over a desk, doing homework, maybe. She was a pretty girl, and nice, and she loved when Shinobu gave her attention. She said she had never met anyone like him, that no “gorgeous boy” had ever wanted to talk to her before.

Alistair was right. The world was full of people, and maybe a lot of them were happy. Certainly a lot of them were girls, and if he wanted, it would be easy to find the funniest, the prettiest, the happiest, and convince her to fall in love with him. But where would that leave him? Empty, he thought. There was one girl, the girl he had grown up with. Perhaps she would never love him like that, but already they shared a life, and a purpose. They would be like the Seekers of old, their skills and their good works becoming the stuff of legends. Tyrants beware, as the ancient Seekers had said. Shinobu and Quin would protect good people from harm. He could never leave that behind.

He turned and put his hands on Alistair’s arms. “Thank you, Father. I’ve made my choice. I want to go home.”

Shinobu was sure he was seeing a trick of the light, the dim and flickering streetlamp nearest them, because it looked for a moment as though Alistair was about to cry. Then his face cleared, and he nodded very gravely, as if the most important thing in the world had just been decided.

“Well then, my boy, let’s get back home.”
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The day had been warm, but there was a deep chill in the night air as Quin followed her father along the path through the woods. They were finding their way by a trickle of moonlight that outlined the dark branches above them and gave shape to the small forest path.

There were owls in the woods, awake now and hunting. In the distance, as always, she could hear the faint sound of the river, curving along the point where the ruined castle lay, rolling around and down to the flatter land beyond their pastures and then moving on, to the distant loch and the sea.

She felt the forest floor through her shoes, soft, welcoming. She felt the night air on her hands and face. But there was more than that. She could feel the whole estate, the whole forest, the whole of Scotland. She was as big as all these things. She had worked half her life for this night. Everything she’d learned, all her training, had been leading her here. In a short time, she would take her oath, as so many generations of her family had done before her.

Though her father would never answer any questions about what she would do once she’d taken her oath, her head was filled with the old lore. Alistair had been a great one for telling stories, and as children, she and Shinobu had sat by the hearth on cold, dark nights as he’d regaled them with tales of Seekers who had toppled tyrant kings, Seekers who had freed ancient lands of terrible criminals, Seekers who had righted all manner of wrongs across Europe and elsewhere. She’d grown up knowing she was part of this ancient tradition.

Now she could see flames up ahead, a small fire in a clearing deep in the woods. Her father’s shape as he walked ahead of her was more distinct now, his broad shoulders defined by the orange glow of that fire.

Soon they emerged from the path into the open space. There was a tall standing stone in the middle of the clearing, covered with lichen and moss. That stone had been here before the ruined castle was built. It was from a time when the land had belonged to the Druids. Her father said their most distant ancestors had been Druids. Her family had been here that long.

In front of the standing stone, the fire burned brightly. Shinobu and Alistair were already there, as were the two Dreads. Quin had known there was no chance of John being with them this evening. Even if Briac was continuing John’s training—which of course he must be—John still had many things to learn before taking his oath. Even so, Quin’s heart sank at his absence. Some part of her had hoped for years that he would take this step alongside her and Shinobu. It doesn’t matter, she told herself. John will finish his training soon and follow us.

As Quin neared the group, she saw they were all dressed as she was, in simple black clothing, with leather armor over their chests and leather helmets. Despite their similar attire, the Dreads gave the appearance of belonging to another time entirely. Their shadowed eyes and motionless expressions made them look fierce and terrible in the firelight. If they were indeed a kind of Seeker judge, they seemed to be cut from an ancient and brutal cloth.

Quin moved to stand by Shinobu, and they glanced at each other. His hair was tucked inside his helmet, as hers was, and his dark eyes were in shadow, but she could tell he was working hard not to smile. His body was drawn up to its full height, as though his feet were about to leave the ground. She felt the same sense of anticipation and excitement. They nodded slightly to each other and knew without speaking that they were both thinking the same thing: This is it.

What would they be asked to do? Quin wondered. What was the modern equivalent of the great deeds they had heard about as children? Certainly they would start small, with minor heroics. Wasn’t the world full of injustice? Surely there were countless small acts of bravery they could perform to help.

The Young Dread stirred the fire with those stately movements of hers, bringing the embers closer together and adding more wood above them. Then she took a long slender metal rod and placed the tip of it among the coals. Quin exhaled slowly. That piece of metal would be the final part of tonight’s ceremony. She reached out and tugged on Shinobu’s sleeve in a gesture of camaraderie. He responded by squeezing her hand. Then both watched the metal rod in the fire, waves of heat rising above it.

“Now we begin,” Briac said, in a voice that was not loud but still commanding. The two Dreads stood up from the fire and faced the other four. Shinobu and Quin turned toward their fathers.

Alistair stood by a large wooden chest that he had carried to the clearing. After throwing this trunk open, he began to draw out their weapons. He tossed her and Shinobu their whipswords. Until now, these had been kept locked in the training barn; from this moment forward, the whipswords would be theirs to keep. He threw them knives and daggers as well, then took some for himself.

Alistair flipped up a shelf within the trunk and exposed another layer of weapons. He pulled out several, which he laid on the forest floor. In the firelight Quin saw that they were modern guns.

Guns? She glanced at Shinobu, who was equally surprised. Of course they had trained with guns. They’d trained with almost every sort of weapon. Yet these were not the proper arms of a Seeker.

She watched Briac select two pistols and secure them in holsters so cleverly concealed among the folds of his clothing and armor that Quin had not noticed them before. Alistair did the same. Then Briac gestured to the apprentices.

“Will you choose any other weapons?”

“Will we need them, sir?” Shinobu asked, finding his voice before Quin could find hers.

“Likely not,” Briac said. “The choice is yours.”

Slowly Quin moved forward and selected a small pistol and holster, which she positioned at her lower back. Shinobu did not take a gun.

Alistair closed the trunk and stood to face them with Briac.

“We are honored tonight by the presence of these two,” Briac said formally, gesturing at the Dreads. He spoke as though he’d carefully memorized his words. “They have come here to witness the last stages of your training. Tonight they will observe the final formalities and administer your oath, if you are successful.”

Quin studied the Dreads again. They were armed already, though not with guns. The Young Dread’s right hand rested near her whipsword and her left near her long dagger. With her hair tucked away, she looked much younger than Quin, which made the blank look she wore disturbing, as though she were a child robbed of her natural emotions. The Big Dread had a very different expression, intense and expectant. Because he held his body so still, Quin had the impression that this was the only look he had ever worn, as if it had been carved into his features at the beginning of time.

“Our respected visitors are armed,” Briac went on, still speaking of the Dreads, “but they will not participate in the next actions unless forced by circumstance. Let us prove our worth by ensuring that does not happen. Are we agreed?”

“Agreed, sir,” Quin and Shinobu said together, though Quin had no idea to what they were agreeing.

“It is time to don our cloaks,” Briac told them.

These were the ritual words. Despite her confusion about the guns, Quin felt her excitement returning.

Briac and Alistair pulled on their own dark cloaks, fastening them about their shoulders. Turning to the apprentices, they placed cloaks around Quin and Shinobu as well. Quin felt the weight of the thick cloth envelop her. She thought, My life is finally about to begin.

Then, with smooth, measured motions, Briac drew an object from within his own cloak. All eyes turned to stare at it.

It was a long dagger made of pale stone.

Quin realized she was holding her breath. The dagger was about a foot long and quite dull, clearly not made for cutting. Its handle was cylindrical, built of several stone discs that had been stacked on top of one another—dials that Quin knew could each be turned independently. The dagger was bathed in the orange light of the fire, which it seemed to drain of color and to magnify, creating a pale light around its blade.

It was called an athame. The tool of the Seeker. John had poked fun at Briac’s description—“the most valuable artifact of mankind”—but there was nothing amusing about the ancient dagger now.

Quin had seen this athame twice before, both times with Shinobu, when they’d done especially well in a practice fight. Both times, they had gotten only a brief glimpse. Now her training with the stone dagger was about to begin. In all of human history, only sworn Seekers had ever used it. It lay at the heart of their power.

“The athame,” Briac recited. “The finder of hidden ways.”

Then, quite unexpectedly, he pulled another object from his cloak. This one was not a dagger, though it was something similar. It was made of the same pale stone, slightly longer than the athame, with a simple handgrip at one end, and a flat, dull, gently curving blade.

Quin and Shinobu glanced at each other in surprise. They had never seen or heard of this object before—Briac had kept it entirely secret, a final mystery before they took their oaths.

“The lightning rod,” Briac intoned. “Companion of the athame, whose touch allows the athame to come to life.” He held the implement up for another moment as they stared at it. Then he asked, “Are your weapons ready?”

A final check of their weapons, and Shinobu, Quin, and Alistair answered as one, “Ready!”

The Dreads did not move or respond. They were simply watching.

Briac slid the lightning rod back into his cloak. Then he adjusted the dials that formed the haft of the athame. Each dial had many faces, and on each face was a symbol. Briac was lining up a specific set of symbols along the handgrip.

“Do not think! Do not hesitate!” commanded Alistair. “Hesitation is the enemy of the Seeker!”

I will not hesitate! I will not hesitate! Quin told herself. She glanced at Shinobu and knew he was repeating the same words in his own mind.

“Prepare yer chants!” called Alistair.

Briac held the athame and lightning rod above his head and struck them together. At the moment of their impact there was a vibration from the athame, low and penetrating. It filled the space around them and grew, resonating throughout the clearing. The stone dagger was coming alive.

Briac moved the athame, directing the vibration. With it, he drew a huge circle in the air before them. And as he drew it, it became not a circle but a circular doorway, a humming hole in the fabric of the world, opening onto blackness beyond.

An anomaly, Quin thought, amazed to see it just as her father had described it. The doorway he had drawn would take them from here to There.

The border of the circle swirled in tendrils of black and white, the ragged edges of the world cut through by the vibrations of the athame. Then the edges tightened into a solid line, framing the gateway and seeming to pulse with energy that flowed inward, toward the blackness beyond.

Quin began her chant, and next to her Shinobu did the same.


“Knowledge of self

Knowledge of home

A clear picture of

Where I came from

Where I will go

And the speed of things between

Will see me safely back.”


One by one, the Seekers and the Dreads moved through the anomaly. Quin was last, stepping over the edge of the opening and into the darkness on the other side. When she had crossed through, she turned. Behind her, the anomaly hummed, and the humming began to lose its rhythm. She could still see the woods and the firelight through that circle. Then, slowly, the tendrils of black and white stretched out, shuddered as they grew into each other, and the opening was gone. They were in darkness.

I am a Seeker of the dark and hidden ways between, she thought. Evildoers beware…

She began to feel a strange tug on her mind, almost a relaxing of her mental control, a sensation of time changing, growing longer, slowing down. A sense of eternity washed over her, like the cool waters of a lake. She could imagine losing herself in those waters…

She forced herself to begin her chant again:


“Knowledge of self

Knowledge of home

A clear picture of

Where I came from

Where I will go

And the speed of things between

Will see me safely back.”


The chant brought her back to herself. She was Quin. She was now.

They were There, and the only sounds were of her companions breathing. Very little was visible except for the athame itself, glowing faintly. She could discern, just barely, the shape of her father’s hands upon it, shifting the dials in the haft again, choosing a new set of symbols. And then she heard the athame and lightning rod strike each other. Once again the dagger’s vibration enveloped them all.

In the darkness, she watched the athame making a circular slash, cutting its way from where they were, from no-space, from no-where, from no-when, from between, from There, back into the world.

A new anomaly opened in front of them, a circle framed once more in pulsing tendrils of black and white, but this time the energy of the cut seemed to flow outward, from the darkness into the world. Through the opening was visible a wide expanse of lawn rolling through gardens and down to an enormous manor house in the distance. The house was quiet. It was the middle of the night.

They stepped through the anomaly and onto the grass. Quin watched the doorway behind them lose its stability and collapse in upon itself, the edges growing together in a discordant hum, disappearing. She turned and found Shinobu standing next to her, also watching.

Quin looked toward the manor house. She wasn’t sure what she had been envisioning, but it was not this. What was I expecting? she asked herself. If she were honest, she had been hoping to chase down a criminal on her first assignment, or save a woman from being beaten and raped, or protect a child in the midst of an ugly civil war in some third world country. Small deeds to begin with, but worthy. She’d expected, she supposed, to be thrown into chaos, not such tranquility. And maybe she’d expected to arrive somewhere impoverished, not at a beautiful estate.

She looked again toward the quiet house in the distance. Perhaps they would be stopping some terrible injustice when they reached that large and peaceful house standing in the moonlight. Perhaps that house was hiding something awful.

Shinobu’s eyes met hers. He too seemed unsure.

They were both hesitating.

“We’re thinking,” she whispered. “And it’s going to make us fail.”

“We’re not going to fail,” he whispered back. “There are all sorts of bad people, aren’t there? Evildoers beware.”

“Evildoers beware,” she agreed, nodding to convince herself. Our purpose is worthy, she told herself. I will not be afraid.

Briac and Alistair were already moving silently toward the manor house, the Dreads close behind them. She and Shinobu followed their fathers in the running crouch they had used so many times in training.

I will not hesitate! she told herself. She discovered that her whipsword was already in her hand.
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Quin was on all fours next to the fire, retching onto the ground. Shinobu was on his knees next to her, gasping for breath.

They were back in the clearing now, but it was impossible to tell how much time had passed. Was it an hour since they’d left the estate? A day? A year? Any of those seemed possible.

Beside her, Shinobu collapsed onto the ground, his face in the dirt and dead leaves.

The embers of the fire still glowed red, so they couldn’t have been gone longer than an hour. The Young Dread was adding more wood, bringing the blaze back to life.

Quin could not get her breath. She looked down at her arm. Blood covered it from elbow to fingers and was now drying to a sticky paste, but she couldn’t see a wound. She’d been cut earlier, she remembered, in the practice fight. But that had been the other arm. This was not her blood.

Shinobu, his face still in the dirt, was sucking in deep breaths like a drowning man, though on quick inspection, he didn’t seem to be injured either.

Quin suddenly noticed a patch of long blond hairs stuck in the drying blood on her arm. She retched again. Then she scrubbed at her skin with a handful of dead leaves, trying to clean those hairs off her. She’d had a gun, but it was gone now.

Briac pushed her over with his foot, sending her to the ground. “Stop it,” he said, his voice tinged with irritation. “Both of you.”

Next to her, Shinobu tried to slow his desperate breathing. He had taken off his helmet. His red hair was plastered across his forehead, and his face looked pale, even in the warm light of the fire.

Alistair was standing nearby, but he was not looking at Shinobu or Quin. Instead he was staring into the coals.

Briac turned to the two Dreads, who stood again on the other side of the flames in their formal position. They looked as steady, as calm, as they had before they’d left the estate. In fact, if Quin had not seen them walking in their deliberate, graceful way across the grounds of that manor house, if she had not seen them standing silently in the great room inside that house as it had echoed with screams, she could have believed the Dreads had never left this clearing. The Young Dread still wore her blank look, as though her mind were mostly somewhere else, far away from these dark woods.

“Have the standards been met?” Briac asked them.

The Big Dread stepped forward.

“The standards have been met. Their skills, in body and mind, are sufficient to use the athame.” His voice was strange, with an odd emphasis on each syllable, as though English were not his native language. As if speech itself were unusual for him.

Briac bowed his head, accepting their judgment.

“Bring the brand,” he ordered.

The Young Dread pulled on thick leather gloves and removed the long piece of metal from the fire. The end of it, the end that had been resting among the hot embers all this time, bore the shape of a small athame.

Briac lifted Shinobu upright so he was kneeling before the fire.

“Shinobu MacBain, I invite you to say your oath and become a sworn Seeker.”

As he looked into Briac’s eyes, Shinobu was wearing an expression Quin had never before seen on his perfect face: hatred.

Then Briac moved to Quin, pulling her up next to Shinobu so she too was kneeling.

“Quin Kincaid, I invite you to say your oath and become a sworn Seeker.”

She stared at her father, his dark eyes and hair, his fair skin, so like her own. But he was nothing like her. She felt the same hatred she had seen on Shinobu’s face. All her life, he had been lying to her. The existence she’d imagined for herself was an illusion.

“Say your oaths,” Briac commanded.

Neither of them spoke. The smell of the blood on her arm was in her nose, and she retched again, this time bringing up the remains of her dinner.

Briac slapped her.

“Say your oaths.”

They did not speak.

Briac nodded to the Dreads. The Big Dread came up behind Shinobu, put a knife to his throat. The Young Dread moved to Quin, and she felt a blade at her own neck. From the corner of her eye she could see Alistair. He had retreated to the edge of the clearing and was looking away.

“Say your oaths,” Briac commanded again.

The Young Dread pressed the knife harder against Quin’s skin. She could feel the edge of the blade, unyielding against her throat as she swallowed. I was blind, Quin told herself, feeling hot tears well up in her eyes, but I have done these things with my own hands. She could see in her father’s expression that he was willing to kill her if necessary. Once she had gone There, she must take her oath or die.

She could refuse; she could let this fourteen-year-old monster of a girl kill her. Was Quin willing to end it now, to never see her mother again, to never see John again?

The knife was cutting her skin. Blood was trickling down her neck.

“Say your oaths!”

She had been trained to obey Briac. She began to speak the oath.

Once she started, Shinobu’s voice joined in and they were saying it together, as they had always imagined they would.


“All that I am

I dedicate to the holy secrets of my craft,

Which I shall never speak

To one who is not sworn.

Not fear, nor love, nor even death

Will shake my loyalty to the hidden ways between

Rising darkly to meet me.

I will seek the proper path until time does end.”


Briac held out the stone athame. Quin noticed the tiny carving of a fox on its handgrip, a delicate detail in this moment of barbarity. The emblem of her family was a ram, the emblem of Shinobu’s family an eagle—why, then, did this athame bear a fox? And then Briac was pushing their heads toward the dull blade of the stone dagger, forcing them to plant a kiss on its cool surface.

Quin had always known her father was hard, but she’d clung to the certainty that his purpose was noble. Now she understood that there was nothing noble here; perhaps there never had been. And Briac was not merely hard; he was brutal.

The Dreads were holding them down. Quin felt the Young Dread’s small, strong hands pulling her left arm forward and holding it in place. Then Briac pressed the brand into Quin’s left wrist, burning into her flesh the shape of an athame. She cried out as he held the metal to her skin. She was a Seeker now, marked for life.

She had thought this brand would be an emblem of pride, but now it meant something entirely different. She was damned.
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John emerged from the trees, coming out of the forest gloom into late-afternoon sunshine. The tiny stone barn was up ahead, right at the cliff’s edge. The river was a low roar here, and as he got closer to the barn, he could see the water far below, carving into the base of the cliff as it headed east and south toward the lowlands of the estate.

The barn might once have been an outpost of the castle, a home for a lookout, maybe. But while the castle had fallen into ruin, the ancient barn was still standing, its slate roof as heavy and solid as the stones of the barn’s walls.

After his conversation with Briac the night before, John had been too upset to see anyone, and had spent the evening alone. Today he’d stayed in his own cottage, packing up his few belongings. Briac would be taking him to the train station late in the evening, and then John would be gone from the estate—until he figured out a way to get back.

After what he suspected had taken place before Quin’s oath last night, he’d hoped she would come to him in the morning. All day, he’d imagined her storming into his cottage, outraged at her father’s dishonesty and furious as well that Briac was kicking John out. Yet she had not come. Did it mean she was happy following her father? Had John lost her? This thought left him with an ache so intense that he’d driven his fist into the wall to make the feeling go away.

At last, when he could no longer tolerate her absence, he’d gone looking for Quin. She hadn’t been in any of the cottages or barns near the commons. Eventually he’d come to this little outpost on the cliff.

“Quin?” he called as he got near the barn’s open doorframe.

There was no answer.

He entered the barn. On the ground floor were a few decaying stalls once used for animals. The space was brighter than he’d expected. There were large circular openings—windows with no glass—at each end of the structure, up beneath the peak of the roof. The sun was coming through the western window, casting a yellow light into the rafters and onto the high sleeping loft.

He found her in that loft, a small space with a wooden platform wedged up against the wall. There was a fresh bale of straw on the floor, which Quin must have dragged up there herself. The bale was broken open, and straw was strewn across the platform, making a simple bed. There was a lantern on the floor, unlit now but with a pack of matches beside it. She was obviously planning to spend the night here by herself.

Quin was seated on the platform, her knees drawn up to her chest, staring at an old and very battered portable television. She didn’t turn her head as he climbed up into the loft.

Quin watching television alone in this remote barn was so odd that John was momentarily at a loss for words. And when he finally opened his mouth, he stopped himself. She was watching a news report on the shabby set, and something about it caught his attention. There had been a change of power in a large French company, one of those huge organizations that controlled a little bit of everything in almost every part of the world, much like the industrial empire ruled by John’s own grandfather. The head of this French company, the news was reporting, had disappeared, along with his family. Some sources speculated about sudden health problems. Others feared there had been a violent crime, because traces of blood had been found in the man’s country estate. Either way, the location of the man, his wife, and their children was unknown, and this unexplained absence left the business dangerously at risk of a takeover.

That French businessman—wasn’t his name familiar to John? John had never been much interested in his grandfather’s business talk. It had been the background noise of his childhood, which he had always tried to ignore. His mother had considered such work beneath him. And yet for years, his grandfather had been discussing business around him. Surely that name was familiar?

“Quin?”

Without looking at him, her hand reached out and switched off the television.

He sat next to her on the platform. Tucking her hair back, he gently kissed the spot where her jaw and ear met, and as he did, he noticed a small bandage on her neck. Quin gave him no response. Instead she stared out the window.

“Did you take your oath?” For a moment he wondered if her strange demeanor meant she’d failed. But without a word, Quin extended her bandaged left wrist. “May I look?” he asked her.

She glanced at him quickly, then away. Her fine white skin was particularly pale, without the flush her cheeks usually wore. Her pretty, dark eyes were like coal against snow. She shrugged.

He peeled back the bandage. There, terribly blistered, the shape of a dagger was burned into her skin.

“You did it,” he said.

“I did it,” she agreed, her voice lifeless. “Everything he asked me to do.”

John had expected her to be upset. But she was more than upset—she was in shock. The task Briac had assigned must have been particularly bad. He wondered what he himself would have done in the same situation. Would he have been able to go through with it? Do what has to be done, his mother had insisted. I will, he told himself now. Even when it’s hard.

“It wasn’t what you thought it would be,” he said softly. It was a statement, not a question.

Quin took her arm back, tucked it close to her body.

“No,” she agreed.

She studied John’s face then, almost as if she were trying to recall how she knew him. One of her hands came up to his cheek. “What happened to you?” she asked at last. “What did Briac say, when you met him yesterday?”

“He’s kicking me out.”

“That’s ridiculous. He has to finish your training.” She said the words automatically, but they seemed to have no real meaning to her. They were like lines from a play she’d performed years ago.

“Ridiculous, right. Because your father’s an honorable man, isn’t he?”

They held each other’s eyes, and finally they were sharing the truth about Briac between them. Quin was trying not to cry, but she was losing. She moved into John’s arms, and he held her tightly against him.

“All your life he’s made you think one thing while preparing you for another,” he told her softly. “Now you know.”

She was shaking against him, and her tears were coming faster.

“Are you saying you know what we did?” she whispered as she cried. “How can you know?”

“I don’t know exactly what happened last night,” he said. “But I know what Seekers do—what Briac does. And I can see the shock on your face.”

He held her away, just enough so he could look into her eyes. But she would not meet his gaze now.

“How do you know what Seekers really do?” she asked.

“My…mother,” he answered reluctantly.

“Your mother,” she whispered. “You never speak about her. Catherine.”

“Yes.” It felt strange, telling Quin anything about his mother, when he knew his mother wouldn’t have approved of Quin. When you love, you open yourself to a dagger. Hearing his mother’s name on Quin’s lips made him feel uncomfortable, as though she were exposing something private.

As though sensing his thoughts, Quin said, “My mother has said her name a few times, but she didn’t like to talk about her either. Your mother told you…specific things about what Seekers do?”

A lump was forming in John’s throat. His mother had done a great deal more than tell him about Seekers. She had, unintentionally, shown him.

“She told me…some things,” he answered, fighting to keep his voice even. “Do you want to tell me what you did last night?”

“No,” she said immediately. Then, more quietly, she added, “I never want to speak of it.” She wiped her cheek roughly with the heel of her hand. “Was it always like this? All these hundreds and thousands of years?”

“I don’t know. But it’s Briac’s way. He should have warned you.”

“Why?” The word sounded choked as it came out of her.

“Why should he have warned you?”

“No—why are you here, John, if you knew? Why would you stay?”

“I—I don’t want to do…whatever he asked you to do,” he told her haltingly. “But this is my birthright, Quin. Just as it’s your birthright. I have to take my oath. I have to become a Seeker and have an athame. Things must be put back—”

“Have an athame?” she interrupted, her expression changing into something like pity. “Do you think my father is likely to loan you his? Do you think he’ll ever let it out of his sight?”

“There are two here, Quin. Two athames on the estate. And one doesn’t belong. Is that another thing he’s been hiding from you? One is from Alistair’s family, but the other—”

“It doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter,” she said, cutting him off and not really listening, “because I’m leaving. In the morning I’ll leave.” She was speaking quietly but intensely, to herself more than to him, as though talk of the athame had suddenly blotted out everything except her desire to go.

“I want you to leave with me,” he told her. “I want you to come away with me. But—but not yet.” He put a hand gently under her chin and lifted her head so she had to look at him. “Quin, you have to stay and let him teach you the rest. All about the athame. So we understand it.”

A strange, strangled laugh came out of her. “I’m never going to use it again.”

“You will,” he said softly. “It’s what we were born to do.”

“No,” she said, tearing her eyes away from him. “I won’t do any of it again.”

John hesitated. He was about to ask her for something he would find very difficult to do himself. But there were larger things at stake.

“Quin, please listen. Can you…avoid the worst? And still learn to use the athame?”

“Avoid the worst?” she repeated, her voice rising. “There’s no avoiding the worst with Briac!”

“But if you stay, if you learn a little more, I—I have a plan.”

She was having difficulty focusing on him. “What do you mean?” she asked.

“Did you know they have to tell you now? Once you’ve taken your oath.”

“Tell me what?”

“Whatever they know, whatever knowledge they’ve been taught. Once you take your oath, you only have to ask.”

“Is that true?” There was a flicker of interest in her voice.

“My mother explained it to me.” In fact, it was one of the last things she ever said to him. She’d been bleeding all over the floor, and he’d been frantic to make it stop, but she’d acted like the injury didn’t matter. He must tell you anything you want to know, she’d said. But you must take your oath.

“Yesterday that would have fascinated me,” she murmured, her eyes dropping to the straw beneath her. “But today…there’s nothing more I want to know. And, John—you don’t want to know either. You should trust me in this.”

He was starting to feel desperate again. “There’s so much more we need to know!” he told her urgently, his voice getting loud despite his best efforts. He pulled the whipsword from her waist and held it up between them. “Your whipsword? Alistair says every whipsword in existence was created a thousand years ago. How? A modern weapons company couldn’t make one today. I know—my grandfather owns one of those companies.”

She took the whipsword back and clipped it into place. “We have knowledge others don’t.” She said it without interest.

“But how do we have that knowledge? And how many of us have it?”

“What do you mean?” she asked him. “There aren’t other Seekers anymore.”

That was what Briac and Alistair had told them, many times. They were the last of the Seekers, and most of their knowledge and history had been lost. John was quite certain this was Briac’s convenient explanation to prevent apprentices from asking difficult questions. But Quin had always been in such awe of her father that she’d believed him completely.

“Then why are we worried about disruptors?” John asked her.

Her eyes were still blank. “Because disruptors are the most dangerous weapon a Seeker has, created to instill terror.” She was simply parroting Briac now.

“You just said there aren’t any other Seekers,” John pointed out gently. “Why would we ever fight someone with a disruptor if we are the only Seekers left?”

“Outsiders could get their hands on disruptors,” Quin answered slowly, as though this were the first time she’d thought of it.

“That’s possible,” he agreed. “But it’s not the most logical explanation, is it?”

Quin’s eyes gradually came back into focus on him. “You think there are more of us? More Seekers?”

“There must be more of us, Quin! And I’m not the first person to ask these questions. There was—” He stopped himself. He wanted to tell her, but he couldn’t bring himself to mention the book. That was between him and his mother. He took both of her hands in his. “There’s history. You ask if it has always been this way. Why hasn’t Briac taught us our history?”

“It’s lost. So much of our knowledge is lost.”

“Is it? Now you can ask. You have to stay here, learn what you can. In a few months, you won’t need him. Then you can leave the estate and come teach me. You’re a sworn Seeker now. You have as much right to give me my oath as anyone else. We’d be together. In just a few months we’d be together.”

Quin was listening to him, considering this. She laced her fingers through his.

“What would we do then?” she asked him. “After I’ve taught you. After you take your oath?”

“We would take one of the athames for ourselves. And we could do…We would decide what to do. Together.”

“Like what?”

“We…would choose the right course of action,” John said, trying to pick the perfect words, words that would convince her. Eventually he would tell her everything and she would understand and help him. “I have—”

“You have everything. What is your grandfather? One of the richest men in England? Why do you want the athame? You want me to stay here, to do whatever Briac asks me to do. Why?”

“I don’t have everything, Quin,” he countered, frustration creeping into his voice. “My family—my mother’s family—we haven’t had everything for a very long time. And my grandfather…The situation is—it’s complicated.” That word was not really sufficient to describe John’s relationship with his grandfather, but it was the best he could manage at the moment.

“Will you tell me what happened to your mother, John?”

She’d asked him before, when they were much younger, and he had refused to explain. But Quin seemed to sense that the answer was now important, that it was directly related to becoming a Seeker and to both of their lives.

With effort, John breathed slowly, evenly. “She was killed,” he said. “Before I knew enough about her. She was killed in front of me. Or nearly.”

“Oh.” Quin’s face fell. “I’m sorry, John. I’m so sorry.”

She put her arms around him again, and he pulled her close, feeling her warmth. He was sidestepping the details of his mother’s death. In this case, the details were everything, but he wasn’t ready to say them aloud just yet.

“When someone you love is taken, you realize what’s important,” he whispered. “You don’t want someone else deciding who lives and who dies. You’ll never be safe.”

“No,” she agreed, her cheek against his. “You’ll never be safe.”

“What if we were to decide, Quin?” he breathed. “We’d do a better job. We’d make the right choices. Good choices. Eventually we could—we could make the kinds of choices Seekers were supposed to make all along. We’d put things back the way they should be.”

Quin’s lips brushed his cheek. Then she leaned back and held his gaze.

“Would we make the right choices, John? I’m not so sure.”

“Of course we would. We’re not like Briac.”

“But what you’re saying, it’s…it’s like something Briac might say, don’t you see?”

“It’s not like Briac—”

“If I stay, if I teach you,” she said, cutting him off, “we’ll become like him, even if we start out with good intentions.” Her voice became distraught as she added, “John—I think I’m already like him. I can feel it, and it’s too late for me.”

“Quin…”

She looked away, out the window and across the river. A new thought seemed to overtake her, and she turned back to him, her voice growing urgent. “We could be together…if we left right now. I’d leave my whipsword, everything. We’ll forget what we learned here. We could climb down to the river and go. Right now. Wouldn’t that be the best way?”

They looked at each other for a long while as John imagined himself saying yes. He could be with Quin. Their lives would be simple, and probably very happy. But he’d committed himself a long time ago, with a promise.

“Quin…what’s here on the estate—I need it. I can’t leave it behind. Even though he’s kicking me out, I have to find my way back.”

His words hung between them until Quin whispered, “Even if I can’t be part of it?”

Forcing himself to nod was one of the hardest things John would ever do. “Yes,” he answered. “Even if you can’t be part of it. I am part of it. I’m sorry.”

She was silent. Then at last she said, “When I leave tomorrow, I won’t be coming back.”

There was no hope in her voice, and John realized that she wouldn’t be convinced, not yet. He would find a different way to get what he needed, and hope that she would be far away and safe. Maybe that was better.

On reflex, his mind was already racing ahead with possibilities. There was a prickling sensation in the pit of his stomach, a premonition of dangers to come. He could see one course of action open to him, and it would be a dance for his life the whole way.

He stood and moved to the barn window, placed his hands along the edge to brace himself. A moment later, Quin rose from the bed and put her arms around him. The warmth of her felt good.

He turned, and his lips found hers. They held each other in a melancholy embrace as the sun set over the land.

Will this be the last time I get to kiss her? he wondered.

…to be continued.
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