Circle of Magic

Briar Moss knew he was only dreaming, but he didn't care. He sat in a giant oak tree, the heart of agreat
forest. A leather bag brimming with emeralds filled his lap, and the oak whispered the secrets of treesinto
his ears. He was running the gems through his fingers, admiring their color and size, when they
evaporated. The tree vanished. Now two large, unkind-looking men in black leather hustled him down a
wet, dark corridor. They shoved him into an open cell and slammed the thick door behind him. It boomed
so loudly that it set up a string of echoes, each as loud as the first.

He opened his eyes. He was in the back of awagon, tucked among an assortment of parcels and covered
against the day's cold drizzle by an oiled canvas sheet. Something boomed repeatedly, like the cell door in
his dream.

He thrust up the canvasto glare at the rider who kicked the wagon with such determination. "L eave off,
Sandry!" he growled. "I was having the best dream ever and you woke me!"

Lady Sandrilene fa Toren, agirl of Briar's age, shrugged. The movement sent droplets rolling from her
waterproof cloak and broad-brimmed hat. "Sorry." There was no trace of sorrow in her bright blue eyes.

"What's so important it couldn't wait, then?' Briar demanded. There was no use scolding her. Hard words
rolled off Sandry the way rain poured off her cloak.

"I've been thinking," she said firmly. "Tris has a birthday—Daja has a birthday." She had named the other
girlswho lived with her and Briar. "l have one. That leaves you."

"Y ou woke me to talk about birthdays?" he yelped.

"Y ou said you don't remember yours—"

"] don't!"

"So pick one," Sandry ordered him. "It's not right, you having no birthday."

"I don't need one. What | need is leep! Summer's coming, and that means weeding. | got to rest whilst |
can, and you ain't helping.”

She sighed sharply. Her pony looked at Briar with reproach in his eye, asthough it were Briar's fault that
Sandry bounced impatiently in the saddle. "Tell me you'll think about it, or I'll keep bothering you," the
girl insisted.

She would, too. Sandry's determination awed Briar, though he would die rather than tell her that.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...e%200f%20Magic%2004%20-%20Briar's%20Book.htm (1 of 140) [11/1/2004 12:15:19 AM]



Circle of Magic

“I'll think about it," he said wearily. "Can | sleep now?"

"Why? We're almost to the Mire. I'll see you at home tonight." She clucked to her pony and trotted down
the road.

Briar let the canvas drape fall and settled among the boxes and bundles. Birthdays! he thought. Only agirl-
noble would think the day you came into the world was a thing to celebrate. His mother had certainly
never mentioned it, that he could remember. Of course, he could just manage to remember her, awoman
whose skin was as golden brown and hair as glossy black as his. She had smelled of cheap rose scent, and
someone had knifed her one night as she came home from the inn where she worked. Briar thought he'd
been about four then.

Memories like that were pointless. It was better to deal with his housemate: if Sandry wanted him to have
abirthday, he'd better pick one and get it over with.

Briar yawned and shut his gray-green eyes. He wouldn't choose a birthday in this month, that was certain.
Even for Sap Moon, the weather was vile. Ousting winds tugged at Briar's cover. Icy rain pelted the cloth.
Everyone who had pinned their hopes on an early spring now drooped as they went about their days. His
birthday ought to be in a green month. That way he could plead garden chores to cut short any sloppy,
sentimental parties like the one they'd had for Tris soon after the turning of the year.

The wagon's wheels lurched; its movement changed, making him slide across the many baskets and boxes
that formed his seat. Briar went to the side of the wagon and peered out from under the drape. They had
turned off Temple Road, the highway that ran between Summersea and the temple community of
Winding Circle, where Briar, Sandry, and their housemates lived. Now the wagon clattered down
Nosegay Strut, the main street of the sslum called the Mire. Ahead Briar could see their destination, the
large, forbidding, two-story building called Urda's House, where the city's poor came for the cheapest
possible medical help. He wished that his teacher, the Earth Temple dedicate Rosethorn, didn't come here,
but she took her vows to serve the poor seriously. He'd only once suggested that they stop bringing the
medicines they made to this place. After she'd finished her answer, he decided never to bring it up again.

And why isit, he thought irritably, that every time we come hereit's raining?

The wagon passed through the gate in the tall fence around Urda's House and stopped. Briar stood and
began to fold back the canvas drape. As he did, he looked out through the gate, across the street. That
winter he'd made friends with a girl named Flick, athief of the breed called "street rat." Every market day
that Briar came to Urda's House with Rosethorn, Flick met him there. Together they would roam
Summersea, getting into things and swapping tales of Flick's days and Briar's life when he'd been a street
rat in distant Hajra. Today, though, he saw no Flick, only atrio of street rats he knew to be friends of hers.

He hoped she wasn't in jail. Hereally liked Flick.
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A woman in the dark green cloak and habit of one who had dedicated her life to the service of the earth-
gods climbed down from the seat beside the driver of the cart. She thrust back the hood of her cloak to
reveal a head of chestnut hair cropped mannishly short and parted on one side. Her face was lovely, with
large, brown eyes, creamy skin, and a beautifully carved mouth. Briar had once thought she was her
name, as pretty as arose, as quick to bite as a thorn, before he'd scolded himself for romancing and
shoved the notion out of his brain. Whatever el se he thought, Rosethorn was a plant-mage, his teacher in
the gardener's and herbalist's arts.

"Look alive, boy," she advised him crisply, coming to stand next to the bed of the wagon. "Those
medicines won't do any good if they're wet."

"They ain't wet," he argued. "I wrapped 'em good." He handed one covered bushel basket out to her and
another to the wagon's driver, who had come to help.

"Every time we bring you down here, all we've drummed into that thick skull on proper speech just gets
buried in the mud," Rosethorn commented, shaking her head. " Stay up there—welll do the carrying." She
followed the driver up the steps to the wide porch and into the hospital.

It took three trips for the two adults to carry everything inside. Once that was done, Rosethorn took afinal
basket from the cart and thanked the driver. Briar hopped out. With a nod to the dedicate, the driver
climbed onto his seat and drove away.

Rosethorn looked at Briar. "Y ou're off to see that friend of yours?"
"If | can find her," replied Briar. "l didn't see her waiting."

Rosethorn pointed to a tower crowned by an immense clock, visible over the wall that kept city and Mire
separate. "Meet me at the Guildhall at three o'clock,” shetold him firmly. "If you aren't there—"

"You'll hang mein thewell," Briar said with a grin; it was a much-repeated threat.

"And don't stand here getting wet," she ordered. Shaking her head, Rosethorn walked into Urda's House.
Briar crossed the street, inspecting the street rats as they shivered in the icy wind. Two walked away,
flicking their fingers at him in a casual wave. The third nodded.

Briar squinted. "Flick never told me your name."

"Alleypup." The other boy—smaller, dark-skinned and dark-eyed, dressed in tatters—shifted from foot to
foot. He wore no shoes, only muddy rags wrapped around hisfeet. "Flick said | wast' bring ya."

"Bring me where?' Briar asked suspiciously.
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“To her den, down below. She don't look so good.”

"Don't look so good how?" Briar felt hisown arms asif he warmed them. In truth he was checking that
the hideout knives strapped to his wrists were in place, hilts set so he could free them quickly. There were
other blades in sheaths al over his body, but the wrist knives were the quickest to reach.

Alleypup sighed. "She's got spots. Y ou know, like she's sick. And she's got no coin for Urda. She asked,
would you come have alook."

"Me?" Briar demanded, shocked. "I grow things— I'm no healer!"

"Flick told me, you seen sick folk before. Y ou help Dedicate Rosethorn do up medicines and things.
‘Coursg, if it'stoo much trouble—" Alleypup turned away.

Briar grabbed the street rat and glared at him. "l never said | wouldn't. | wasjust surprised, isal. Where's
Flick?'

Alleypup led Briar into an open cellar and under some lumber that leaned against its stones. Here was an
open tunnel underground. A few steps inside brought them to aniche in the wall. The street rats had put
oil lamps there.

"I don't sSpose you'd light these up?' asked Alleypup. "You bein' amage and all."

"Y ou want my mate Trisfor that," Briar informed the other boy. In the language of the streets, a mate was
the closest of friends. "Or Daja, that's back at Winding Circle. | can't do fire."

"Hmph," snorted Alleypup. "That's no help.” He fumbled in his pocket and produced flint and steel to
light the wick.

Briar's thin-bladed nose twitched as the reek of hot animal fat filled the air. He'd forgotten that scent—at
home in the temple city of Winding Circle they used oil treated with herbs. The dog work of filling jars
with oil and chopping herbs into them was his |east favorite chore, but now it seemed the chore was worth
some trouble.

And ain't | getting nice over such thingsin my el-derliness he thought as he followed Alleypup down the
tunnel.

They crawled for about sixty yards. Splashing through atrickle of wet, Briar wondered how Rosethorn
would react when he returned with mucky clothes. She was all too likely to dump him into a horse trough
and keep him there until he was clean. Rosethorn liked dung as much as any gardener or plant, but she
had strong feelings about it when it was on Briar. He was all too aware that this sense of being dirty
marked another change in hislife since he'd left the Hajran slums. Was he ever himself anymore?
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His sense of direction told him they were headed west, under the wall that guarded Summersea proper.
The network of clay pipes here sported cracks and leaks, the most recent damage from last summer's
earthquake.

"Flick saysyou was street,”" his guide remarked, stopping for a quick rest.

"In Deadman's District in Hajra, in Sotat," Briar replied. "They called me Roach. | did purse and pocket
work and burgled some."

Alleypup whistled softly. Thieves were important people—they had money once they'd managed to feed
themselves. "How old were you?"

"Four." Briar stepped around what looked like along-dead dog. "The Thief-Lord took me in after awhile
and gave me my name."

"The streets from four—that's harsh," Alleypup said, and coughed. Leaning away from Briar, he spat into
the deeper running water of the city sewers. "My mum and dad only loped off two winters back. Said |
was too hard to raise.”

Briar dipped and had to brace himself against the walls around him to get his balance. Think I'll boil my
hands afore | eat again, he thought. To Alleypup he said, "I never knew any but my ma, that died. Now |
guess my mates at Winding Circle, the girls, they're like sisters. They're complicated, though."

"Mages is aways complicated,” Alleypup commented. They had come to an intersection. He looked both
ways, then led Briar right, into alarger tunnel. "We been hearing stories about you and them three girls
since the quake."

They splashed on in silence for awhile. The pipes got big enough that they could walk if they didn't mind
hunching over and getting their heads knocked from time to time. These pipes were glazed clay, better in
quality than the smaller ones, though Briar still noticed quake damage. Some of it had been repaired, the
newer clay lighter in color than the old stuff.

Once they'd stopped for another rest—Briar noticed that Alleypup wheezed a great deal—the other boy
remarked, "Flick saysyou was ajailbird."

"Have alook." Briar held both hands close to the lamp to let Alleypup see the dark blue X's tattooed
between his forefingers and thumbs. "They grabbed me up athird time, and | was on my way to the
docks," he said with pride. "But Niko—a teacher of mine—he saw my magic and bought me off the
magistrate.”

"Never!" whispered Alleypup, startled.
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Briar nodded. "Truth. He brung me to Winding Circle. | ended up in a house with three girls because he
saw themagicin al of us."

"Nobody saw you was magic before?' Alleypup inquired. "All the time you hear about this kid and that
one gets fingered by a magic-sniffer and bundled off for lessoning." Kid was street slang for achild. "And
they're usually redl little kids."

"Mine was strange,” Briar replied with a shrug. " So was my mates magics. We didn't even know we had
it, till Niko and Lark and Rosethorn and Frostpine started teaching us. Lark and Rosethorn boss the house
welive in. Frostpine's—"

"Metal-mage,” said Alleypup. "Everyone knows him and Lark and Rosethorn.” He straightened and led
the way again.

At last they entered the great tunnels under the oldest parts of the city. More care and attention went into
these underground rivers and streets, in part because the network was centuries old, but also because the
guilds, the wealthy merchants, and those nobles who kept houses in town lived overhead. Here Briar was
glad to see walkways on both sides of the stone-or brick-lined canals. There were rats, of course; the stink
made his head spin; and often they had to race by pipes about to dump sewage into the water, but at least
they weren't rubbing narrow walls covered with goo. These tunnels were built to last; what little
earthquake damage they had suffered had been repaired with new brick and stone.

Not far from the point where they had entered the biggest tunnels, Alleypup turned into alesser one. Ten
yards down its length the street rats had yanked out bricks and dug into the earth, shaping a cave deep and
broad enough to sleep a small gang. A lamp burned in a niche, casting awavering glow over a pile of rags
at the rear of the cave.

"It'sme." Alleypup set hislamp on aledge by the entrance. "1 brung him."
The girl who lay on the pile of rags sat up, peering at them. "Briar?"

He walked over and knelt beside his friend. Except for a ragged belly-wrap of some pale cloth, Flick was
naked. Her skin, normally deep brown, was covered with even darker spots and blotches from hairline to
toes. Some on her left shin had merged into welts; they looked stretched and painful. Her lips cracked and
bled; her eyes were glassy with fever. Heat rose from her to press Briar's face.

Flick struggled to smile. "Ain't | asight?' She stretched out her hand, palm-up; Briar stroked it with his
free hand. They locked their fingers together, twisted them, and tugged free in atraditional street-rat's
greeting.

"Y ou're something, al right," Briar admitted.
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"I ain't never seen nothing like this—Ilike these spots. Did you?" she asked.
Briar shook his head. "Open your mouth?'
She obeyed. Briar peered in, but the light was too chancy. "Alleypup, hold the lamp close.”

The boy obeyed. Now Briar saw that Flick's tongue was covered with a dense, pale coat. He could even
see blue spots on the inside of her cheeks.

"Close up," hetold her. "Lemme see your back." Obediently Flick turned onto her side. The spots were as
thick on the back of her body as on the front. Asking permission and getting it, Briar lifted the band on
her belly-wrap. The spots continued on the girl's hips and bottom. "Y ou can lay flat again," he said when
he was done. As Flick turned, he backed up until he was on level ground. There he sat on his heels, arms
wrapped around his knees, to think.

For an apprentice maker of medicines, as Briar was now, hisold life in Deadman's District had been
useful. There he'd seen all manner of sickness and injury. Now he ran through those he had witnessed
close up. Smallpox and all the other poxes were old enemies, as was the black death. They looked nothing
like what riddled Flick's skin.

He looked at hisfriend. "How long've you been sick?"’
She counted fingers, her lips moving. "Two days with spots. | wasn't feeling right three days before."
"Anybody else got it?" Briar asked.

Flick looked at Alleypup, who shook his head. "None as we know," Flick said. She didn't have to add,
"Not yet." All of them knew that most speckled diseases were catching.

Briar stood. "I don't know what thisis," he told them. "I got to get Rosethorn down here." When their
eyes went wide, he shook his head. " She hasta see for herself." He looked at Flick. "There's a closer route
in, ain't there? If she came through the city, she could climb straight down to here?"

"Y ou got to go to Urda's House anyway to tell her," Alleypup pointed out. "And they won't let me bring
her through town. Wel'll get stopped at the gate." He pointed to his clothes, streaked with fresh muck.

"I'm going no place," Briar replied. "I got a quicker way to talk to Rosethorn than hiking back to the
Mire."

"She won't come for no street rat," said Flick tiredly. "Nobody caresif welive or die."
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"Shows what you know," Briar retorted. "Where do | ask her to come?’
Flick shook her head.

"Didn't I nick cough syrup for you back in Wolf Moon, that fixed you up?' demanded Briar. "Didn't |
teach you how to throw a knife last time? | swear Rosethorn's al right. | swear."

Alleypup stripped off his filthy shirt and breeches, tossing them into a corner. The clothes he yanked from
an open crate were somewhat cleaner. "Tell her meet me at the Guildhall clock.” He pulled aworn tunic
over his head.

Climbing the rags behind Flick, Briar pressed his hands to the raw earth at the rear of the cave. Even in
the lamplight he could see roots hanging down. There were plants everywhere in the city. Digging his
fingersinto the rich dirt, he brushed a handful of rootlets, the beginnings of a vast underground web.

He and Rosethorn had thought of this over the winter. They could not speak mind-to-mind without
touching, but they could talk through aweb of plants. Closing his eyes, he found his magic, cool and firm
with life. He passed it through his fingers, into the pale underground roots that had reached from the dirt
to wrap around his hands.

His power split into athousand small threads that flowed through grass and rose, ivy and moss, yew and
cedar and ash roots. From one plant to another he sped, going in all directions except back. At the city
wall he pulled himself together into afew dozen streams, plunging under the stone barrier to emergein
the tangle of weeds and poor men's trees of the Mire. He scrambled forward, Rosethorn now a blaze
ahead of him, towering in hismagical sight like a giant tree.

lvy grew on the sides of Urda's House, framing the windows of the room where she worked. By the time
he got there, she was opening the shutters.

This had better be good, she told him mind-to-mind as she gently wrapped her fingersin hisvine-self. I'm
in no mood for jokes.

He told her everything. When he was done, she untangled herself from the vine. He waited for her to
reply, then realized she was gone, walking to the lower levels of the house. Just like her, not even to say
she's leaving, Briar thought. Letting go of theivy, he raced back through roots again, falling into hisown
body. Only when he'd carefully freed himself of the rootsin the wall did he try to speak to Flick and
Alleypup. "Rosethorn. She's on her way."

"I'm off," said the other boy. He picked up one of the lamps and |eft.

Coming out from behind Flick, Briar noticed the water bucket and ladle. "Have you washed at all?* he
asked.
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She looked at him, feverish eyes scornful. "Y ou think they let me in the city baths?' she wanted to know.
"Dippin' my toesies with the draymen and the drunks? Did you think—"

Briar held up a hand, and Flick caught her breath. "Sorry," she mumbled. "I washed the first day of spots,
before | got too tired. I'm weaker'n akitten now."

Briar nodded. "Do you boil your water?'
"Why?' she demanded. "We get water from the Potter's Lane fountain. It's good enough.”

"Even good water goes bad, 'specialy if dung and pee leak into it." And | think maybe it isleakingin,
Briar thought, but didn't say. "Maybe your water that ain't boiled is what got you sick."

"I had spots before | washed," Flick pointed out.

"So maybe you drank it." Briar could speak with confidence about this. One of his teachers had spent an
entire winter's day talking about diseases in water. "Y ou can't tell water's bad by looking."

"Wood and kettles cost money," growled Flick. "Don't yatter at me, Briar. My head's all swimmy."
"Sorry." Briar watched as she settled back, trying to get comfortable. Within minutes she was dozing.

He kept watch until he sensed Rosethorn's approach. "Y ou took forever” he said when she and Alleypup
walked into the cave. "I know turtles was quicker on the move."

Rosethorn's dark eyes took in the state of Briar's clothes; the corners of her mouth turned down. "That will
be enough from you, my lad," she said. "Thisis our patient?' As she passed, she thrust her workbag into
his hand.

Briar drew out asmall, heavy pouch. Dumping its contents into one hand, he revealed around crystal the
size of his palm. Inside burned a steady, bright core of jagged light that put the smoking lamp to shame.
He carried the light to a niche close to Flick and set it there. Its glare lit the street girl's spots cruelly.
Rosethorn knelt beside her without a thought for her earth-green habit.

"Just hold still," shetold Flick, her sharp voice gentle for once. "I try not to kill anyone who's already sick
if I can help it."

Alleypup tugged on Briar's sleeve and pointed to the crystal lamp. "How'd you do that? Make it light up?’
His eyes were hungry as they rested on the light.

"My mate Trisdoneit," said Briar, watching Rosethorn in case she needed anything. "She put lightning in
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acrysta ball."
"Briar, | need my glass,” Rosethorn ordered. "And | want quiet, understood?”
"Yes, Lady," replied Alleypup.

Briar grinned—Rosethorn was always convincing— and took a velvet pouch from the workbag. Carefully
he dlid out its contents: a round lens four inches across, its edges bound in a metal band, fixed to a metal
handle. He passed it to his teacher.

Rosethorn examined Flick, talking softly to her the entire time. At last the dedicate sat back, frowning.
"When did you get sick, and how did thisillness develop?'

Flick answered weakly. At last Rosethorn stood, holding the lens out for Briar to take. As he did, he saw
that drops of sweat had formed like pearls on Rosethorn's pale skin. For all that she acted calm, she was
upset, as upset as she'd ever been when facing pirates or forest fires.

For amoment she was silent. Finally she straightened her shoulders and back. "Thiswill take arranging, |
think. Briar, | need you to link me to Niko—I assume he's at the duke's with the girls. Getting Flick to
Urda's House will be tricky."

When Flick opened her mouth to protest, Rosethorn glared at her, fisted hands on hips. " Something for
you?' she asked ominoudly.

Flick shook her head and sank back on her rags. Briar grinned: he'd known Flick was smart.
"Has anyone else been here since you first got sick?* asked Rosethorn.
"Just me, and | been out and about,” said Alleypup. "Nickin' food and the like."

"WEe'll need to make alist of everyone you saw, then," Rosethorn murmured, thinking aloud. "Briar? Have
the girlslink us with Niko, please."

Briar closed his eyes as Rosethorn wrapped her hands around his. Unlike talking to Rosethorn at Urda's
House, speaking to any of the girls was easy. He only had to look for them in his own mind.
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Vedris 1V, ruling Duke of Emelan, put down his empty teacup and smiled at his favorite great-niece. Lady
Sandrilene fa Toren smiled back, glad that her visit had pleased him. The duke had passed along, hard
winter trying to repair the damage of last summer's earthquake, pirate attacks in the south, and a three-
year drought in the north. Spring, with its promise of trade and new crops, was nearly come at last, and he
could afford to relax with Sandry and her friends.

He didn't look worn down in the least, Sandry noticed. His brown eyes bore dark circles from too little
sleep and the lines in his fleshy face were deeper, but his chin and jaw were still hard, his arched nose still
proud. He dressed simply, but that was normal: her uncle was no fashion peacock. Vedris 1V had no need
to impress others with costly jewels and clothes. Instead he wore power and majesty like a cloak.

Sandry had changed from her riding clothes as soon as their group had reached Duke's Citadel. Now she
was elegant, but only because she knew her uncle liked to see her dressed suitably for her rank now and
then. Her gray, sleeveless overgown was beautifully woven and trimmed with black silk braid; her white
silk undergown had silver embroidery on the flowing sleeves. Her brown hair, sun-streaked most of the
year, was neatly combed, braided, and pinned under agray silk veil. The quiet elegance of her appearance
was countered by her vivid blue eyes and by the firm set of her round chin.

"More tea, Uncle?' she asked, reaching for the pot. "Niko? Tris?"

The steel-haired man on the balcony that opened onto the study shook his head, as did the chubby redhead
seated atop the ladder that touched the highest of the room's bookshelves. The duke sighed and put down
his cup. "l should see what Niko wants," he remarked, his elegant voice just loud enough to reach
Sandry's ears. "l know it'strouble just from looking at him, and | had hoped for just one week with no bad
news."

Sandry looked again at Niklaren Goldeye, the mage who had brought her, Briar, Tris, and their absent
housemate, Daja, together. He was gazing at the city below. Niko's heavy black eyebrows were knit
together over a craggy nose; the tight set of his lined face showed he was deeply worried. He had been
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like that for days. After over ayear's friendship with him, Sandry knew the signs: he had read the future
and seen dangerous events.

"I wish you could have gone without bad news, too, Uncle," she admitted.

The duke got to hisfeet. "Let's see from what direction this gale blows," he remarked, and went out onto
the balcony.

Sandry looked up at Trisana Chandler. The redhead had found a book to interest her. Rather than climb
down the ladder, she perched on it, her bespectacled nose close to the volume's open pages.

Someone—the duke or Niko—closed the balcony door. Sandry put down her teacup and went over to the
ladder. "Tris," she whispered. "Trigl"

Her friend closed the book, using her finger as a bookmark, and peered at her, gray eyes vexed behind her
spectacles. "There's no sense in asking me what's wrong. He didn't say, and | can't even guess. | can't see
the future,” Niko's student pointed out, her voice tart but quiet. "1 was reading.”

"Y ou're always reading," retorted Sandry. "The only way people can ever talk to you is to interrupt.”
"Then maybe they shouldn't talk to me," Tris said.
Sandry looked at her friend with exasperation. "What is it thistime?' she asked. "History or biography?"

"Astronomy. Stars,” replied Tris, stroking the book's |eather cover. "The onesin the far south. They don't
have the constellations that we have."

Sandry had suspected it would be a completely useless area of knowledge. Only Tris and Niko would care
about the starsin a part of the world they might never visit.

At least she and her own teacher, Lark, had gotten Tris properly clothed for this visit to Duke's Citadel. It
had taken them all winter to remake Tris's wardrobe of ugly skirts and dresses, partly because Tris had to
be wheedled into fittings. The effort was worth it, thought Sandry. The rust-colored wool gown Triswore
today was embroidered with a pattern of green leaves at the collar and hem and fitted her plump frame
perfectly. Normally Tris tucked her mass of wiry copper curls under akerchief, but to visit the duke she
had tied back her hair with ablack velvet band.

Of course, color and flattering clothes could not soften Tris's face. Her stormy eyes were set in pale red
lashes under fair brows and normally held the fierce look they did now. Brass-rimmed spectacles on her
long nose glinted, asif lightning danced in the metal. Her chin was sharper than Sandry's, but no less
firm.
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"Do you think your uncle might lend thisto me?' she asked now. "I'd take very good care of it."
"Ask him," replied Sandry. "He likes you."
"He does?' The redhead was baffled. "Why?"

"Niko sends him reports on how we do. Uncle said you're very clever. He told me you've worked hard to
control your magic, and that's impressive in someone our age."

Tris blushed afiery red. "We al work hard," she mumbled. She held the book down to Sandry and
descended the ladder.

"Y es, but when you go wrong, everybody knowsiit," Sandry teased. "It's not a matter of a weaving flying
apart, or—"

| want Niko right now. Rosethorn's sharp voice spoke deep inside their minds, from the place where they
drew their magic.

When she sounded that curt, it was time to do as they were told. Both girls raced for the balcony door and
pulled it open.

"Excuse us, Uncle," Sandry announced, walking out onto the rain-swept stone.
The men turned, frowning. "We needed to speak without interruption,” the duke informed them.

Triscurtsied shyly. "It's Rosethorn, your grace,” she explained. " She's talking to us through our magic,
and she wants Niko. We don't dare say no."

The duke raised his eyebrows. "Who am | to argue with Dedicate Rosethorn?"
Tell himI'm sorry, Rosethorn ordered in mind-speech. Say it can't be helped.
Sandry and Tris obeyed.

Niko sighed, and lay a hand on Tris's arm. Rosethorn, what isit? Now that he was in contact with the girl,
he could speak to Rosethorn as easily asif she stood beside him. Sandry remained, listening to the
conversation through her own magical tiesto Briar.

Have you ever seen this? Rosethorn asked. They all looked at Flick through Briar's eyes.

Sandry felt dizzy. Any disease that showed pock-marks reminded her of the epidemic that had killed her
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family. She stared at Flick queasily as Niko and Rosethorn spoke. Rosethorn was giving Niko instructions
and alist of supplies. Why was oiled cloth so important? Why did Rosethorn tell Niko to bring herbs and
liquids from Winding Circle?

Briar isin the sewers! thought Tristo herself, her skin prickling. Only Niko's bony hand kept her in place.
Briar and Rosethorn and street rats, no better than animals themselves, in the worst kind of filth: the
thought made her stomach roll. She hoped—she prayed—that Briar and Rosethorn would burn their
clothes before they came home.

We won't be coming home, Rosethorn said. She had finished her talk with Niko in time to hear Tris's last
thought. Not for a while.

Quarantine, Briar added glumly. | knew it. We're to be cribbed up till we die or whatever. He sounded
like the thief he'd been when Tris had first met him.

But aren't there spells you can work? Sandry asked Niko unhappily. The four younger mages hadn't been
separated overnight since they had first met amost ayear before. Spells that let healers see if people are
sick or not?

| don't think there are diagnosis-spells for this, Niko replied through their magic. It's like nothing I've ever
seen. We need time to watch how it devel ops.

Time to prepare, added Rosethorn.

| must speak with the duke, Niko told her. Expect me and those helping us at the Guildhall clack at— He
turned his head to look at the duke's own clock tower. One. We should be there at one.

Niko let go of Tris; Rosethorn did the same with Briar. Coppercurls, the boy continued, using his
nickname for Tris, bring my shakkan in tonight? Briar loved his shakkan, a miniature pine tree, as much
as he did their dog, Little Bear. And close the shutters in Rosethorn's workshop? Tell Daja I'm sorry |
didn't get the chance to buy that chunk of copper like she asked meto.

I'll tell her, Tris promised.
It's my turn to feed Little Bear, added the boy. And walk him.

I'll do that. Will you be all right? Sandry wanted to know. The two girls could sense that Briar was
nervous and upset. How do you feel?

Don't get quivery on me, Briar replied, trying to put cheer into his mental voice. I'll have fun—den with
folk like I'm used to, and not you sniffer skirts. Bye-bye, now]
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Tris, furious that he could joke, was about to reply angrily when Briar ended their connection. Sandry
grabbed Tris by the arm. "Don't," she said aloud. "He just doesn't want us to know he's scared too." She
looked around for Niko and the duke. They had gone inside and were talking urgently at the duke's
writing desk.

"He didn't have to be mean," Tris muttered. "'Sniffer skirts indeed!"

Sandry walked to the balcony rail and stared at the town below. Tris came to join her asrain began to fall.
"He's frightened,” whispered the young noble, to herself as much asto her friend. "Y ou could be nicer."
Trisgrowled, "You're always defending him."

"Y ou're too hard on people," retorted Sandry. "Y ou pay attention just to words, not how they're said.
Briar's like you—nhe talks meaner than he is, and people fal for it. You should know better."

About to snap areply, Tris saw the troubled look in her friend's blue eyes and changed her mind. She put
an arm around Sandry's shoulders gingerly, half afraid Sandry might shrug off the contact. When the other
girl leaned her head on Tris's plump shoulder, Tris relaxed. Without thinking she thrust the rain away, to
leave them enclosed in apillar of dry air. Both stood without speaking and watched as the weather
cloaked the city.

When Rosethorn and the soldiers came to Flick's den, they found their way without a guide. "Y our friend
Alleypup ran when the duke's people climbed down the ladder," Rosethorn told Flick drily.

Briar and Flick eyed the soldiers, who wore long oilcloth robes and cotton masks on their mouths and
noses. "l knew Alleypup was smart,” the sick girl murmured. "He'da been locked up while you and your
boy ran free."

"Not so smart, if he gives thisto the people he runsinto,” Rosethorn replied as the soldiers eased Flick
onto alitter.

"You may not care who else gets sick,” snapped a guard. "Hell just scamper in the sewers, givin' it to
them as works for aliving—"

Rosethorn turned on him, dark eyes blazing. "Not another word," she ordered.

The guard met her eyes and looked away. Briar could see the muscles of the man's jaw ripple as he
clenched his teeth and held his tongue.

Rosethorn took a breath, making herself calm down. At last she shook her head and donned one of the
spare oilcloth robes fetched by the guards. "We aren't running,” she told Flick, handing arobe to Briar. "If
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thisis catching, | won't risk spreading it. We go into quarantine with you."

The soldiers brought them out by way of aladder that led up to alarge grating in the market square. They
lifted it to emerge inside one of the canvas tents used to cover sewer entrances when repairs were made
underground. Now the tent hid them from the view of passersby. Someone had backed a covered wagon
up to the flap.

They do this all the time, Briar thought, as the soldiers placed Flick's litter in the back of the wagon. They
have the clothes already made up, and the wagon, and folk see the tent every day, so they don't guess
there's sickness and run mad. His respect for the duke rose several notches. Twice he'd been caught in
mob panic when the news got out that disease was in Hajra's slums. He'd escaped once to watch through
sewer grates as people destroyed their own district out of fear of sickness. The second time, trying a bit of
theft during the riot, had earned him a broken arm from a shopkeeper with a club.

He climbed into the wagon behind Rosethorn and settled into the corner. Rosethorn sat next to Flick,
bracing her on the floor of the cart as they lurched forward.

Once they were moving, Rosethorn checked Flick's pulse and temperature. The street girl watched her
and Briar, eyes glassy. "Willowbark tea, for astart,” muttered Rosethorn, partly to herself and partly to
Briar. "Why willowbark tea, student of mine?'

"To bring down the fever and make the ouches less,” he said promptly. "Maybe aloe balm for her skin? |
saw her scratching the bumps.”

"Shouldn't | wash her first? Give me a suggestion,”

ordered Rosethorn. Noting the alarm in Flick's eyes, Rosethorn smiled reassuringly at her. "Yes, | said the
bad word—'wash." It won't hurt, not much. It didn't kill him." She jerked athumb at Briar. "So it shouldn't
kill you."

Flick grinned. Turning over on the litter, she began to doze.

When they reached Urda's House in the Mire, they entered the building through a back way built for
quarantine: a separate, enclosed staircase with a gate that could be locked. The stair led to the third floor,
which was empty when they arrived. Here the guards placed them in one of two large rooms just off the
third-floor porch. Briar tried the inner door to the rest of the house and found it locked.

Examining his surroundings with a critical eye, he saw that it was well supplied. Deep, locked cupboards
lined the two short walls from ceiling to floor, and cots lined the long walls. The shuttered windows were
barred to keep unwilling guests inside. The only unlocked room that they might enter was the washroom,
set up with priviesin cubicles, showers, troughs for washing clothes, and a great hearth in which a huge
kettle of water steamed.
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Flick got off her litter and sat on a cot, looking around. The guards spoke briefly to Rosethorn, then left.
Briar listened as they first barred the outer door behind them, then walked into the second room that
opened on the porch. He could hear them moving in the next room, settling in. He realized that in taking
care of them the guards had already exposed themselves to disease and would have to place themselvesin
guarantine.

Going to the door that led outside, Briar opened a small speaking-window set in the wood at adult-eye
level. It was covered by two lengths of finely woven sheer cloth, one fixed to the inside of the opening,
the other to the outside. Both screens radiated a touch of magic. Holding his hand palm-out to the closer
one, Briar found that someone had written magical figures on the cloth, the signs for health and purity.
Smart, he thought. Thisway folk that're cooped up here can talk to outsiders without making them sick.
He drifted over to the door that led to the inside of the house. It too had a smaller speaking-window, as
well asalarge sliding door set into the base. When he tried the sliding door, he found it locked from the
other side.

"Bath time," said Rosethorn, gripping him by an ear and gently tugging him to hisfeet. "In there." She
pointed to the washroom. " Get soap from the cupboards, wet down, lather up, stand under the grate, pull
the rope. Clothes go into that." She pointed to a closed chute in the wall. "Y ou'll find fresh new robes on
the bench inside. Flick, | know you don't feel well, but cleaning up will help." She guided Flick to the
other side of the partition that separated one of the rough overhead showers from the other.

Once he had scrubbed thoroughly and rinsed,

Briar found the new clothes Rosethorn had mentioned. The chief item was aloose garment like arobe
secured by acloth belt. He al'so found a fresh belly-wrap, a pair of gloves, and a cloth mask. Holding
gloves and mask, he went into the main room and made a happy discovery: while they were washing,
someone had slid food trays through the big lower flap on the door.

He carried the trays to atable. There were warm flatbreads, hardboiled eggs, and a pot of lentils stewed
with onions and bay |eaves. There was aso a pitcher of fruit juice. Plates and eating utensils he found in a
cupboard beside the table. He was just serving the food when Rosethorn and Flick emerged from the
washroom, dressed as he was. They aready wore their gloves, and their masks were tied around their
necks.

"We got to wear this stuff?' Briar asked Rosethorn, pointing to his mask and gloves. "If we're to get these
spots, we already got ‘em, right?"

"Wrong. Y ou wear them unless you're eating or drinking," Rosethorn told him firmly as Flick took a seat.
"No arguments. And please stop talking asif we just dragged you out of jail."

Briar grinned at her and began to eat.
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Flick ate alittle and drank as much juice as Rosethorn could get into her. Then the sick girl went to bed.
Already bored, Briar washed and dried the dishes. Rosethorn made willowbark tea. When it was ready,
she woke Flick again. The girl protested drinking the bitter liquid but didn't have the energy to stand up to
Rosethorn at her most insistent. Once Flick had sagged back onto her mattress, Rosethorn covered her,
stood, and stretched.

Someone rapped on the door to the outer stair. The screened grate at adult-eye level slid open.
"Rosethorn?" 1t was Niko.

Briar followed his teacher to the door. Standing close, the boy heard her quietly tell Niko, "Y ou knew.
Y ou knew a plague was coming."

Niko'sreply was atart, "I didn't know much."
"Y ou knew something. Green Man keep us, every minute healers get to prepare—"

"When you experience the absolute welter of bits and fragments that are the picture of time to come, you
may scold. | only knew after midnight yesterday what we might face. Might." The sharp tonein hisvoice
grew sharper. "l also saw fire and riot that may or may not happen, here or el sewhere around the Pebbled
Sea—street fights and arebellion against aking. Shall | take ship and warn every port that something bad
will happen this spring?' His voice had risen. He caught himself and fell silent. Taking a breath, he added,
"I got most of the things you requested here in the city. Y our healer's oil must come from Winding
Circle—why did you not have it with you?'

"I thought all | would be facing was winter colds and pains and a shortage of chilblain salvel" hissed
Rosethorn. "Not a brand-new disease! | should be working on a cure at Winding Circle right now!"

"That's enough,” ordered Niko softly. "I am sorry | questioned you." He fell silent for amoment. When he
spoke again, he did so in awhisper. "My dear, | admit that you will be needed desperately for your ability
to unravel anillness and find its cure. Unfortunately, the gods placed you here. | know you dislike nursing
above all things—but there is nothing we could have done to prevent it. Which do you think is more
important: immediately isolating the few who were exposed to this child, or letting you go, possibly to
bring infection to others?"

"Don't lecture me on the need for quarantine, Niko," Rosethorn snapped. "In case you've forgotten, |
wrote the quarantine instructions for Summersea! | know | have to stay here!"

Niko sighed. "Have courage. There are other expertsin this kind of work. | am sure that Dedicate Crane
will find away to identify the aillment and its cure."

"Yoursisahappy nature," retorted the woman. "Crane will need help. With that lordly manner of his, |
doubt he'll manage to keep anyone else for more than aday."
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Niko shook his head. "Y ou can't be that worried, if you can take the time to insult your colleagues. I'll
come back with these things as soon as | can.”

Frowning, Briar stepped back as Niko closed the grating and Rosethorn turned away from the door.

Somehow the boy had always known his teacher was uncomfortable with others. She seemed to like him
well enough; she adored Lark, and enjoyed the company of Niko, Frostpine, and the duke. He even
suspected she'd cometo like the girls, but when it came to outsiders, she hid her softer nature and showed
only thorns. Watching her handle Flick, he'd been surprised at how gentle she was. To hear she disliked
working with people was no surprise. But Rosethorn was frightened?

That frightened him.

When the duke and his escort came to a halt at the gate of Discipline Cottage, a curly-haired dog two and
a half feet tall at the shoulder burst out of the open door, barking wildly. Sandry and Tris dismounted with
asplash, hurrying to get to their pet before he could terrify the horses. The soldiers grinned as the big dog
raced around both girls, shrieking at the top of hislungs. Behind him came atall, broad-shouldered girl
with mahogany-colored skin—Dgja Kisubo, another of Briar's housemates. Rather than go to tea with the
duke or visit the market that day, she had chosen to stay home and assist her teacher Frostpine with a
particularly complex piece of metalwork.

"How did it go?' Sandry called over the dog's noise.

"Fine," Daja shouted. She bore no sign of time spent in the forge, but wore a clean russet tunic and dark
leggings. "The shield will be grand, onceit's cleaned and polished." Her dozen braids were still wet from
the bath; her round face was freshly scrubbed.

Out of patience at last, a scarlet-faced Trisyelled, "Little Bear, down}"

The dog Little Bear dropped to the ground and rolled onto his back, pawing the air.

"I'm not washing him thistime," Dajainformed Tris calmly.

"Young ladies," said the duke. The girlslooked up a him. "Tell only Dedicate Lark what Rosethorn
said—no one else. Once rumors get started .. ."

"We understand, Uncle," replied Sandry. Tris dipped a small curtsey. Dajalooked from them to the duke,
frowning.

"Aren't you coming in, your grace?' asked Lark from the cottage door. Like Rosethorn, she wore a green
habit to show she served the gods of the earth. Unlike Rosethorn, Lark wastall and willowy, graceful
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rather than crisp. Her dark bronze face was catlike, with its small chin and wide cheekbones, and was
framed with short-cropped black curls. The girls saw worry in her dark eyes as she glanced from them to
thelr escort.

The duke shook his head. "I need to speak with Honored Moonstream on a matter of some importance.
Good day to you, Dedicate." He bowed slightly in the saddle, then urged his horse forward. His guards
followed.

"Y ou're getting soaked, all of you," Lark said, watching the duke go. "Come inside. Where are Briar and
Rosethorn and Niko?'

"In Summersea,” replied Tris shortly as the girls passed Lark. Little Bear would have followed, but Lark
shook her head at him.

"Y ou stay and get wet some more," she told him firmly. "Rinse that mud out before you come in!" She
closed the door in his face.

Once Sandry and Tris had shed their rain gear, they sat at the table with Lark and Daja. Sandry told them
what she knew of the day's events. Tris watched Lark, not liking what she saw. The laugh lines around the
woman's eyes and mouth had deepened; her lips were tight. She looked weary.

"I don't like this," Daja said quietly when Sandry had finished. "Not at all." Getting up, she went to the
cottage's shrine in the corner by the front door. With ahand that trembled, shelit the candles for health
and luck and set a pinch of incense to burn.

"I knew they had read omens for an epidemic," Lark commented, watching Daja. "Moonstream
summoned the full temple council and all the healers while you were gone and told us. Ah, | was being
silly." She scrubbed her face with her hands.

"Silly how?" asked Sandry, putting an arm around her teacher.

"It's been three years since our last epidemic. I'd hoped it might stay that way forever. | don't know how
Crane's going to manage without Rosethorn,” Lark said, getting up to make tea. "He'll say she got herself

thrown into quarantine on purpose.”

"What has Crane to do with anything?' Trisinquired. None of the young people at Discipline Cottage
liked Crane, the mage who was also first, or head, dedicate of Winding Circle's Air Temple.

"He and Rosethorn are always set to finding the nature of any new iliness and creating a remedy,"
explained Lark.

"He and Rosethorn work together?' asked Daja, shocked. "They hate each other."
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"I didn't say they liked it," replied Lark with atiny smile.

Little Bear crept in the back door, looking as meek as athoroughly soaked large dog could look. His ears
were down; histail gave the tiniest of wags. Since the mud had been rinsed from his coat, no one told him
to go. As Lark poured out tea, the dog trotted over to them. Something made him rock back on his
haunches and whine deep in his throat.

"What?' Tris demanded, wiping her lenses with her handkerchief.
Little Bear circled the table, sniffing each girl. He whined again.
"Y ou don't get fed until this evening," Daja said curtly.

The dog trotted into Briar's room; a moment later they heard him whimper. Coming to the door of the
main room, Little Bear barked sharply.

"Briar's not coming," Sandry told him, her mouth quivering. "Now stop it."

"I don't see how he can know Briar's not coming back," remarked Daja impatiently. Frightened by the
other meaning of what she'd just said, she added hurriedly, "Not right away. He's not coming back right
away."

Sandry and Lark made the gods-circle on their chests.

Tristhrust herself away from the table so hard that she knocked over the bench on which she sat.
Struggling to pick it up, she cried, "It'stheir own fault! What were they doing mucking about the Mire
anyway? Everyone knows the poor breed disease!”

Sandry and Dgja held their breath as Lark gazed soberly at Tris, raising her eyebrows. Even Tris knew she
had gone too far. Her face was beet red with embarrassment and fury, but she met Lark's brown eyes
squarely.

"If they could afford decent placesto live, and expensive health spells, they would not be poor, then,
would they?* asked Lark.

That made Trislook down. She scuffed her foot along the wooden floor.

"I know you are upset,” Lark continued in that quiet, disappointed tone that made the girls wish they
could hide. "Y ou four have not spent a night apart since you came to us, and the spinning of your magics
has made you closer than siblings. But you must not let distress make you cruel. Rosethorn is there
because it is the way of the Circle to help all, not just those who can pay. Briar went there because that is
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the soil in which he grew."
With each word Tris seemed to shrink alittle more. Lark never scolded them.
"She didn't mean it," offered Sandry, hoping to make peace.

"Whether she did or not is beside the point. No one asksto live in squalor, Tris. It isjust that squalor is all
that is left to them by those with money." Lark stood, her shoulders drooping. "When | got the wheezes,
what the healers call asthma, | couldn't work as atumbler anymore. The only place | could afford to live
was the Mire."

She walked into her workroom and closed the door. Tris ran upstairs, sniffling. Sandry went into her
ground-floor room as Daja walked over to Briar's open door. Little Bear looked up at her, tail fluttering.
Daasat next to him and let the dog put his head in her lap. Outside she could hear the light patter of rain
deepen asit fell harder than ever.

Steepling her hands before her face, Daja whispered the prayer her people spoke each night before they
went to sleep: "Trader, watch over those of our kindred, in port or at sea. Send them fair winds to speed
them home."

Some time after Niko had left, Briar heard the inside door rattle. Someone was pushing things through the
lower flap: alarge metal box with straps to hold it closed, jars of liquids and salves, a second water kettle
in addition to the one that had already been in the room.

Flick had woken from her doze and seemed restless. "What's all that?' she asked as Rosethorn and Briar
carried the new supplies to the table.
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"Things to help me care for you and to help others unravel what your pox is," said Rosethorn.

Curious, Flick got out of bed and came to sit with them. She propped her chin on her elbows and
scratched one of the raised bumps on her cheek.

"Stop that," Rosethorn ordered. "1f you feel well enough to walk around, you're well enough to have some
juice."

As Rosethorn poured a cupful for their patient, Briar ran his fingers over the metal box. Like the gauze
screens on the outer door, it was written over with signs for health and purity, pressed into the metal and
worked into the leather straps.

"Sicknessisareal thing, asrea asair or insects,” Rosethorn explained to Flick, taking the box and
undoing the straps. "We can't see it without help, but that doesn't mean it isn't there. With the right magics
and tools, you can uncover what disease has tainted.” Some of this she'd taught Briar over the last year.
"That means we take samples not only from those with the disease but also from the ones close to them.
We hope to get alook at the early stages of the sickness, before it turns mean. | wish I'd thought to keep a
grip on your friend Alleypup. We need him for this."

Rosethorn worked off the box's tight-fitting lid. Inside lay stacks of square white cloth pads. Each was
paired with an undyed bag that sported a paper tag on its drawstring. Beside those were flat plates made
of glassy black rock and another stack of cloth masks. Briar also noted atightly stoppered and wax-sealed
bottle of liquid ink and a pair of writing brushes.

All of these things were in atray that fitted inside the box.

"Whatever you see here is spelled to keep every influence out but the samples that go into these bags,”
Rosethorn told Flick. "Nothing is dyed, the materials are all the most basic. The only thing the mages who
work with this stuff should collect is the disease, mixed with the body fluids of the people we get samples
from."

The woman lifted out the top tray to show an inner compartment. It held a second, smaller metal box,
spelled just as strongly as the onein which it sat. "We send this back to Winding Circle with the samples.
It's magicked to keep those who carry it from getting sick." This box she placed on the table. "They'll
send us anew one every day."

Rosethorn then took square and bag pairs from the top part of the box, holding them by the edges as she
placed five on a black stone plate. Handing the plate to Briar, she returned the top tray and its contents to
the large metal box. "Don't touch anything," she warned Flick as the girl looked inside the metal
container.

Flick blinked heavy-lidded eyes. "No, Dedicate," she said obediently. "How does all this work?"
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"To craft spells that unlock the nature of this disease, a mage needs samples of matter from the sick
person. It's drawn from the inside of the mouth, sores or sweat, blood, dung, and urine." Rosethorn sat
next to Flick. "For you, the blood part is easy." She pressed a cloth square to Flick's mouth, where a crack
in her lower lip bled sluggishly. "Bag," Rosethorn told Briar.

He took the small bag that came with the square by the edges and held it open. When Rosethorn dropped
the square in, he pulled the drawstring tight. " Stick out your tongue," Rosethorn ordered Flick.

Briar watched, holding and closing the bags, as Rosethorn pressed a square to Flick's coated tongue and
made her blow her nose into another. She helped the street rat into the privy for dung and urine. Once the
last sample had been gathered, Rosethorn placed all of Flick's bags on the table and lifted the ink and
brushes from the box. "Y ou can do this," she told Briar. "Write the name of the person who gave the
sample on the tags, and the date. Be neat." She picked up another stack of bags on a stone tray. "I'll get
my samples now."

As she went into the washroom, Briar began to fill out the labels, grinning. All winter, as he struggled to
learn to write clearly, Rosethorn had insisted on doing her own labels. That she wanted him to do them
now meant hiswork finally pleased her. Carefully he inscribed Flick, Fifth Day, Sap Moon, KF—for after
thefall of the Kurchal Empire, the calendar used by all residents of the Pebbled Sea—21036 on each scrap
of parchment. Flick, her head on her arms, watched Briar with sleepy fascination.

"Ain't you never seen amarket scribe do this?' Briar wanted to know.
"Everybody expects themto write. | never knew anybody myself that could.”
Briar grinned. "It ain't easy, but it's fun," he replied, unable to resist a small boast.

Rosethorn watched as he labeled her samples, then gave him more squares, bags, and atray. "Y our turn,”
she ordered. "Use the thorn to get blood, do your best with your dung and urine. Don't take forever. | want
these to reach Winding Circle before dark."

Briar frowned at the tray. "What about them soldiersin the other quarantine?' he wanted to know. "Do we
get theirs?"

Rosethorn shook her head. "They've been trained specially for times like this. They do their own. Now
hop toit."

When he returned, Rosethorn placed all the samplesin the smaller box, then replaced the lid. It clicked
into place as she dlid it onto the bottom half of the container. When she tested the lid, it refused to come
off. The box shone bright silver in Briar's eyes, asign that the strong protection spells had gone to work.
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"How will they get at the samples?' he asked as Rosethorn carried the box to the inside door.

She rapped on it hard. "It's alock-spell,” she replied. "When thisis delivered to Winding Circle, those
who study the disease have the counter-spell to open it."

"Scorching,” murmured Flick. "Wish we'd had alock-spell when the Mudrunners raided our den.”

There was arattling on the other side of the door, and the lower flap opened. Rosethorn put the small box
on the floor and gave it a shove. Once it had gone through the opening, the flap closed. The bolt slid into
place as the door was locked again.

"Scorching?' asked Rosethorn, lifting one graceful eyebrow. "Mudrunners?"
" Scorching means 'good!" Briar tranglated. "Mud-runnersis aMire gang."

"Charming," Rosethorn said drily. "The language | speak is so drab by comparison.” Pouring a cup of
fruit juice, she gaveit to Flick.

Flick scowled. "Why do | have to keep drinking this muck?' she demanded.

"You're feverish," Rosethorn told her, more patient than she had ever been with Briar. "Y ou're drying out.
Get too dry, and you won't be able to keep fighting the sickness. Look at it thisway, it's better than wil-
lowbark tea." Coaxing, joking, and being firm by turns, she got the sick girl to finish the juice, then
helped her back to bed. Once she had lain down, Rosethorn produced ajar of aloe balm and began to
smooth it into Flick's pox-mottled skin.

Briar had seen Rosethorn be gentle as she tied up bean plants, coaxed grapevines to wind more firmly
around atrellis, or patched atree that had lost alimb in a storm. This was the first time he'd seen her use
that delicate touch on a human. She could have been the girl's mother, had Flick's mother loved her kid,
he thought.

Flick dozed, lulled by silence and Rosethorn's kind touch.

"Niko said you don't like people," Briar remarked softly when Rosethorn came back to the table.

"I don't like nursing them," was her quiet reply.

"But you go to Urda's House and the healers at the City Temple every month," he pointed out. "Every
month, rain or no. And you always take stuff—"

"I check medicines and replenish them if they are running low," Rosethorn told him. "Especially here,
where their goods are the cheapest money can buy, | spell their medicines to the greatest strength magic
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can give. | don't go near the sick.”
"If you're magicking stuff, why didn't you make me stay and watch?"

She smiled crookedly. "Boy, | teach you six and seven days aweek at times. Every now and then we both
need arest."

He turned that over in hismind. He did like their daysin the city, when he was free to go with Flick and
her friends, if he wasn't visiting the market with the girls. "Y ou're being nice to Flick," he said at last.

"Y ou needn't adore humanity to feel bad for someone in thisfix," shereplied. "Street rat or no, she's sick
and frightened. There's a difference between people like her and adults who think they know more about
your life, and their illness, than you do. If you've nothing better to do than chatter, you can help take
inventory of these cupboards. If we get more patientsin here, | don't want to run out of anything
important.”

By the time the clock on top of the Winding Circle tower known as the Hub rang three in the afternoon,
Daja had come to work at the big table. Before her lay a spool of thick iron wire, cutters, a thin-tipped
punch, and a small hammer and pliers, the tools needed to make chain mail. She was threading a link
through its neighbors when she heard a familiar voice in the road that ran past the cottage.

"Don't whine at me, woman! A lack of planning in the Water Temple should not be an emergency for
me!"

The pliers dlipped from Daja's fingers. Frostpine yelling? He was usually the most easygoing of men.
When she'd left him earlier that day, he had been lazy with good humor over the success of the morning's
work.

She ran to the door and threw it open. The rain had stopped. Her teacher, Dedicate Frostpine of the Fire
Temple, was striding through the front gate. He looked like a thundercloud about to spit lightning.

A thin, fluttery, pale-skinned woman in the blue habit of the Water Temple followed him. "Y our language
IS intemperate!" she cried.

Frostpine whirled to glare down at her. His brown skin was flushed; his eyes blazed. His wild mane of
side-hair and beard gave him the look of a bald lion. His bright red habit, scarred with burns and soot,
made him an even more vivid figure. He pointed at the Water dedicate with afinger that trembled with
frustration. "'Intemperate'?" he repeated. "Gods bless me, you people would make the moon intemperate.
Last year you ran out of bandages on the eve of a pirate attack, and now, now this—"

"How could we have known?' wailed the dedicate. "We have enough for normal diseases. Who would
have dreamed a new one could appear and we might need ten times our supply!"
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By thistime Lark and Sandry had come to see what was going on. Little Bear thrust his big head between
Daja's knees for a better view, rocking her. Daja could sense Tris overhead as the redhead watched from
an attic window.

"Who would have dreamed?" demanded Frostpine. "Who would—! Y ou're supposed to dream, of
anything, of everything. Now scat!"

The dedicate ran. Frostpine watched her briefly, then stormed into the house. Everyone got out of hisway.
"Y ou shouldn't yell at her," Lark said reproachfully.

"Of course | should," Frostpine barked. "Gods bless us al, Lark, but our Water dedicates would try the
patience of a stone!"

"Well, yes," admitted Lark, sitting at the table. "What did they forget this time?"

"The warded boxes, the ones for samples of body fluids from the sick," he said, sinking down on the
bench across from her. "They have five."

Lark put a hand to her mouth. "That's not even enough for a disease we know, where al that's needed isto
seeif it's changed.”

"Crane threw afit—I don't blame him—and sent them to me," Frostpine said bitterly. "I | were
Moonstream, 1'd scatter the whole lot to the four winds.” He looked at Daja. "Bundle up everything you'll
need for two or three days," he said with regret. "l can't turn out enough of these boxes on my own. We're
going to work till we drop, I'm afraid.”

Daaraced upstairs.

"She's leaving too?" asked Sandry. She stood by the household shrine, a bit of forgotten needlework in
one hand. Her eyes were huge. "Three of us gone?’

"What do you mean, 'three of us?' Frostpine asked.

Sandry vanished into her room as Lark explained. When Dgja came downstairs, Trisin her wake,
Frostpine was leaning against Sandry's open door. "So you see, Rosethorn has plenty of experience,” he
was telling the young noble. "Even if she doesn't know what causes a disease, she's been known to hold

them off with sheer force of will." He turned to Dgja. "Ready?"

Daanodded. She gave Little Bear afinal scratch around the ears and followed her teacher out of the
house.
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Sandry ran into her room, to the front window. She waved her handkerchief at Daja and Frostpine as if
they were on parade and kept waving until they had gone from view.

"Lark?"' she heard Tris say out in the main room. "I'm sorry."
"I know, dear," murmured Lark. "Just remember— your sharp tongue cuts."

Sandry reached into the leather pouch she always wore around her neck and drew out athread circle. It
was thick, undyed wool marked by four lumps, each spaced equally apart, with no way to tell where the
thread began or ended. It was the first thing she had ever spun, lumps and all, except that originally it had
been just athread, its two ends separate. It had become a circle when, trapped underground in an
earthquake, she had spun the four young people's magics together to make all of them stronger. Asfar as
Sandrilene fa Toren was concerned, that thread was the four of them.

Aslong as thisistogether, we're together, she told herself. Even if we aren't in the same house, we're still
one.

Briar spent the rest of hisfirst afternoon in quarantine boiling, then hanging up to dry, the cloths used to
tend Flick. She was less aert as the afternoon wore on, dozing more or just staring at the ceiling. By
sunset Briar almost missed the chores he would have had at Discipline Cottage—they would have been a
way to passtime. In Sotat, those of Deadman'’s District who'd been unfortunate enough to be healthy and
guarantined in an epidemic had said it was the most boring part of their lives. Asfar as Briar could see by
that first day's end, they had told the absolute truth. Only the thought of Rosethorn's wrath kept him from
finding away to escape Urda's House.

Before he went to bed, he mind-spoke with all three of the girls. Sandry and Tris were not happy that he
and Daja were gone. When Briar complained of boredom, Sandry rapped back, Good. Pick a birthday.

Will you stop this birthday folly? he demanded. There's other stuff on my mind just now!

You said you were bored, Daja said. Either you're bored and need something to think about, or you're too
busy to be bored.

Vexed with them, he went to sleep and dreamed of the last plague to hit Hajra. It was cholera, "the dung
disease," asthey called it. People danced wildly in the street. In the dream he didn't want to dance, but
was about to join in anyway, when a bright, steady light shone on his face, waking him.

Rosethorn was seated at Flick's bed, next to his: she had placed her light-stone on the shelf that ran along
the wall behind the cots. When Briar sat up, she said quietly, "Get all the sleep you can. You'll need it."

Instead Briar swung his legs out from under the blanket. "What's the gab?' he asked, keeping his voice
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low.
"I wish you would go back to talking like areal person." Rosethorn blotted Flick's face with awet cloth.
"Heistalking like areal person,” croaked Flick. "Nobody in the Miretalks like you."

"Briar, go to bed," insisted Rosethorn. "Well have plenty to do in the morning. Have some more willow-
bark tea, Flick."

Briar lay down again, wrapping himself in his blanket. We don't know this pox isakiller, he told himself
firmly. Plenty get smallpox or measles and live. Maybe this pox isjust aweak measle.

Evenif itisakiller, Flick will make it. Rosethorn can save anybody.

Dawn was a bare gleam in the sky when Tris stumped downstairs. Lark was still abed, her door closed.
Sandry was coming in from the well with afull bucket, her sleep-tousled brown hair at all angles. Little
Bear, sprawled across the threshold to Briar's room, lifted his head and whined at Tris.

"Just how | feel," replied Tris, her voice low. "Do you want to go out?"

The dog got to his feet and went to the front door, sniffing it as Tris crossed the big room. To her surprise,
Little Bear started to growl.

"Now what?" she demanded, flinging the door wide. A tall, lanky man in a black-bordered yellow habit
stumbled over the sill: it seemed he had been Ieaning on the door. Tris and Little Bear jumped out of the
way as the dedicate went sprawling. The dog barked hysterically, the fur along his shoulders standing
upright. Sandry looked up drowsily, shook her head, and continued the exacting work of pouring water
from bucket to kettle.
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"I hate dogs." The newcomer rolled onto his back and half sat, bracing himself on his elbows.

"What in Mila's name—7?' demanded Lark, coming out in her nightgown. She looked at the man and
sighed, combing her fingers through her short curls. "Hello, Crane," she said wryly. "Just in time for
breakfast." She returned to her room, closing the door.

The first dedicate and chief mage of the Air Temple arched dark, thin brows at Tris. "Will you control the
animal?' he asked, hisvoice wintry. "l should hate to rise and instigate a bout of fierceness.”

Trissighed and gripped Little Bear's collar. "Down," she said firmly.

Little Bear sat. He continued to grow! deep in his throat as Dedicate Crane pulled hislong arms and legs
together and got to his feet. He was the kind of man who never just stood, but draped himself on air. His
expressive hands always dangled from the wrists, asif they were too elegant to disappear into his pockets.
Crane had along face and along nose, a small, pursed mouth, and weary brown eyes. Even his black hair,
cut earlobe-length and brushed back, drooped.

Tris rubbed her nose, eyeing the man suspiciously. Briar's shakkan had belonged to Crane originally—the
boy had stolen it from Crane's greenhouse. It meant the first meeting between Crane and the four had
been unpleasant. Later they had discovered that Rosethorn and Crane were rivalsin plant magic. "What
were you doing?' asked the redhead. "L eaning on the door?"

Up went the eyebrows; Crane's eyes ran over her chubby form. "One does expect a modicum of manners
in the young,” he remarked drily.

"Good for one," retorted Tris. "If you wanted manners, you should have come after | had my tea."

"I'm brewing asfast as| can," Sandry informed her with ayawn, placing the kettle on the fire. "Why don't
you take Little Bear out?"

Tris obeyed while Sandry fetched cream and honey and placed them on the table. Crane had seated
himself there without aword. Unaware of Sandry's gaze, he had lowered his face into his hands and was
rubbing his eyes. The young noble suddenly wondered when he had slept that night, or even if he had.

The brows, and bloodshot eyes, rose over the screen of fingers. "You are staring,” he said, voice muffled
by his hands.

Sandry made aface and turned to get the cups. Something twinged near her heart as she gathered Lark's,
Tris's, and her own cup and passed over those that belonged to the missing three. Last she grabbed one of
the spares and placed them all on the table, then entered Rosethorn's workroom. In acorner near the
kitchen were the jars with their teas, each mixed by Rosethorn to her exacting taste. Using a dish, Sandry
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ladled out the morning blend, a sunny tea heavy with rosehips and bits of lemon peel. She re-seadled that
jar and hesitated, her eyes going to the jar labeled Endurance. Finally she removed a spoonful, dusting it
over the mound of morning blend.

Who can't use alittle endurance in times like these? she asked as she resealed that jar. No one, that's who.
Taking the dish to the hearth, she poured the contents into the teapot strainer. Once the kettle boiled, she
added water to the pot and carried it over to the table.

Tris had returned and was seated across from Crane, slicing aloaf of fruit bread. Sandry wanted to sigh.
Tris's blue wool gown was rumpled; her wiry copper hair strained at the scarf she used to tie it away from
her face. Sandry reached out and brushed her fingertips against Tris's skirt. A touch of light skipped
through the weave as the wrinkles dropped out, leaving the cloth as neat asif it had been pressed.

"I would have thought you'd be in your workroom, Crane, not paying cals," Lark said, emerging from her
bedroom. She had combed her glossy curls and donned a green habit. The shadows under her eyes were
untouched. "Who's helping you?"

"Some novices, afew Water Templeinitiates." Crane flapped hislong fingers asif shooing the Water
dedicates out of his presence. "Thisis not asocia visit."

"Y ou need to talk to Rosethorn?' inquired Lark as she sat at the table. "We could arrange it through
Sandry or Tris and Briar—"

Crane shook his head. "Thisis—I mean, |—I would like to request—"

Lark sighed and picked up apiece of bread. "Crane, it's too early for you to dance like akitten. Y ou know
I'll help you if I can."

Sandry passed a slice of bread to Crane, who began to pick it apart. "It's the masks, and the gloves," he
said at last, without looking up.

"Don't tell me Water Templée's short on those too,” Lark said crosdly. "l swear, I'll go to Moonstream
herself—" She stopped abruptly; Crane was shaking his head.

"They have plenty, al with protective signs woven into them, as is standard,” he replied. "To deal with
normal contagion they are perfect. My work is somewhat different. | must refine the disease into its
essence, then experiment until we can develop a method of magical diagnosis. Manipulating pox samples,
finding those substances to which it reacts—the risks are great that my staff and | will be exposed before
we are able to fight the disease. Water Temple healers at |east have enough raw power to burn it from
their own bodies if they must, but we are not all healers. | want my people to be safe. Asthings stand, we
feel asif we dance on afirein paper shoes."
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Lark reached across the table, holding a hand out to him. After amoment's hesitation, Crane dlid his
elegant fingersinto her palm. "You'd like us to add alayer to your protections,”" she said, her dark eyes
grave.

Tris, listening hard, poured the teainto cups. Sandry kept very still, though her blue eyes were wide with
interest.

Crane nodded, a blush creeping under his pallid skin. "l know it is difficult,” he said apologetically. "
realize that the general supply of masks and gloves may run low and you will be called on to help supply
all of our healers."

"Actually, you've given me the solution to a problem,” Lark told him with a smile, giving his hand a pat
before she released it. She accepted her teacup from Sandry as Tris gave the guest's cup to Crane. "
wanted to teach Sandry how spells are laid in cloth after it's woven." To Sandry she explained, "We make
up aspelled oil and work it into the fiber. The most powerful kind, the oil we shall need for Crane, must
be made up fresh every few days. That means the pace of our work is steady. | won't tell you to do this,
but | hope you'll want to help.”

"Asif I'd say no!" Sandry replied, eager to have something to do.

"Thank you," Crane said with feeling. He drank histeain tiny sips, to keep from burning his mouth.
Sandry noticed that as he drank, his color improved and he sat alittle straighter. She smiled to herself and
added cream to her own tea.

"Have you had word from"—they all knew Crane was about to say "Rosethorn,” but at the last moment he
changed it to—"the city?"'

"Flick got worse," both girls said at once, and made faces at each other. Briar had once said they sounded
like a Ragat chorus when they spoke the same words.

"Sheisthe child found"—Crane's long nose wrinkled; it seemed he was too elegant to use the word
"sewer"—"underground?’

"In the sewer," replied Triswickedly.

Crane began to eat the fruit bread he had shredded. "Messenger birds arrived from the city just before |
came here," he commented between bites. "Two derelicts who sleep in Mummer's Close have been found
with the disease and taken to Urda's House. In addition, a body covered with blue spots was found last
night in an empty lot on Spice Walk. The ailment is definitely contagious, and the mage who examined
the body saysthat it surely caused the man's death.”

"Yanna Pain-Taker defend us,” said Lark, calling on the goddess of medicine and healers. All of them
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made the gods-circle on their chests.

Shortly after dawn on Briar's second day of quarantine, a pair of homeless men were brought into the
room by masked soldiers of the Duke's Guard. Once the sick men had been washed, dressed in the
nightshirts, and put to bed—they were both too feverish to object to the soldiers' handling—the guards
joined their fellows in the room next door.

With the addition of the newcomers, Briar soon found that quarantine for anyone involved in healing
meant work. Now there were three patients to be cared for in what seemed to be an endless round of
washing, balm rubs, chamber pots, and cups of every liquid under the sun. The sharp scent of willowbark
teafelt burned into his nostrils. The older of the two men, Y uvosh, was hardly any trouble and did
whatever he was told. His friend, Orji, was not so cooperative. He was too hot, too cold, headachy or
hungry for real food, not broth or juice. His skin itched; his bones ached; he couldn't sleep for so much as
five minutes at atime. He was convinced that every new thing they made him drink was poison. Given
the taste of some of the brews Rosethorn created, Briar couldn't exactly blame him.

Flick weakened. What frightened Briar the most was that each time he helped her to sit up for more tea or
juice, shefelt thinner. The fever that came with the pox was eating the little fat she had. Y uvosh also
worried him, but in aless personal way; he was too weak and too obedient. A respectable street rat, even a
grown one, should put up more of afuss, or so it seemed to Briar.

Then there was Rosethorn. Briar worked on her as hard as he did their patients, trying to get her to eat and
sleep so that she would stay well. At least she was extra-careful to protect Briar and herself from
contagion. She continued to insist they wear masks and gloves unless they ate or cleaned themselves.
Tableware and the cloths they used to tend their sick were washed, then immersed in boiling water. She
and Briar scrubbed all over once aday, in very hot water, using soaps made to strip the skin of infection.
The smell of the soap lingered around them both like an invisible cloud.

Rosethorn would dictate notes or lists of suppliesto Briar as she worked on their patients or on the
medicines she made from oils and herbs. The supplies of those items passed to them through the big flap
on the inner door were never right. When she argued with the people who brought them, they summoned
the man who ran Urda's House, Jokubas Atwater. Talking through the speaking-window, Atwater told
Rosethorn impatiently that the house was not made of money and she would have to make do, as they did.

The notes Briar wrote for Rosethorn went to Winding Circle, sealed in the metal boxes of samples that
were taken every day from al five of them. Notes and samples alike were needed by the healersif they
were to see how the disease worked, and Rosethorn's notes were thorough. Her experience of other
epidemics meant she knew what to look for in this one. She taught some of her knowledge to Briar, to
explain things and as a break from the dull chores of the sickroom.

They had been in quarantine for three days when guards sheathed from head to toe in oilcloth carried in
five more patients, all covered with blue spots. Two were younger than Flick; two were old; and the fifth
man, who looked to be Orji's age, coughed deep in his chest. With them came a dedicate in the blue Water
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Temple habit, a plump, wide-hipped woman with dark brown hair and eyes, and skin the color of newly
minted bronze. She carried alarge basket of supplies on her back.

"Henna," Rosethorn greeted the new arrival. "It's about time."

"I would have come sooner, but they locked me in with that lunatic Crane, until he decided he couldn't
stand me. | don't know how you work with him," replied Dedicate Henna, unslinging the basket and its
supporting frame. "l decided quarantine is better."

Rosethorn laughed for the first timein days. "Y ou know, | was wondering what | missed about times like
this," she commented, throwing back the sailcloth cover on Henna's basket. "It was Crane, hovering and
telling me | wouldn't get anywhere with whatever | was doing. Y ou're right—quarantine is preferable.”

All three of them—Henna, Rosethorn, and Briar— settled the new patientsin, cleaning them up and
sending their old clothes down the washroom chute that led straight to a furnace. While they brewed fresh
willowbark tea from Henna's supplies, they also took samples from the new patients, sending them out
with their own samples for the day. Tea came next; everyone got some. The old people were nearly too
weak to sip, which Briar could tell worried the women. Next came balm rubs to soothe their patients
itchy skins.

At last everyone had been tended. Briar and Rosethorn sat at the table as Henna poured cups of a more
ordinary rosehip orange tea for them. "I don't know about you, but | have a headache,” the Water dedicate
informed Rosethorn. "Y ou must betired."

Rosethorn smiled crookedly and drank her tea down.

Briar looked at Henna beseechingly. To say anything in front of Rosethorn wasto invite aflailing with
the rough edge of her tongue. He could only pray that Henna would see the message in his eyes.

Shedid. "I'll take over for now," she told Rosethorn briskly. "I want you to drink this broth Dedicate
Gorse sent with me, then go to bed. I'll wake you at dusk." Henna rested a hand on Rosethorn's shoulder.
"Shame on you for not taking better care of yourself! Y ou're worn to the bone, and your boy hereisn't
much better off. Same orders for you, my lad," she told Briar sternly. "Broth and bed."

"There's yarrow balm in the yellow jar," Rosethorn said with ayawn. "We made it up fresn yesterday.
Aloe balm in the green one, and—"

"I know how you mark your medicines," Henna said tartly. "Broth, bed! Now!"
Rosethorn leaned closer, and kept her voice low. "Why is there only one of you?"

Hennarested a hand on Rosethorn's shoulder. "Because we knew you and Briar here were fine and able to
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carefor thislot, if you had someone else good to help. The others are needed elsewhere. The Duke's
Guard started a house-to-house search of the Mire today, and they keep finding new cases. Two of the
other three rooms on this floor are starting to fill up. They're calling it the blue pox, you know. The spots
show up blue on all but the darkest skins."

Briar saw Rosethorn's fingers tighten on Henna's shoulder, making the cloth dimple. "How many new
cases?' she whispered. "How many dead?"

"Thirteen dead we know of," was Henna's soft reply. "Only sixty-five sick when | camein. | suspect more
are hiding or telling themselvesiit's just arash, so there's no way to judge how many aretruly ill. I'm
guessing from the counts I've seen that probably there are at least a hundred more casestoday. If we're
lucky."

Rosethorn chewed on her lower lip, thinking. "Where are they finding the sick?"
"North Mire," replied Henna promptly. "From the buildings near the city wall."
Rosethorn sighed. "Y annawilling, thisis the worst of it."

"If it doesn't break out of the Mire, we'll avoid adeal of heartache. The guards have orders to stop any
Mire dwellers from entering the city." Hennalooked at Briar. "Now, my lad, get rid of that long face and
dish up the broth for you two." She pointed to alarge, wax-sealed crock.

He did as he was told. Sipping his—no matter how hard he worked, he remembered to eat—he watched
as Rosethorn drank her broth. When she finished, he followed her to her cot. "Thank the gods for
Honored Moonstream,” Rosethorn commented softly as she slid under her blanket. " She's no coin-
pincher, unlike the people who run this place. With Hennain here we'll get the supplies we need from
Winding Circle."

What we needed most was help, Briar thought, watching as Rosethorn went right to sleep. And we got it.

He went to bed. Lying down was one thing, he found; sleeping was something else. Had he given Flick
willowbark tea that morning? In the last three days Rosethorn had taught him a slavish love for
willowbark. It was the only thing that lowered the fever, which fretted her more than the spots and the
sores that developed when the spots cracked open. The tea also soothed her other worry, that Flick was
drying out, though Rosethorn used a different word: dehydration.

Perhaps he should check the date at the foot of Flick's cot. He would have marked it if he'd given his
friend willowbark tea that morning.

Henna sat on Orji's cot, holding the sick man's wrists. Running from her fingers was a tracery of
silver—magic. Briar closed his eyes for a moment, then looked again. The tracery was clearer, threading
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from dedicate to man like rootlets. Fascinated, Briar walked over to watch.

The magic streamed along Orji's arms and into his body, asif Hennaran it through his veins. For along,
long moment Henna's power bathed Orji from top to toe. At last it retreated, trickling out of his body the
way it had come in. Once Henna got her magic back, she released the dozing man and folded her handsin
her lap, head bowed.

Briar was about to creep away when she spoke. "You are supposed to be sleeping.” Her voice had the
trained quiet of someone who spends her time with the sick: Briar heard clearly, but neither Orji nor Flick
In the next bed stirred.

"I couldn't. What magic was that, what you did?"
Henna swiveled to look up at him. "Y ou know | was doing magic?’

“It'sathing | picked up from Tris," hereplied. Not long after Sandry had spun their magics together, Niko
had written a spell on Tris's spectacles, helping her to see magic as he did. The skill then spread to Daja,
Sandry, and Briar through their bond with Tris,

just as Trislearned alittle of their magics. "l see power when it's moving or working," Briar explained to
Henna, "but | don't know what it's doing."

Henna moved over to Flick's cot, sat, and took Flick's hands. The street girl stirred, opening heavy-lidded
eyes. "l just want to see how you are,” Henna reassured her.

Flick glanced up at Briar, who nodded. "I'm fine," she whispered, licking dry lips.

Briar fetched a cup of water and held Flick up so she could drink. When she turned her face away, he
lowered her to the pillow again. As Flick's eyes closed, Henna closed her own.

"It'sathing healerslearn to do," she murmured. Around her hands sprouted a web of light-strands that
sank into Flick's dark-spotted arms and raced through her body. "Before we start work, we must first
know what iswrong. It may be that the treatment we put to afever will hurt the patient's diseased kidneys,
or the foxglove we give to strengthen a heartbeat may cause a weakened heart to fail."

"Then you can see what the blue pox is,” Briar said eagerly.

Henna shook her head. "If it were adisease | had fought before, perhaps | could sense it, but only then.
Thisisn't even related to the diseases | know. But | can see the flow of her blood, the strength of her heart
and kidneys and bowels. | can feel her muscles, brain, and bones. | can see weak blood, if she hasit, or
fluid in the lungs. Bad eating habits, certainly." Hennawrinkled her nose. "And worms, and flukes."
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Flick's mouth dropped open. Her breath rattled in her dry mouth and nose. She was asl eep.
"Worms and flukes?' asked Briar, not sure he'd heard right.

"Parasites, in her body. They live on her. | would imagine, before Rosethorn cleaned her up, she had lice
and fleas as well."

Briar was about to ask, "Don't everybody?' when he remembered that he had not since his arrival at
Winding Circle. Who am |2 he wondered for a moment, shocked. Who am | really? It's like | shucked
being Roach the street rat like worn-out clothes—but Roach iswho | was for years. | can't just strip away
years, can |?

"Whereisthis girl from?' Hennawas asking. "Where did she live?’

Briar frowned at her. "The sewer," he said irritably. He didn't like the disapproval in Henna's face and
voice. Where else could Flick live and be safe? he wanted to ask, but did not. Instead he thought, Henna
actslike I'm one of her kind, one of the citizens. And I'm not. | can't be.

Henna shook her head and reclaimed her magic. Gently she drew the blanket over Flick's thin arms. "She
will have a battle of it, I'm afraid.”

"WEe'l pull her through," Briar said confidently. "I've heard them at the Circle—they say you're one of the
best. I'll do whatever you say. | was thinking maybe Flick could do with more willowbark tea."

"“I'll take care of that," said Henna, regarding him with an odd expression in her eyes. "Y ou should rest."
"l don't mind—"
"All our patients are asleep now, so | don't mind either. Bed."

Briar turned to go. He was halfway across the floor when her soft yet clear voice reached his ears.
" Sometimes there's nothing you can do, boy—Briar. Sometimes they don't have enough to fight with."

He looked back at her. "Flick'll fight. You'll see." He fell on his bed and rolled the blanket around him.
Maybe for abirthday | should pick the day when Roach of Deadman's District kicked the bucket and left
thiskid Briar in his place, he thought tiredly. Except | don't even know when that was. It all happened in
bits and pieces, like.

Maybe the girls know when it was.

Sleep, like the change from Roach to Briar, came slowly. Somewhere, between thought and dreams, he
flowed along the invisible ties that stretched between him and the girls. It turned his dreams to small
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chunks of their lives.

He was Daja, bent over a sheet of iron beaten leather-thin as Kirel, Frostpine's other apprentice,
bludgeoned away on a nearby anvil. Heat pressed Daja/Briar from the right, drawing her skin tight on that
side while a cold, damp blast made her |eft side pebble with goosebumps. The grip of a sharp-edged tool
she thought of asa"graver" nestled firmly in her right hand.

Slowly she thrust the sharp point of the graver along the iron, shaping the curves that would form the
symbol for protection. Her magic flowed in the graver's wake. It called the power to shield and to hold out
of the metal. She followed a magical trail, Briar realized: there was a design already drawn on the metal in
rose geranium oil and Frostpine's magic. It combined with Daja's as she cut four half circlesinto the
metal, each combining with the others to shape four petals. Last of all she cut afull circle that passed
through the other curves. As she completed it, running into the point where she had begun, the magic
faded, power seeping into iron to fill every inch. At last it was just adimly glowing set of curvesin her

eyes.

A hand—Iarge, warm, callused—came down on her shoulder. There was no telling how long Frostpine
had been there, watching. She looked up into his proud eyes. "Very good," he said. "The best yet. One
more, and | think we are finished for the day."

Briar lost Dgja, but magic tugged him still. He found himself in Sandry's mind as she labored with mortar
and pestle in Lark's workroom.

Charcoal to filter out the bad, rose geranium for protection, she was thinking—Briar noticed that both
Lark and Frostpine liked to use rose geranium. Sandry worked her pestle around the mortar's bowl in a
steady rhythm, thrusting her magic into her ingredients. Granules of frankincense flattened under her
rocking pressure, mixing with the liquid in crushed flower petals and rosemary |leaves. Protection and
purification, Sandry thought; no shadow can enter. She filled the bowl to the brim with her power.
Carnation and frankincense oils strengthened and purified what would be a thin paste rather than an oil. In
acorner of her mind the noble drew and redrew a protective circle in white fire around those she loved.
Peering at those within her circle, Briar recognized himself, Rosethorn, the girls, Lark, Frostpine, Niko,
Little Bear, the duke—and Dedicate Crane?

The surprise of seeing Crane made him wake on his cot at Urda's House. He blinked at the ceiling. Why
in Trickster Lakik's name did Sandry care what happened to Crane?

Sitting up, Briar looked around. Henna sat next to one of the new kids beds. A silver shimmer marked the
flow of magic through her fingersinto her patient. It chased a blue tint out of the boy's unpocked skin.

Briar went over for acloser look. "What's the matter with him?"* he whispered.

"He had a seizure—a convulsion—while you were asleep,” she replied. "It happens when afever runs too
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long unchecked. He's blue all over because he didn't get enough air during the spasms, so I'm trying to
change that."

Briar watched the flow of her magic, intent. Henna's power followed the veins between the child's chest
and his head. "How does magic in his blood fix hisair?"'

"Haven't you learned any physiology—how the body works?' asked Henna, startled.
Briar scowled at the hint that Rosethorn wasn't teaching him properly. "1 do plants,” he said, "not people."

Henna shook her head. "1 would have thought— never mind," she added as Briar glared at her. "Veins—
blood—carry air from the lungs to the brain. Without air, even for a short time, parts of the brain start to
die. It can mean a change astiny as forgetting how to tie aknot, or it can lead to idiocy, even death. Some
who survive the blue pox will live damaged, even crippled.”

The sick boy opened his eyes, staring at Henna. "I'll be there, Mama," he whispered. "Don't let the camels
eat me." He went back to sleep.

"He's got a chance to survive." Hennareleased him and got to her feet. Sighing, she turned her head and
neck in acircle, trying to relax stiff muscles. "His family came on hard times just recently, so he's still
healthy at bottom. If we keep his brain whole, he may do all right."

They had put the man with the cough in a distant corner, away from the old people and the children. Now
he sat up, hacking loudly.

"What about him?' asked Briar.

Henna shook her head. "He's in the last stages of consumption—Iung-rot. Catching the blue pox just
means he'll die sooner rather than later."

"But you could heal him," protested Briar in awhisper, following her to the cupboards as she hunted for
something. "I've seen you people do healings. Why aren't you at it now?"

Henna pulled a basin from the cupboard. "I have the power to heal four of the people in this room
completely," she said, her voice tight. "Old people and children and those aready ill, like that man, are
the hardest to bring back—I'd have to go to Death's kingdom to get them. That will drain me for a month
or more—that means |'d be useless, bedridden, too weak even to care for the sick without my magic. If
heal ers use themselves up to save a handful, what happens to the sick brought in tomorrow, and the next
day, and the day after?' She searched through the medicines on the table, taking a brown glass bottle.
"Get acup.”

Briar obeyed.
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As Henna poured liquid from the bottle into the cup, she continued, "A touch of my power given to one
person at atime might help fifty to win free of the disease, and leave me with enough magic to fight the
blue pox in my own body. | may have to let some die, if they're too far gone, and keep my power to save
others."

"I'm sorry," Briar whispered as she thrust the stopper into the bottle.

"Soam |," replied Henna. "It's the single worst thing about being a healer-mage.” She took the cup and
basin to the coughing man.

One of the old people sat up. "Get that oar in the water, ye sluggard,” she cried. "We're bringin' home a
full boat if wefishtill midnight!" She gasped and choked.

Rosethorn was beside her before Briar knew his teacher was awake, thrusting a cloth between the old
woman's teeth. The woman bucked hard, convulsing, and threw Rosethorn off the bed. Briar ran to help.

There was no quiet moment after that. Both the old woman and the boy had seizures all afternoon. When
they were quiet, Henna, Rosethorn, and Briar cleaned everyone up and tried to get liquids into them. The
man with consumption coughed long and often, fighting to breathe. By sunset he was spitting blood into

the basin Henna had brought to him.

Flick dozed lightly at times or blinked at the ceiling. She was still too weak to sit. Briar helped the girl up,
desperately trying to get her to drink more.

The thin gray daylight was fading when Briar heard the clank of metal. He dropped the bowl he was
scrubbing and looked for the source. Was it the outside door again?

There was the sound of a bolt being drawn: clack.
The inner door, the one that opened into Urda's House, swung open.

Rosethorn and Henna got to their feet. Jokubas Atwater, the mean old man who had told Rosethorn that
Urda's House was not made of money, stood in the open door. "This entire building is now a pest-house,"
he said acidly, eyes bitter. "The sick must keep to their own floors, but healers'—he looked around until
he found Briar—"and apprentices, you may move freely about the house."

"We could use another pair of hands," remarked Henna.

"You'll get them," Jokubas said crisply. "My daughter is coming up here now, with ten more sick."
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The news that Briar and Rosethorn had been joined by Dedicate Henna was greeted with relief at
Discipline Cottage. Everyone went to bed early that night, tired by worry and their own labors. Tris woke
sometime after midnight to the sound of rain tapping the thatch overhead. She put on her spectacles, a
wool gown, and a shawl, sending her power out. The familiar sense of hot metal in the room across from
hers was missing—she frowned, then remembered that Daja was at Frostpine's, working and sleeping at
hisforge. With asigh Tris let her magic seep through the boards and plaster between her and the ground
floor. Lark slept heavily, the warmth of her magic lower than Tris had ever felt it. Sandry was in the same
shape. They had worked hard, putting their strength into the masks and gloves for Crane and his staff.

Trisfound Little Bear's life force, that of a dozing animal with unhappy dreams. He had to be sleeping in
Briar's room again: her sense of him was nearly overpowered by the magic that radiated from Briar's
shakkan. Over its one-hundred-forty-six-year existence, the miniature tree had been used to store and
build upon the magic of its earlier owners; its green strength pressed on her own power. There was a
curiously similar feel to the shakkan and to Little Bear, a kind of sadness. They missed Briar.

"We all do," she muttered crosdly, stuffing her feet into thin leather slippers. "Can't you keep it to
yourselves?'

With the stealth of months of practice she left the house, though she wondered why she bothered to be
quiet. From the feel of Sandry and Lark, Tris thought that she might bang kettle lids in their ears and they
wouldn't twitch.

Through the back gate she passed, then between the fence and the vineyard. Over the winter she had worn
apath in the grass, one that led across a band of open ground. It went straight to the closest stair on the
inside of Winding Circle'sthick wall. Therain fell steadily as she climbed, hoisting her skirts to keep
from tripping, panting with effort. At least these days no one who saw her puffing was silly enough to yell
at her to lose weight. Before she had learned to control her power—and the way it produced hail or
lightning when she was vexed—some had teased her, with interesting results.
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L earning to control her magic had meant she had to give up rewarding those people who gave cruel
advice. She hadn't liked that, even when Niko pointed out that those she frightened became enemies. Niko
Isa spoilsport, thought Tris, trying to catch her breath as she stepped onto the top of the wall.

Most nights when she came up here, she walked south to get a view of the harbor islands and the Pebbled
Sea beyond. There was no glimpse of the seatonight; the rain cloaked it. Below and to her right lay the
joining of the roads that wrapped around Winding Circle and the granite ridge between the temple and the
Mire. The slum and even walled Summersea were gone from view; no light cut through the rain, not even
that of the harbor beacons.

"One day—" a quiet voice began.

Tris gasped and jumped. Niko's approach had taken her by surprise. He steadied the girl with a hand on
her shoulder. She could barely see his craggy face under the wide-brimmed hat he'd worn to keep off the
Wet.

"I didn't mean to frighten you," he said.
"Well, you did," muttered Tris. "What were you going to say?"

"Only that if you ever get a home of your own, you ought to consider a nice tower, preferably on acliff.
Y ou seem to prefer lookout spots.”

"I'm aweather mage, aren't 1?7* she asked. "Of course | like heights.”
"Tell me, weather mage, how long you do expect this storm to last?’

Tris sent her power rolling into the clouds. "A day, maybe two," she replied, testing the feel of water,
heat, and cold in the air. "Hard rain toward dawn, mistylike until ten in the morning, light rain after.”

"Can you make it end? Usher the storm away from here?"

Trisstared at him. "Y ou just asked me to meddle with the weather."

"Yes." He evaded her eyes, staring out at the dark landscape.

"But you threatened dire thingsif | used my power like that. I'm not allowed to muck with nature.”
"Thisis different."

"How do you know your telling me to do it won't turn out as badly asif | did it on my own?" she
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demanded.

"I don't,” wastheflat reply. "I feel it'simportant enough to try, though, or I never would have brought it
up.”

That made her nervous. "Please explain," she said, unusually meek.

Niko sighed. "It seems this disease isn't carried in the air, which is the only good news we've had all
week. That leaves human contact, insects or animals, or water. If animals were carriers, we would have
noticed sick ones. There are no flies or mosquitoes at this time of year, though we can't rule out fleas and
lice. | believe this thing spreads too quickly to be simply a matter of human contact, though Crane won't
rule that out. The only thing we can try to change—"

"Iswater," said Tris.

"The water in the sewers rises by the hour," said Niko. "It may already be leaking into the city's wells. It
certainly will do so if the water continuesto rise. If we can move this rain along, our outlook would be
improved."

Trisremoved her shoes, spectacles, and shawl, handing them to Niko. She climbed into one of the flat-
bottomed notches in the top of the wall and turned away from the wind. The storm was at her back,
coming from the southeast, bound for the northern mountains. She spread herself in it and let its motion
thrust her to its leading edge. The hills around Summersearolled under her. Rivers, streams, towns, she
felt them all as she flowed overhead, bound for the great mountains beyond.

An opposing wind in her face brought her to a halt. Here was a pressure to counter the storm she rode, a
whirling mass of air entrenched nearly thirty miles to the north. It would go nowhere; if sheinsisted, she
would regret it. She had met such things before and wouldn't have cared if she'd had no storm at her back
to move along.

She jumped onto the edge of the unmoving northern system. Following its edge west as she sought a gap
where she could put her storm, she found none. At last she gave up. Returning to the storm over Winding
Circle, she used its power to send her shooting high above the clouds into open air. Safe from her storm's
pull, she turned west again, still looking for a space to move it to. There was nothing she would not have
to fight other weather to clear.

Cat dirt, thought Tris, using afavorite expression of Sandry's.

Curious, she sank until she was caught up in her storm's counterclockwise spin. Shelet it drag her south
and east, saving her own strength for the return trip. At the storm's southernmost point she yanked free. A
fresh storm caught her ailmost instantly. Shelet it pull her even farther south and jumped free— straight
into athird storm.
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When at last she opened her body's eyes, she found that the sky showed barely pink through a small break
in the eastern clouds. A fine drizzle fell on Winding Circle.

Her body had gone stiff in her absence. She lurched and saw there was but an inch between her feet and
the edge of the wall. She'd forgotten she stood in a notch, with nothing to keep her from walking into thin
ar.

A wiry arm circled her waist and yanked her back. Tris and Niko both tumbled to the walkway in an
undignified pile.

When sherolled off him, Niko sat up, gasping for air. "Don't ever do that by yourself!" he scolded when
he caught his breath. "Y ou might have been killed!"

"I noticed," replied Tris, shuddering.

Niko fumbled at his belt, producing aflask. He opened it and put it to her lips. Tris drank obediently,
trying not to let the sweet tealeak between her chattering teeth. It was a mixture she didn't recognize,
flavored with dates, citron, and plums.

"That isn't one of Rosethorn's,” she gasped when she was done. She didn't need to see the magic that
infused the tea; shefelt it in her veins. Her head cleared, and her chilled body warmed quickly.

"Moonstream fixed it," replied Niko, returning the flask to his belt. "I assume you were gone so long for a
reason—have you good news for me?"

Trislurched to her feet, wringing her very wet skirts. Niko remained on the walkway, staring up at her,
eyes bright under his broad-brimmed hat.

Taking a deep breath, Trissaid, "I can move this storm, but it won't mean anything. There are storms
behind it for hundreds of miles. They're dumping rain over the whole east half of the Pebbled Sea.
Whatever | send off will be replaced in aday, even less."

Niko's heavy brows snapped together in afrown. "Why now, O Gods?' he demanded. "Why give us al
thisrain now? We don't need—"

"Hoy!" someone yelled from below, inside Winding Circle. "I was told Niklaren Goldeye is up there!"
"How could anyone know that?' asked Tris as Niko got up.

"While you were—busy," he said drily, "I had several chats with the guards. They must have told him."
He leaned over the edge of the walkway. "One moment," he called. Walking briskly to the stair, Tris
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behind him, he descended.

Their summoner looked happy to wait: he was bracing himself on spread knees as he fought to catch his
breath. Tris was interested to see he wore the uniform not of the Duke's Guard—which looked after the
Mire and everything else outside Summersea's wall—but of the Provost's Guard, which patrolled inside it.

"They said you was to know right off," the man wheezed when they reached him. "Someone told our
cap'n, and she ordered us to search the house, and we found three of ‘em. And then she ordered us, do the
flanking houses, and we got three more in one and five in t'other. Cap'n's turning out all Cobbler's Lane
now. Y ou're wanted in town."

Niko held up a hand, his expression bleak. "Threg, three, and five what?' he asked, his light voice dightly
husky.

The guard took a deep breath, and straightened. "It's the blue pox, Master Goldeye," he said, his eyes
haunted. "Inside the city wall."

After along night in which more time was spent caring for the sick than sleeping, Briar, Rosethorn,
Henna, and the new healer were treated to gruel, tea, and the prospect of a busy day. No sooner had they
finished breakfast than the women were called to a meeting of al the healersin Urda's House. " Stay put,”
Rosethorn murmured to Briar. "There will be alot of quarreling before anything useful is discussed. Y our
timeis better spent here."

Briar stayed and watched as those not at the meeting—House workers and members of the Duke's Guard,
al gloved and masked—carried in more patients. By noon every bed was filled. Workers then laid pallets
in the broad center aisle. Once those were made up, ten more sick were brought in. A screen was put
around the coughing man. He had survived the night, but his breath now bubbled horribly in his throat.

Intimidated by the new adults, not liking the fact that they tended patients without gentleness, Briar stayed
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beside Flick's bed. He left only to fetch water, visit the privy, or fill cups from the big pot of broth and the
bigger one of willowbark tea set up on the table.

Outside the night's storm continued: its winds moaned through the cracks in the walls. As workers
brought fresh lamps to relieve the gloom, Briar made a happy discovery. The spots on Flick were
shrinking and fading. When Rosethorn came back, he dragged her to Flick's bed. "The pocks are going!"
he said gleefully. "She'll make it!"

Rosethorn took Flick's pulse, then tried the heat on the girl's forehead and chest. " Still feverish, though
not as much," she remarked. "Well just have to see." She looked up at Briar, who scowled at her calm
way of receiving the best news he'd had in awhile. "She may be on the mend. That fever is more
dangerous than the spots—I don't like how it resists the willow-bark. In any event, you have to leave her
for awhile. We have work to do."

"Who'll ook after her?' demanded Briar.
"The people who work up here, for now," said Rosethorn.
"But they aren't careful. They just poke the sick ones and go."

Rosethorn frowned. Briar huddled into his clothes, expecting to get the rough side of her tongue. She
looked to be in that kind of mood.

Instead she took a breath and resettled the strings that held her mask around her ears, getting her temper in
hand. "They'll look after your friend as well as anyone. There iswork for plant mages, and it must be
done now."

Briar put his cups down with a sigh and followed her out. They passed three other large rooms like theirs
on the way to the inner staircase. Those wards were filled too. More than half of the people who worked
in them wore the blue habits of the Water Temple, asight that comforted Briar. Though the new healer in
their room, Atwater's daughter, seemed al right, he had never met any of the others who worked in Urda's
House. What he did know, from Rosethorn's tales of arguments with them over the winter, did not leave
him with much confidence in the locals.

"Why serve here, if they don't like poor people?' he asked Rosethorn as they descended the stairs.

She smiled crookedly. "Some care. Some do it because it's fashionabl e these days to take an interest in the
Mire," she explained. "Some because it's the only work they can get. Between guild charity funds and the
duke, they're paid a decent wage. Some cared once, but they've seen so much poverty that their hearts
broke."

There was a sobering thought, Briar reflected, that you could love something and lose that love. Would he
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ever run out of love for green things? He brushed Rosethorn's sleeve with his fingertips so lightly that she
didn't fed it.

No, he thought with asmile. I'll never run out of that.

They passed the second-floor landing and the ground floor, ducking around people who carried supplies
upstairs. At last they came to avast cellar. Thisfloor too was busy: storerooms of all kinds lined one side
of astone-walled corridor. Opposite them were the furnace and pump rooms that got water to the wards.

Rosethorn headed straight to the last storeroom and entered. Briar, following, saw alarge, brightly lit
chamber lined from ceiling to floor with shelves. More racks of tall, freestanding shelves covered the
floor. Jars of medicines sat on them, each container bearing alight coating of dust.

"One of their people—who fled two days ago— sold all the medicines | brought here over the last
eighteen months,” said Rosethorn, surveying the jars. *And the medicines | freshened up when | visited.
Here'swhat's |eft, and it's more than ayear old. If | could find her | would . . . well, never mind. Thisis
what we have. You and | will restore or add as much virtue as we can to every shred and drop."

Briar's heart sank as he looked at all the shelves. "Can't somebody else do it?'

"Not like we can." Rosethorn took fat pottery jars marked Willowbark from the shelves closest to her and
placed them on aworkbench at the front of the room.

"Can we just get fresh from home?' asked Briar. Thislooked to be along, dull, thankless chore.

"The whole city wants fresh medicines. Do you think Urda's House is at the top of the Lord Mayor'slist?!
Rosethorn shook her head. " Stop dancing, and get to work."

Picking up aknife from the workbench, Briar used it to break wax seals and pry the stoppers from the
jars. The bark inside was dry, brittle, and scentless. "Thisis more than ayear old,” he announced, testing
the bark with his magic, trying to judge how long it had been parted from itstrees. "Like maybe two
years."

"Of courseitis," Rosethorn said. The sarcasm in her voice was not for him. "Why should this task have
anything easy about it?" She yanked two large baskets from under the worktable, one for each of them.
"Dump the jars into these—we'll do more if we go by basket instead of jar.”

Once the baskets were full, Rosethorn lowered herself to the floor in atailor's seat. "What wedo is
become the queen tree, the one from which all other willows are born—"

"|s there such a queen?' Briar asked, intrigued.
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Rosethorn gave him a stern look. "The willows believe it, and they're the ones that matter. May |
continue?' Briar nodded. She gave him an extra moment, just to be sure, then resumed. "Our magic will
be the queen's sap that we put into this bark, to make it young and strong again.”

She removed avia from her pocket. It held the oil he called "Weigh anchor," because it was used to get a
magical working started; Rosethorn named it "Facilitator.” She had taught him to blend carnation, lotus,
and myrrh oilsin just the right way, so their powers of strength, purification, and the penetration of
obstacles were at their height. She had even given him arare compliment on his most recent batch, telling
him she could feel it from across the room. Now, knowing what came next, he offered his hands.

She put adrop at the center of each pam, athird between his eyes. He felt them like tiny suns, their
strength mingling with the magic in his blood. Rosethorn did the same to herself, then drew her basket
onto her lap, steadying it with her oiled pams. Briar sat on the floor, hislegs to either side of hisown
basket, placed his hands flat on the sides, then closed his eyes.

She towered in his mind's vision. He'd forgotten how it had taken his breath to see the tree-giant she as
inside her pearly skin. He was stunned now, awed and alittle frightened.

He touched her knee with hisfoot and mind-spoke: You're like a giant shakkan, with all that power in
you.

Tend your bark, she ordered him, not unamused.

Briar drew away and thought about his own magic. So he was a queen willow now, was he? Better to be a
king willow, he thought privately, trying to see it. Inch by inch he shaped himself: pale heartwood, gray
bark riddled with fissures, long and wistful branches, lance-point leaves. His power shaped him and made
the veinsin hisleaves shimmer. The basket turned as clear as fine glass to his power; he settled himself in
its contents, feeding the dry, weak bark asif it were hisown.

Enough. Rosethorn had touched his arm to speak to him. Hold the tree in your mind, but release thisload
of bark. We have more to feed.

He drew himself in, opened his eyes, and checked the basket. Its contents shimmered in his vision as they
would have had they just been cut from strong trees.

Not too shabby, he told himself. Careful to hold the king willow in his mind, not letting its image break
apart, hefilled the jars he had emptied. | can do this, easy.

He and Rosethorn worked on four baskets each, renewing the bark's power to banish fever and pain, then
returning it to the jars for use. When they had revived it al, Briar examined the king willow. For a
moment he'd wondered how it would be to sink roots and sprout leaves. The idea was tempting, a way to
escape this house, with its smells and cross people and the dying. A way to sit aone and love the sun.
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Fighting the willow's pull, Briar looked around. Someone had left them atray with ateapot, cups, bread,
and a thick wedge of cheese.

"Food!" he said gleefully. The king willow's temptation evaporated. "Ain't soup neither!"

"Itisn't soup either" Rosethorn corrected him wearily. She struggled to her feet. "I hope there's honey
somewhere. | need it."

There was honey. Briar added plenty to the tea and watched sharp-eyed as she drank it, then gave her
bread and cheese. Satisfied that she was eating, he gulped down his share of everything. When they'd
finished, he felt just asfine asrubies.

"Say, Rosethorn?"
She stared at the bread in her fingers asif it were sawdust. "What?"'

"When's your birthday?' It had come to him between willow baskets. To have the same birthday as
Rosethorn—that would satisfy even Lady Sandrilene.

Rosethorn smiled crookedly. "Longnight."

He blinked at her. That couldn't be. "Longnight?" It was the hammer of winter, the night when al fires
were doused and everyone prayed for the sun to rise.

She nodded, her smile twisted. "Doesn't that put paid to those who claim our birthdates determine our
lives? What kind of plant mage has a birthday on the longest night of the year?' Rosethorn sighed. "I
celebrate at Midsummer instead—though not too much, as | get older. Who wants to be reminded of
birthdays?' Raising her slender brows, she asked wickedly, "Still haven't picked one, boy?"

Briar shook his head gloomily.
"Well, don't look to me for help. Mine was the gods' own little joke. Now, where were we?'

Next came wild cherry bark, as dried up and stale as the willow. After three baskets each of that, Briar felt
alittle tired, but not enough to stop, not when he saw the shadows under Rosethorn's eyes. Instead he kept
at it and gave lost vigor to coltsfoot, catnip, and plantain, al remedies for coughs or fever. Coming out of
his trance after waking a basketful of red clover, he discovered Rosethorn was missing. He found her in
the farthest corner of the room, her back to him and her hands over her face. Rosethorn—who terrified
most of those with sense and everyone without it— was crying. Worse, she wept in the soft, dull way that
meant she'd been at it for awhile.
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He wrapped his arms fiercely around her waist, resting his cheek on her back. "I'll find that light-fingered
woman if | have to turn over every rock between here and the Bight of Fire," he whispered passionately.
"Wherever she took the coin she got from selling your medicines, it ain't far enough to dodge me. I'll cut
her in bitty chunks for you, would you like that? Y ou could grill her over afire and then feed her to
sharks, like you aways threaten me. Wouldn't that be fun?"

"I'm sorry," Rosethorn whispered. "l didn't mean to do this."

To hear her apologize for afit of weepsjust as the girls did nearly broke his heart. He'd never guessed
how much of himself he'd tacked to Rosethorn, who feared nothing and nobody. "I'll give you her skin for
adrape," he offered. "Just tell me, and I'll do it, I'll bring you her nicking fingersin pickle juice. |—"
"No," she said, trying to smile as she turned to face him. "It's not this—chore. Though I hate being down
here without even awindow, among all this, thismast." The word meant the litter of leaves, bark, and
twigs that lay on the ground in the forest; it startled him that she used it to refer to the contents of these
jars. She wiped her face on her arm, smearing the dust on her cheeks.

"Where's your handkerchief?' Briar asked.

Rosethorn shrugged.

He undid the strings that held her mask and wiped her cheeks with it. Her skin was dry and slack, he
noted. Even her lips were pale. She looked—the best word he could think of was "shadowed."

Shadowed, he thought again, an ideatickling his brain. She feelslike a plant in the shade.

He stepped back from her. Had there ever been a day when she had not gone outside? He had run to the
Water Temple or the Earth Temple with her in the foulest rains, or just walked, following Winding
Circle's spiral road al the way down to the Hub and back out again as they stopped to examine every
sleeping patch of flowers and vegetables.

" Should we go on the roof ?* he inquired.
Rosethorn shook her head. "I'm not wilting for lack of sun, boy," she informed him.
He wasn't convinced she was right about that, not entirely.

Tears began to roll down her cheeks again. "Oh, dear," she whispered, turning her face away. "l want to
be home," she said, almost to herself. "With Lark and the girls and even that idiot dog. | want people to
stop—gabbling at me. | want my own workshop, and my own garden.”

"| gabble at you," Briar pointed out softly.
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"Y ou don't," she said, once more wiping her face on her sleeve. "Not about cost, or when at the latest you
have to get what you want. Y ou aren't telling me to obey you or make things clear to someone or do
written reports every day. Y ou don't cough on me or vomit on me. .. ." She took a deep breath. "I wouldn't
be weepy if | weren't tired. And if you ever tell anyone | got foolish like this, I'll deny it," she added,
trying to sound like the Rosethorn he knew.

Briar reached out for the girls. Who at home was free? Not Sandry; she and Lark were rubbing oil into a
length of undyed cotton like that used for masks and gloves. Not Daja either; she was helping Frostpine
pour molten iron into amold. Tris sat in Rosethorn's workshop, a book open before her, staring glumly
out the window as rain streamed down outside.

Tris? Briar called silently to her. | need my shakkan brought here right away—that and some of the
potted herbs growing in the house. Living plants, mind.

You want me to come all the way down there with a load of plants? was the redhead's indignant reply. On
a day like this? She waved at the rainswept garden.

Please, he replied solemnly. It's important.
She reached back along their bond, feeling his distress, and looked at Rosethorn through him. If she

noticed the tearstains or the bleak expression in Rosethorn's eyes, for once Tris was diplomatic enough to
keep silent. Oh, all right, she said, exaggeratedly patient. It's not like | have too much to do.

Briar turned to Rosethorn. His silent chat with Tris had come and gone in aflash. "Look, we're both wore
out. We did enough to hold them for an hour, | bet. So let's catch us some winks now, what do you say?
FU doit if you will."

She gripped his earlobe. " Street slang,” she remarked.

"You'reright, itis," he said blithely. "How 'bout them winks?"

"Areyou trying to look after me?' she wanted to know.

Rather than answer so tricky a question, Briar yawned. Rosethorn's eyelids fluttered. "We should do
more," she said, her voice soft. Shefell silent, deep in thought, and Briar went to borrow two blankets
from another storeroom. When he returned, she was curled up in a corner, already napping. Gently he

covered her. It was cold in the cellar. He wrapped the second blanket around his own shoulders and took
down jars of stale blackberry syrup for stomach ailments.

When Briar realized that his shakkan was somewhere near, he got to his feet. Rosethorn was still asleep;
she had been up often in the night, trying to help the consumptive man. Briar put aside blanket and syrup
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and left the cellar. Halfway up the stairs, he remembered his cloth mask and settled it over his nose and
mouth.

"Goods coming in," someone at the front door was shouting. "All back. Back!"

I'm here, Briar heard Tris say in mind-speech. | hitched a ride with supplies from Winding Circle. The
carter was only allowed to put everything onto the house porch, though, and they're making us go outside
the fence. | won't even get to see you, will 17?

Dunno, Briar told her sadly. Prob'ly not.

Quarantined members of the Duke's Guard kept the sick who were able to walk away from the door. Two
blue-robed healers went outside, a blinding shield of white light raised before them like awall.

"Will that stuff hurt what | have coming in?' Briar asked Jokubas Atwater.

The man scowled at Briar. "Thisis not your affair," snapped the head of Urda's House. " Get back to bed
where you belong."

"That'sno invalid," said one of the guards. "That's Briar, Rosethorn's boy." He winked at Briar, taking the
sting out of Jokubas's behavior. " She's got things coming in, lad?"

Briar nodded. "Plants."

"The cleansing spell will not hurt plants," Jokubas said irritably. "I thought you and she were enhancing
our medicines."

"We are," Briar said evenly, without another word. The white light ahead of the two healers trickled
around and through a pile of crates, baskets, and alone wicker container without a top.

That'sit, Tristold Briar, watching through his eyes. | just grabbed what looked sturdy enough to survive
thetrip.

When house staff walked out to get the supplies, Briar did too. The moment he peered into the basket, his
spirits rose. Whether by accident or because she'd learned something from Briar and Rosethorn over the
long winter, Tris had chosen plants Briar himself might have picked. The basket held not only his
shakkan, but also one of Discipline's many protective ivy plants. Tris had even brought the small herb
garden from the windowsill of Rosethorn's shop: marjoram, oregano, fennel, dill, and spearmint. All
possessed some property of healing or protection in addition to the flavors they gave to food.

You done good, Coppercurls, Briar called out silently to Tris, who was climbing into the wagon for the
trip home. | owe you.
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Piffle, she replied, warmly pleased. Like | said, I'm not exactly busy.

Briar carried the basket downstairs very carefully. Without rousing his teacher, he arranged the plants
around her curled-up form and waited.

After aminute or two color returned to her skin, changing ashen to cream. Her lips bloomed from white to
pink. Her hair, which had looked brown over the last few days, developed a chestnut glow.

It was like she was dead, he realized with a shudder. Like she was dead, and somehow brought back to
life.

Her eyes opened. They were dlightly bloodshot yet, but their shine was back. She yawned widely. " Strike
me for aninny," she remarked, sitting up. She sid one hand around the shakkan's trunk and cupped the
ivy's bowl in the other. "It never once occurred to me that this was the problem."

"Me neither, till you said that about you not being a plant that needs sun,” he said. "Y ou never beenin
guarantine before, right?’

"I have never been in quarantine, yes," she said tartly.

Briar grinned, unrepentant. This was the Rose-thorn he knew. She'd threaten a horrible death for someone
any minute now.

"I'm always shut in with Crane, developing acure. | never thought there'd come a day when I'd wish for
that." She sighed. "We should get back to work."

Briar nodded and fetched more stale medicines for them to tend. Rosethorn sat for another moment,
cradling each plant in her hands and tickling her face with the fronds.

As aplant mage, Rosethorn could tap the shakkan's magical reserves, once Briar talked the tree into
allowing it. For reasons that baffled the boy, the shakkan preferred his touch to Rosethorn's. With its help,
and with Rosethorn's and even Briar's energies renewed by contact with living plants, they finished the
job.

When done, they carried the potted plants upstairs in a basket.

"Let's share the wealth," Rosethorn suggested. " Give people something to look at." They left all of the
plants but the shakkan on windowsill in the first- and second-floor wards. While Briar was glad to bring
cheer to those rooms, he was unpleasantly surprised by how many people were in them. Each first-floor
ward held thirty people, like their own upstairs. The three second-floor infirmaries were full, with a
hundred patientsin each. Adding in the first- and third-floor wards, he realized that Urda's House
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contained nearly five hundred sick.

"Where are they coming from?* he asked Rosethorn as they took the empty basket to the first floor to be
reused. He carried his shakkan in his arms; it would stay with him. "Are they all from the Mire?'

Rosethorn shook her head. A pile of empty crates and baskets lay beside the front door: she placed theirs

on it. "We've been getting people from East District since yesterday. There's talk of emptying the houses
on either side of this one to use them for quarantine.”

"Not necessary," said afamiliar voice. Both Rosethorn and Briar gasped as Niko walked out of a nearby
office with Dedicate Henna and Jokubas Atwater. Niko wore not only gloves and mask, but also along
overrobe spelled so powerfully against disease that it made Briar's eyes smart to look at him. "With the
plague now loose in the city, the Water Temple there has opened its normal hospital wards to take in
those with blue pox."

"There's plague outside the East District?' asked Rosethorn.
"Ten cases this morning in Fountain Square,”" Niko replied, "and seven in Emerald Triangle."

Briar bit hislip. Niko had just named the two wealthiest districts inside the walls, where rich merchants
and nobleslived. If the Money-Bags have it, everyone does, thought the boy.

"The duke is clearing an Arsenal warehouse for use as a hospital," Henna added. "1'm leaving to get things
set up there."

"What about the quarantine?' asked Briar.

"It's over, isn't it?' Rosethorn asked Niko and Jokubas. " There's no point anymore, not with cases
throughout Summersea.”

Both men nodded.
Briar yipped with glee. "Then we can go home!"
"No," said all four adults at once, startling him.

"Why not?' he demanded, suddenly furious. What good was he doing here, and why shouldn't he leave?
They had plenty of healers now. He wanted his own room, in his own house, and food cooked by the
peerless Gorse in temple kitchens. He wanted Lark to say how brave he'd been and to hear the Hub clock
sound the hours. Open air would be nice, and proper sun, and aroll on the grass with his dog. He could
settle back among the girls, where he belonged.
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Who would look after Flick? asked a quiet voice within him. Does anyone care about her but you?

Rosethorn put an arm around Briar's shoulder. "There's no disease at Winding Circle," she explained
softly. "Isthere?' She put the question directly to Niko, who shook his head. "Until we know how this
plague is carried, we can't risk taking the blue pox uphill to our friends."

"Rut you're going back, ain't you?' Briar demanded of Niko.

"Yes, | am," snapped the mage. "I also have to stop at atent outside the Mire, get rid of my clothes, scrub
every inch with avile soap that makes me itch, then rub in an even more vile-smelling oil before | can
leave. If | thought you did more good at Winding Circle than here, | would be quite pleased to suggest
that you get the same.”

Briar glared at Niko, who glared right back. If he'd been feeling tolerant, Briar would have seen that
Niko's eyes were tired, his skin chapped and red, and backed off. Briar was not feeling tolerant just then.

"Thisreeks!" he yelled, terrified that he would spend the rest of hislifein Urda's House. "This readlly,
really reeks! Lakik's mercy to the blue pox and whatever sent it!" He ran upstairs with his shakkan,
fighting the urge to cry like a baby. The problem was that he was already seeing Lakik's mercy, which
was no mercy at all.

Frostpine placed the lid on a sample box; Dajagave it one last rub. Kirel took it to the girl in the yellow
habit of the Air Temple who waited in the doorway. She balanced a wooden crate nearly filled with
sample boxesin awheelbarrow. Kirel placed his burden there, shut the crate, and fastened the leather
strap that kept the lid on. The girl thanked him, giving the big youth a sidelong glance, then turned the
wheelbarrow and trundled it away.

"Perhaps you should help her," Frostpine suggested as he winked at Daja. " She looked strong, but such
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loads are delicate...."

Dajanoticed that Kirel's skin turned a nice shade of crimson. " She seemed to like you," she pointed out,
massaging her fingers.

"I'll see her at supper,” Kirel replied. "Her and her girlfriends eat at atable close to mine." He brushed his
white habit, trying to wipe away soot marks.

"Areyour hands al right?' Frostpine asked Daja, putting away the rest of histools. "I know engraving is
hard, but you did so well that | didn't think to ask."

Daatucked her hands into her tunic pockets. "I'm just surprised they're empty," she said. "How many
days have we been at this?'

"I lost track," Kirel remarked wearily. He ladled water from the barrel and poured it over hislong braids,
blowing like awhale.

Frostpine slung one arm around Kirel's wet shoulders and another around Dgjas. "Y ou did fine work," he
told his students. "Only the healers, and Lark and Sandry, are working harder." He let them go. "Daja, my
pearl, you can return to Discipline tonight, if you like."

"I would," Dajareplied. "Did we make enough of those things?"

"They have enough to last a month, and tomorrow we are going to rest,” Frostpine announced as they
went outside.

"Herel Watch it!" cried a man just when they would have walked onto the spiral road. Four wagons rolled
by, each carrying novices and Fire and Earth Temple dedicates. They were armed with picks and shovels.
Still more wagons followed, laden with canvas, empty carry-baskets, and lumber.

"What's all this?" Frostpine asked one of the drivers.

"Setting up a hospital camp," replied the woman, an Earth Temple dedicate. "Hospital camp and an open
pit for burning the dead."” When Frostpine and his students stared at her in shock, she said, "Where have
you been? The blue pox is everywhere in the city. Urda's House and the Water Temple are full up. Duke's
clearing a warehouse, and they're building the camp uphill of the Mire. Pit's to be dug on Bit Island." Her
wagon rolled on, bound for the south gate and the road to the city.

Briar? asked Dgja, reaching through their magical connection. Are you all right? She was suddenly
frightened for him and Rosethorn.

I'mfine. Go away, Briar replied firmly. Dajawas cut off as crisply as if he'd sslammed a door in her face.
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As Briar stalked down the hall to the room where Flick was, a healer stopped him. "Mask, gloves," he
said tiredly. "We've fresh ones on the tables; use them."

Briar wanted to tell him off as he'd just told Dgja, but the man looked so weary over his own mask that
Briar decided it wasn't worth it. He put the shakkan down and helped himself to amask. A sense of Lark
and Sandry washed over him as herb-scented cloth pressed his nose. He could amost see their faces, their
magic was so powerfully written into the undyed cotton. The gloves were the same. Fitting them over his
hands, hefelt asif Lark and Sandry stood at his back, keeping him safe.

That made him feel small.

Da;'? he called out silently, sheepishly. Da;’, I'm sorry.

He could feel the Trader's hurt, as sharp asif he'd cut her. Then Dgjatoo relaxed. It's bad there?
Bad enough, he replied, stroking the shakkan's wrinkled trunk. Ain't you heard?

Only a hit, just now, she told him somberly. We've been making sample boxes 'round the clock, with
breaks for catnaps.

She felt exhausted to him. Now he was really ashamed of himself. Seep and eat, he told her sternly. Lots
of both.

One epidemic and you're a master healer? she asked, amusement threading her weariness.
That's it, he agreed, mock-serious. Tell them at home me and Rosethorn miss ‘em.
| mil, she replied, drawing away.

Feeling better for the contact, Briar carried histree into the ward he'd left that morning. His bed had been
filled.

"You aren't sick," replied a healer when he protested. "Y ou shouldn't be here."

Briar settled his tree on the shelf behind Flick's cot. "I should be and | am," he said firmly. "I'll seeto
my— my mate, here." The term wasn't strictly accurate: a mate was someone who stayed with you in dire
times, as the girls had with him the year before. Still, he was as much of a mate as Flick was going to get.
Lifting his eyebrows, he asked, "Y ou want to argue?"’

"Just keep out of my way," the man warned him, moving on to other beds.
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That was easy enough. Flick had sunk into a high fever while Briar was out. He checked her mouth, to
find her tongue as dry as paper. Her cracked lips bled; her skin was ashy and dry. When he pinched her
gently, the fold he'd made in her skin flattened very slowly. He'd been around healers enough to know this
was the worst possible sign. His friend was drying up inside.

His heart pounded heavily. What was going on here? He'd thought she was on the mend that morning.
L ooking around, he saw that the homeless man Y uvosh was gone. A kid Henna had brought in and one of
her old people were missing too.

"Dead," said a healer—not the one who'd told him he didn't belong there—when he asked. "Y uvosh, did
you say his nhame was?—had a stroke. The old woman in her sleep; her heart stopped. It was quick. The
little boy went into a coma and died—fever cooked his brain. Your girl started to heat up about an hour
after you left. Y ou won't be able to give her enough liquid to make a difference,” she added as Briar
grabbed a clean jar and filled it with water.

"Welll see," he said grimly, filling asmaller jar with willowbark tea. He marched back to the bed,
determined to do battle. Flick's response was not encouraging: she swallowed two mouthfuls and let the
rest dribble onto her blanket.

"Open your eyes," Briar ordered, trying to sit her up. "C'mon, Flick, you're drier than the rooftops in Wort
Moon. Y ou have to drink."

Flick's eyes popped open. "Ma, don't!" she cried, raising her hands against an unseen threat. "I'll learn, |
will, only don't—" Her head snapped back. She keened deep in her throat and curled into aball. "I'll be
good. I'll be good," she whispered, sobbing.

"Flick, drink this," Briar said, badly frightened. "I know it's nasty, but it'll help."

Flick sat up with agrin. "There's a haul, and proper nicked!" she sang out. "And food enough for
everybody after the Dirt Mayor gets his cut.”

Briar got the cup to her mouth and tipped it, pouring half down her throat. She drank, thinking it was part
of the food she'd stolen in her waking dream. "Naw, give 'em datesto thelittles," she announced. "Too
bleatin' sweet for me. How 'bout some o' that wine, there."

Briar filled the cup from the water jar and raised it to her lips, but he was too late. Flick lay back, eyelids
fluttering. "Y ou want Petticoat to work the Bag trade. She's got the lingo. Gimme wharves any road." She
dlept briefly, her breath rasping in her dry throat, and woke to still more hallucinations. Asthe healers
closed the shutters for the night and supper was brought to those who could eat, Briar learned more about
Flick's early life than he ever wanted to. He wished, tiredly, that he could find the monstrous mother who
figured so vividly in hisfriend's cries.
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Worse, he wished that he'd never heard of Flick. He hoped that she would die so he could get some rest.
That last thought made him despise himself. Her life was surely worth more than hiswinks. Hewas a
monster to think it. As penance he fought her to drink more liquid. When she refused, he helped tend
those on either side of her. One of them was Orji, the other homeless man who had come in that second
day. He dept lightly, muttering in his dreams, but he drank when he was told, and he wasn't as hot as he'd
been.

Just after the Guildhall clock struck midnight, Flick went stiff, her body turning into abow. Just her head
and feet touched the bed. She collapsed as Briar and a blue-robed healer ran to her cot, then arched again,
unbreathing, eyesrolled up in her head.

"Get her feet!" snapped the healer. She threw her body across Flick, grabbing her wrists. While Briar
hung on to the girl's feet, the healer took a breath and exhaled. Her magic surged like fast-growing vines
through Flick's arms and into her straining chest. Flick collapsed, gasping as she tried to suck air into her
dry throat.

"Breathe," the healer urged Flick. "Breathe as hard as you—"

Flick whined. Her back arched as her eyesrolled up. Now the healer sent power racing through her, filling
the girl's skin with magic only Briar could see. The magic's light fluttered; in Flick'sarms and legsit
receded, trickling back into her body almost as quickly asit had filled her limbs.

Thistime Flick's convulsion was shorter. "Breathe," chanted the healer softly when she .went limp.
"Breathe, breathe—"

Briar was confused. Why was it important for Flick to breathe? Wasn't it Henna—? Y es. She'd said that in
long moments without air, parts of the brain died. People with seizures forgot to breathe. Urda, no,
thought Briar, scowling at hisfriend. Don't leave her anidiot.

Flick tensed again. Two more seizures followed, the healer never once loosening her grip. Each timeiit
took her more effort to thrust her magic into Flick's body, and it never lasted as long inside the girl's skin
asit had the first time.

When Flick had lain quiet for awhile, the healer let go. Briar, who'd been knocked repeatedly into the
bedstead, was happy to release the girl's feet.

"Could | do that?' he asked the healer as she gulped down cold water. "Put my magic in them to keep
them going?'

"Areyou ahealer?' the woman asked tiredly. " Can you run your power through another human being?’

"Only my mates—these girls | know—and Rosethorn."”
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The healer looked at him—really looked—for the first time. "Y anna bless me, you're one of the four,
aren't you? The boy, the plant-mage?' Briar nodded. The healer massaged her temples. "Y ou might do it
with those girls and Rosethorn, but we would have been told if any of you could heal ."

"Could | try?" asked Briar as the healer lurched to her feet.

"Try al you like," shereplied. "Nothing will come of it." She hesitated, then touched Flick's head. Once
again Briar saw magic, but its gleam was just visible— the woman was nearly drained. She pursed her
lips.

"Flick'll be fine," snapped Briar, annoyed by the healer's rgjection of the idea that he could do this kind of
magic.

"I hope s0," she replied, moving on to the next bed.

Sitting beside his friend, Briar held her wrists as the healers did. Magic was magic. It could be lent to
other mages; he'd seen that, had done it himself. Let him bleed off some now, when there was some good
to be had.

His store of power wasn't the same as it had been that morning, before he and Rosethorn had gone
downstairs, but he still had some. He pictured Flick's veins like veinsin aleaf and urged his magic
forward. It was like trying to leap off acliff, only to find he was still on even ground. There was no place
for him to go. Again he tried, imagining her veins as aweb of roots. His power moved in him, but went
nowhere.

A hand on his shoulder jolted Briar out of ahalf trance. "It doesn't work," Rosethorn said wryly. "I've
tried. How has she been doing?"

Briar described Flick's seizures and the shrinking amounts of magic that the healer had fed to his friend.
Rosethorn frowned as he spoke. When he was done, she said, "I'll be back shortly." She left him there.

"Can | have water?' Orji whispered from the next bed. "My head aches."

Briar scooped water into a cup and helped raise the man so he could drink. Looking for Rosethorn as Orji
gulped the water, Briar saw her arguing softly— but ferociously, from the look on her face—with the
healer who'd tended Flick. The healer pointed to other cots and shook her head. Was she telling Rosethorn
she'd already helped those people and was drained of magic, or was she saying there were others who
needed it more than Flick?

It didn't matter, decided Briar. She wouldn't help Flick, if she even could. The healer's shoulders drooped,;
she leaned on the table as she argued with Rosethorn—she was nearly played out. Finally Rosethorn left
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the room. Briar returned to his watch over Flick.

Some time after the Guildhall clock struck one, Flick passed into unmoving sleep. The clock was ringing
the half hour after three in the morning when the consumptive man began to cough himself to death,
noisily and bloodily. Orji tried to stuff his blanket into his ears to escape the sound. Briar trembled,
wishing he could do the same. Suddenly the noise ended. Those in the room who were able to understand
made the gods-circle on their chests.

Flick dlept through it all, unmoving, her breath rattling in her throat. Briar tried to get her to drink tea or
water, but it ran from her loose mouth. "Y ou have to get well," he told her fiercely. "C'mon, Flick. You're
afighter. Remember that time we was on the wharf and them Trader boystried to run us off?' Tris,
Sandry, and Daja knew of this adventure, but their teachers did not. "We showed 'em, right? Y ou even got
afine cloth cap out of it. Sky blue, with a peacock feather, and the pump we saw told you it was worth
three silver crescents.”

Flick's breathing slowed, as if she did remember. Asif she savored the memory of either the victory or the
hat.

Cheered by that, Briar talked on. "Once we're sprung from here, I'll ask Sandry to make a cape to go with
the hat, same color and everything." He was breathing along with Flick, though he didn't realize it at first.
Her body clawed for air like a weary fisherman hauling in nets a handful at atime. There was aways a
halt when Flick stopped inhaling. Each time Briar stopped when she did. Waiting longer and longer for
her to start again, he silently begged her to let go of her lungfuls of air. He couldn't talk as well as breathe
with her, to help her, so he shut up and clutched her hand, watching her chest slowly rise— and fall.
Rise—and fall. Rise ... and fall. Rise.. . rise. .. fall. Fall.

He emptied his chest and waited. She was about to breathe in, about to at any minute, except, except...
Briar choked and gasped, inhaling frantically to fill starved lungs. He wheezed as spittle went into his
airway, then coughed and coughed, until he yanked the mask from his mouth and drank water straight
from the jar. When he lowered it, Flick still hadn't moved, hadn't filled her lungs.

She had lost so much weight. A skeleton with skin, he thought, taking her hand again. When she got
better, he would try to talk Winding Circle into taking her. Gorse, the chief cook, would love to bring her
to a proper weight. Gorse lived to feed people.

Someone fumbled with his hands, but he wouldn't let go of her. After atime they went away. Briar sat,
thinking of the mischief they would find once Flick was on her feet.

Fingers of light thrust through a crack in the shutters, telling him it was dawn. Flick would ask for
breakfast in alittle while.

A finger touched him lightly, between the eyes. In his mind he saw a silver ribbon of magic. His nostrils
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flared, tickled by a scent of patchouli, lotus, and other things.

"Red as blood," a man remarked. "Y ou can take him home, Dedicate.”

"Briar." Hands cupped his cheeks and turned his head. His eyes met Rosethorn's.
"Why isthere ared thumbprint on your face?' he asked.

"It's Crane's detection oil. If you have the blue pox, it turns white on your skin. If not, it turnsred. Yours
isred, mineisred, and we're going home." She seemed to be pleading with him; her tone was gentle.

"If | get up I'll wake Flick," he pointed out, not unreasonably, he thought.

"My dear, you know better," Rosethorn said. Her brown eyes were level, serious. There was no pity in
them. He was glad. Pity would have hurt.

Briar looked at hisfriend. Her fingers were limp in his, her mouth was slack. No pulse beat in the thin
skin over her temple. She wasjust a shell, lying there.

Silently Briar pulled his hand away. He picked up his shakkan, then followed Rosethorn out of the ward.

Quarantine had lifted, but no one was taking chances. Once they were out of Urda's House, they entered
the tent that Niko had mentioned, the one beside the road to Winding Circle. There the clothes they'd
worn were taken away while they scrubbed with medicinal soap, rinsed in hot water, and rubbed
themselvesin disinfectant oil. When they emerged, they were handed fresh clothing. Briar examined the
folded garments and realized these were his own, from Discipline. His eyes blurred; he opened them
wide, so no one might see rinse water on his face and mistake it for tears. He dressed, pulling on his
second favorite boots. His favorites, he remembered, were gone, destroyed on hisfirst day at Urda's
House as part of the useless attempt to keep the disease from spreading.

A squad of the Duke's Guard mounted on horses awaited them in front of the tent.

"We're to give you aride to Winding Circle," their corporal told Rosethorn. "Honored Moonstream asked
us, if you turned out to be well."

"I don't have the blue pox," Rosethorn said bleakly. "I don't know if I'm well."

The mounts picked their way along Nosegay Strut, the street that ran past Urda's House to Temple Road
and the fishing village on the harbor. Briar looked around dully. The day he'd come here with nothing
more on his mind than unloading medicines and running about with Flick, the street had been muddy but
clear. Now it was strewn with the remains of bonfires, pieces of wood, liquor bottles, and trash. There
were heaps of rags: the dead, |eft to be picked up by the big vehicles mockingly called lumber wagons.
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Three buildings showed signs of fire; another had burned to the ground. Drunkards and beggars |eaned on
buildings and watched as the guards passed. Doors and window shutters slammed all around.

It began to rain as they turned onto Temple Road. On the north edge of the way, several houses had
burned; on the south edge, the fishing village had built awall of barrels and wagons to keep rioters from
their boats. As the road climbed into rocky ground, he saw men and women in street clothes and habits
aready hard at work. They were putting down plank floors and raising large canvas tents. Three or four
giant tents were already taking in the sick: the guards had to swing around aline of wagons carrying fresh
victims to the makeshift hospitals.

A heavy, cooked-meat smell drifted into his nose as the wind whipped around. From Bit Island a thick
black trunk of smoke rose to mark where the dead were burned.

The guards watched their surroundings, though nothing lay now to their right except the bluffs and, below
them, the slate-gray waters of the harbor. To their left rose tumbled earth, giant slabs of rock, and
whatever plants could get a foothold on such unpromising ground. The greenery drew Briar's eyes; he
touched the shakkan he carried in the crook of one arm.

"| forgot the plants at Urda's House!" he gasped suddenly. "Rosethorn—"
"They need them more than we do," she replied. "Don't worry about it."

He dozed, tucked so firmly behind his guard that he couldn't fall. He woke suddenly: an animal was
screaming. Leaning to look around the guard, he saw that they had reached a'Y in the road, where it split
to either side of awell and a shrine. He knew both. Higher on the rising ground soared gray stone walls.
Atop them, warriors in red habits and broad-brimmed hats against the rain leaned through notches to stare
at them.

Down the road that led to Winding Circl€'s north gate raced the screeching animal: a big white dog nearly
out of his mind with joy. Behind him came Dga, walking sensibly on the firm ground at the road's edge,
using her staff to keep herself out of the mud. Trisfollowed her, raising her skirts as she picked her way
past the worst ruts and dipsin the road itself. Last came Lark and Sandry under a big umbrella the same
earth-green shade as Lark's habit.

Briar's guard commented, amused, "l see there's a welcoming committee.”

Little Bear reached them first, sending up gouts of muddy water as he raced from Briar's horse to
Rosethorn's. No one tried to speak; none of them could have heard anything but the dog.

Daja stopped by Rosethorn, looking up at her. After a moment she smiled, carefully, as if she were unsure
Rosethorn would like it. Briar saw his teacher reach down and wrap her fingers around the Trader's dark
hand where she clutched her staff. Daja's smile broadened, and Rosethorn let go.
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Daja came over to Briar, staying clear of Little Bear. Briar looked at her, seeing that she was still tired
after long hoursin the forge. She gazed up at him for along moment, then said, "Y ou took your time
coming home, thief-boy."

Briar felt his guard stiffen. He tried to smile. "I woulda been home sooner, if 1'd had my druthers.”

Trisonly glanced up at Rosethorn and nodded, turning pink as she did. Rosethorn nodded back. When the
redheaded girl reached Briar, she said frankly, "Y ou look like you were eaten by wolves."

"Nothing so nice," hereplied, and carefully handed the shakkan down to her.
Half turning in the saddle, his guard asked, "Y ou're leaving me already?"

Briar nodded. "I must. These girls will just get weepy and embarrass me if you stay." He dlid into the
road, landing to one side of a puddle. Daja steadied him.

Sandry closed the distance between them at a run.

Colliding with him, she wrapped her arms tightly around his neck. "Y ou dreadful boy!" she cried. "Don't
you ever do that again!”

He patted her awkwardly and growled, "Y ou're making my shirt wet, crying onit."

Sandry laughed and stood back, wiping her eyes. "It's already soaked through. Tris, can't you deal with all
thisrain?' She fumbled in her pockets until she found her handkerchief.

"Why isit dways me?' asked the redhead without expecting areply. A circle of dry air opened around
the entire group, rain streaming to all sides asif she'd covered them with a glass bowl. The guards glanced
at each other sidelong, unnerved by the display of magic. Trisdidn't even notice.

Sandry blew her small nose briskly and inspected Briar once she'd put the linen handerchief away. "Y ou
need rest, and you need decent food," she announced. "Rosethorn probably hasn't done much better than
you."

"Look for yourself,” Daja remarked softly. Sandry turned.

Rosethorn had dismounted. Now she stood ankle deep in mud, arms wrapped tight around Lark, her face
buried in Lark's shoulder as the other woman held her. She didn't seem to be crying; she just hung onto

her friend for all she was worth.

Sandry gathered her skirts and went over to the women, sliding her own arms around Rosethorn's waist.
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Dajafollowed her more slowly, to pat Rosethorn's back. Briar went to stand nearby. Tris, crimson with
emotion, glared at the guards as if daring them to comment.

Their corporal twitched his head. Quietly they turned their mounts and rode back to Summersea.

When Rosethorn drew out of Lark's and Sandry's holds, she said crossly, "I'm not crying, if that's what
you're thinking. I'm just. . . tired. | needed to rest for amoment.”

Lark wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "No wonder. Y ou two look worn to the bone, my dearest.
And why not? Locked up for days, like jail, without your garden and only nursing to occupy you—I think
Little Bear likes nursing more than you." She drew Rosethorn uphill, toward Winding Circle. The four
and Little Bear walked along. Lark continued, "And | bet Jokubas and his people were talking at you too."

"Asif thiswere my fault," Rosethorn said blackly, and sniffed.
"But you're al right now," Sandry announced. "Y ou're both home safe, and we're going to be fine."
"The epidemic is far from over," cautioned Lark. "We still have work."

"But we're where we should be. That's the important thing,” Sandry replied cheerfully. "We're all home."

Soon after Rosethorn's and Briar's return, everyone but Tris went back to bed: Daja was exhausted from
her work in the forge, Lark and Sandry from spelling cloth to keep disease at bay. Not long after they
went to their rooms, novices came with fresh supplies of oils, powders, and clothing. Tris directed them to
Lark's workshop and watched as they placed their supplies along the wall. She noticed that the big
makeshift table in the workshop had to be scrubbed, the wood cleaned of anything from the day before.
Trisdid that first; it was the only thing she could help them with. The dull work of blending fresh
ingredients into a paste that blazed with magical strength, then rubbing it into cloth, was Lark's and
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Sandry's craft.

Once the table was clean, scrubbed with sand, and wiped down with an infusion of thyme leaves, Tris
checked the cold-box. Rosethorn's and Briar's arrival had caught her by surprise. Until now Lark and
Sandry had been too weary to eat anything but soup at the end of the day, and Daja had taken her meals
with Frostpine and Kirel. Tris didn't have the supplies she needed to feed the entire cottage again. Picking
up two baskets, she walked out onto the spiral road that wound through the temple community. It would
take her to the central kitchens at the Hub.

On her way back to Discipline, Trisdidn't realize she had company until long hands wrapped around one
of her baskets and tugged. Looking up with a sharp comment ready for the interloper, she saw Dedicate
Crane.

She surrendered the basket without an argument. Work was good for Crane. "Y ou look terrible," she
informed him. "And doesn't that wash off?" She pointed to the red thumbprint between his eyes.
"Rosethorn and Briar still have theirs from this morning.”

"I spelled it to last for weeks," Crane drawled. "It is better so, particularly when one is known to be
exposed to the disease regularly. And | am sorry | do not meet your qualifications for male beauty. | have
been working."

"You look like you need arest,” she replied. "It won't do anyone good to have you fall ill from overwork."

"Y ou are too young to sound like my former governess,” Crane informed her as they walked across the
road to Discipline. Little Bear came bounding out, set to give Tris hisusual hysterical greeting. When he
saw her companion, the dog raced back inside. On his frequent visits to the cottage after he had asked for
Lark's help, Crane had made his opinion of enthusiastic dogs very clear.

"They must be up,” said Tris, allowing the man to open the gate for her. "Little Bear is sticking closeto
Briar."

"Fortunate Briar," murmured Crane as they went inside.

The cottage's inhabitants were seated at the table, clutching steaming cups of tea. Rosethorn's head came
up when she saw Crane.

"Turn right back around,” she said tartly. "I didn't escape quarantine to get buckled into your harness."

Tristook her basket from Crane and carried everything into the kitchen area. Sandry brought the man a
chair from Lark's workroom.

"Charming as ever," Crane remarked as he arranged himself on the chair. "However did they manage to
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entertain you at Urda's House?"
"Only you could make 'Urda's House' sound like an ill wish," Rosethorn growled.

Craneraised a single eyebrow. "l would have to care about the place to ill wishit," he informed her. "l
assume their own poor management is curse enough for them."

"How would you know about their management or anything else?' demanded Rosethorn. " ou wouldn't
sully the purity of your habit by going anywhere near the Mire."

"Shall | point out that your mission of mercy to the impoverished resulted in your enforced stay?* drawled
Crane. "On second thought, | shall not. Y ou so frequently assure me you are attentive to all things that |
must believe you spent your last week in quarantine by design.”

"Will you both just stop?" Lark asked wearily. "There's nothing to be gained by bickering." She smiled a
thank you at Tris, who was setting bowls and plates on the table.

Sandry got up to help, but Triswaved her back into her seat. Within afew moments everyone was able to
help themselves to the food sent by the templée's finest cooks.

When Rosethorn put down her fork, Crane said, "With regard to your time—"

"No!" Briar said hotly, glaring at Crane. "Let her be! Find somebody more important. She did her bit, and
she needs rest!" When Rosethorn put a hand on his arm, he shook her off. "I know you swore to serve folk
when you got dedicated,” he told her, "but you got to be sensible, and if you won't speak up, | will." He
glared at Crane, who regarded him asif he were abug. "Find one of them great mages that's up to your

weight," insisted the boy.

"One of them great mages,' " Crane repeated tonelessly. "Are you serious?' He looked at each of the four,
brows arched, mouth pursed. "None of you has the least notion, | take it?"

The young people stared at Lark, then Rosethorn, confused. Both women looked down, not meeting their
charges eyes.

Tris scowled at Crane. "The least notion of what?'

Crane sighed and fanned himself with alinen handkerchief. "Rosethorn is a great mage. She is one of the
most powerful with regard to medicines and plantsin all the Pebbled Sea and its environs."

"He says 'one of because he means he's another,” muttered Rosethorn. She poured herself afresh cup of
tea.
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Crane sniffed. "Surely that is obvious." To the four he said, "Winding Circle istherival of the university
at Lightsbridge in the renown and quality of its mage-teachers. It isfamed from Y anjing to Blaze-Ice
Bay." He sighed. "Y ou didn't know about Winding Circle either. How charming.”

"We knew that Niko's agreat mage," said Tris. "Someone we met last fall told us."

Craneinclined his head in agreement as regally as any king. "Lark too is a great mage, for all she cameto
it later in life," he went on. "Frostpine is the greatest of the smith-mages of our time. None other can work
al kinds of metal, except for young Dgja, here."

Briar, Sandry, and Trislooked at Daja, who shrugged. She had known of Frostpine's reputation for a year,
but had not chosen to speak of it much. Frostpine wanted to teach her: nothing else mattered.

Crane went on, "Y ou four have the honor of studying with teachers of royal magnitude. How you could
be ignorant of their stature—"

The young people looked down, embarrassed.

"Oh, cork it," said Rosethorn, glaring at the man. "Don't belabor the point. It happens we are the best
teachersfor their talents—that's al they ever needed to know. If you have something really important to
say, say it. | want to go back to bed."

Crane spread his handkerchief on the table and fussed with it, folding it into a series of tiny pleats. After a
moment he said quietly, "Very well. Hereit is, with no flourishes: most of those sent to work with me are
hopeless. | have no time to both teach them and uncover the nature of this disease. Y ou know this work
must be done quickly and accurately, by masters, not green students."

"I'm so tired," Rosethorn muttered. She looked up, meeting Crane's eyes. "Y ou don't need me. Y ou have a
diagnosis oil; you must be halfway to a cure.”

"If I am, it isnewsto me," replied Crane acidly.

"Finding the oil was luck. Asfar as divining the heart of the disease, | have done test after test, without
result.” Hetook a deep breath. "We have our differences, but you know—I would hope you know— that |
respect your gifts and your knowledge. Y ou are needed.”

Briar was uneasy, hearing so proud a man do what sounded too close to begging for comfort. He knew
without even reaching out that the girlsfelt it too. He wanted to offer to help, but there was too much
unpleasantness between him and Crane. In the man's eyes he was a low-bred thiefF—Briar did steal the
shakkan from Crane's greenhouse—and in Briar's experience Money-Bags like Crane never changed their
minds about people like him.
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“I'll help." Rosethorn looked at Crane. "Y ou knew | would."

Crane relaxed, giving something that sounded like a sigh of relief. "I thought you might want me to beg
just awhile longer."

"Once they stop fussing, they really do well together," Lark explained to the young people. With aglare at
the other two adults she added, "They just have to get the fuss out of the way."

" She has no system," began Crane.
"He'd rather criticize how other people work," added Rosethorn.
"Y ou see what | mean,” Lark told the four.

"We've never handled a brand-new disease, though we know the theory," Crane pointed out quietly.
"Finding cures for the current manifestation of old diseasesis our strongest area of expertise.”

"You tried all the procedures for known diseases?' Rosethorn asked suddenly. " The smallpox ones, and
the measles ones? Just in case?"

Crane looked down his lofty nose. "Y ou must be mistaking me for an apprentice," he told her coolly. "It
was thefirst thing | did."

Rosethorn made aface. "All right. Speaking of apprentices—"

Crane looked at Briar. "No. Absolutely not."

"Absolutely yes," snapped Rosethorn as Briar glared at Crane. "Y ou don't have to work with him—"
"I don't want him in my greenhouse.”

"He's thorough, he does exactly what he's told, and he has the steadiest hands of anyone in Winding
Circle," Rosethorn informed Crane.

Briar gaped at her. So much praise from Rosethorn was unnerving. Until the start of quarantine, he could
count on his fingers the number of times she'd so much as said "Good job," and still have plenty of fingers
left.

Craneraised his brows. "I know he possesses steady hands. He is a pickpocket.”

"You'rein no position to refuse,”" Rosethorn told him. "I need to know if he can do this. There are too few
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of us who have any aptitude for it. If he's one, well find out.”
Crane sighed, and looked at Briar. "Keep out of my way," he warned, getting up.

Briar was about to spit on the floor to show his opinion of the man, but Rosethorn caught his eye. He
didn't need to mind-speak with her to see the warning in her face.

Lark put out a hand to delay Crane's departure. " Sandry, the new masks and gloves.” Sandry darted into
their workroom as Lark asked Crane, "How are you on the spelled robes and foot covers?!

"We have enough for tomorrow and the day after,” Crane replied. "I suppose we will need smaller ones,
though, for the boy." He said it without looking at Briar.

Sandry returned with a metal box. She squinted as she handed it to Crane; the other three turned their
faces away from the blaze of magic coming from the protections on the box and from its contents.

"What's the matter with them?' Crane wanted to know.
"They see magic," explained Lark. "Don't you?"

"No," Crane admitted. "I have avisualization potion | use when | need to seeit, but | confess, it makes
my skin break out. Rosethorn?"

She sighed. "l know. Dawn. Get some Sleep.”

Crane thanked Lark and walked out into the gray afternoon.

"I don't like him," Briar growled softly.

"Y ou don't have to," said Rosethorn, getting to her feet with ayawn.
"I won't do it," retorted Briar. "I just won't."

Rosethorn lifted her own eyebrows, enough like Crane that Briar, who'd never seen aresemblance before
now, blinked at her. "There are adult mages, rejoicing in great power and knowledge, who would kill for
the chance to work for Dedicate Crane," she informed him. Then her mouth twitched. "Of course, they
don't know him personally."

Sandry giggled.

"It won't kill either of us, though we may wish it had," said Rosethorn. "I'm going back to bed. So should

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...e%200f%20Magic%2004%20-%20Briar's%20Book.htm (70 of 140) [11/1/2004 12:15:20 AM]



Circle of Magic

you—we're due at the greenhouse first thing tomorrow."

Briar, about to argue, choked. He had been inside the Air Temple's greenhouse only once, to steal the
shakkan. After that, he wasn't even allowed to loiter near it, to glimpse at the unknown plant-treasures
inside.

"Oh, didn't | mention that?' asked Rosethorn, her voice alittle too innocent. "Crane's workroom isinside
the greenhouse.” She sauntered into her room and closed the door.

"She must feel some better if she's tormenting people,” said Lark, standing. "I'd better get to work." She
walked into her workroom. Sandry followed and closed the door as Tris and Daja gathered the dishes.

He splashed through the sewers in a pure white novice's robe that was much too big for him. He wore
nothing under it, and—to his shock and disgust—he was barefoot. His bare toes sank through inches of
the kind of muck that made his guts crawl to think of it.

"Come on," ordered Flick. He saw her clearly, though neither of them carried lamps. "We'll miss your
birthday party." She was properly dressed in rags and shoddy boots, jigging in her eagerness to move
along.

Briar muttered about not having a birthday, et alone a party, but he followed as quickly as the habit
would allow. She was moving farther off down the pipe. "Wait up!" he called, trying to lift the habit's
skirts. Flick only laughed and ran on.

The tunnel bent around a corner. When he cleared it, Flick was nowhere in sight. "Hey'" he yelled.
"Where'd you get to?"

Her laugh emerged from an opening several feet away. He followed the sound and saw Flick well ahead.
"Wait!"

"Briar's gettin' slo-ow, Briar's gettin' slo-ow," she taunted. He sighed. She had done this just before the
Longnight holiday, when he'd followed her through a warren of streetsin the worst part of the Mire. She'd
amost given him the dlip then, just as now. He wasn't about to lose her, not down here.

The pipe shrank, forcing him to walk hunched over. With every step he took, she seemed to take three.
"Y ou got to slow down!" he cried.

"Y ou got to speed up," she retorted, and giggled.

"Will you just wait?" he demanded. The filthy water rose, eddying around his calves, then his knees. It
dragged on the habit, pulling him back.
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"| can't, Briar," she said, voice somber. "I can't wait, even if it isyour birthday."

"Flick!" he cried, battling water and habit to close with her. " Stop!"

The girl shrugged and ran off down the pipe. Briar watched in panic as she got farther and farther away.
Something bad lay ahead. If helost sight of her, it would be the end. He shucked the habit impatiently and
pumped his suddenly weak legs, fighting to gain speed. He was too slow; she was too quick. She grew
smaller and smaller.

"Flick!" he screamed, and she was gone. He was awake.

If his bed hadn't been a mattress on the floor, he might have fallen out. Instead Briar thrashed his way out
of the covers that tangled around him. Little Bear whined and licked sweat off the boy's face. Panting,
Briar sat out the shakes, clenching his hands as he remembered how he couldn't hold Flick, notin a
dream, not in Urda's House. How could he have let her die, with all this magic to serve him? He didn't try
hard enough—if he had, Flick would be alive. He'd as good as killed her himself by not doing more.
Sandry came in, which was only to be expected. Her bedroom was across from his. In one open palm she
carried her night lamp, the round, dirty stone that Briar, Tris, and Daja had spelled a year before to hold
light for her. Sandry was afraid of the dark. On nights like this, Briar didn't blame her in the least.

She sat next to him on the mattress, her white nightdress billowing. Her stone lamp went on the floor in
front of them.

After amoment Briar whispered, "Maybe | should pick yesterday for abirthday. The day Flick—died."
"Whatever for?' asked Sandry quietly. "Birthdays are supposed to be happy days."

"But then I'd be remembering her, right? She wouldn't be dead, if | remembered her on my birthday. It
wouldn't be so bad that—that | let her go."

"That isn't the way to remember her, Briar," Sandry told him gravely, sounding as kind and wise as Lark.
"Shewouldn't likeit."

Briar shook his head. "How would you know what she'd like and what she wouldn't?"

Sandry rubbed her hand over his hair. "Because no one who's truly your friend would want you to feel
bad for knowing them."

That struck home. He would need to think it over,

of course, but he had the sense that she wasin the right of it.
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Daaarrived next, alit incense stick in her fingers. It gave off fragrant, rose-scented smoke as she waved
it in each corner, chasing out bad air as Traders did for nightmares. Once finished, she sat crosslegged on
the floor, putting the incense in alittle holder beside the lamp.

Last of all came Tris, a black crocheted shawl over her nightgown. On one forefinger she carried a ruffled
bird that blinked sleepily. The other three stared at the bird in wonder. The summer before they had
helped Tris raise a young starling named Shriek. In the autumn, after their return from atrip to northern
Emelan, Shriek had taken wing with aflock of other starlings, headed south. Since no other birds of his
kind came near humans, they had to believe this was Shriek, back after months away.

Tris held the starling out to Briar. He took the bird gently as Tris sat, fussing with her nightgown and
shaw! until they were arranged to her satisfaction. When Briar returned her starling, Shriek trundled up
her arm and into her unruly curls, where he promptly went back to sleep. Little Bear settled too, warming
Briar's back. The four remained silent, thinking their own thoughts, as the night slowly wound down.

If Rosethorn had any thoughts when she entered Briar's room before dawn and found all four of her
charges sleeping there, she kept them to herself. Instead she woke the boy without disturbing the others
and signaled that he'd better get ready to go.

Air Temple services were held at dawn. Soon after the hymns of greeting to the sun ended, Crane and a
company of young men and women in Air yellow, Water blue, or novice white came to the greenhouse
door where Rosethorn and Briar waited. Briar squinted at Crane's following. Every one of them sported a
large crimson dot on the forehead, to tell the world they didn't have blue pox. He was also curious. Didn't
Crane say he had no help just the day before? Who were these people, then?

"Rosethorn,” Crane said. He looked at Briar and sniffed, then unlocked the door. It opened into athird of
the greenhouse Briar had never seen, hidden behind drapes on its glass walls. " Osprey, show the boy our
clean-up procedures. Make sure he is thorough. Then take him around.” To the Water dedicate and
Rosethorn, Crane said, "It will be some time before the cleansing and robing rooms are clear. | have tea
waiting in my office."

Osprey, Crane's yellow-robed apprentice, was a full-figured young woman with curly black hair. She
sized Briar up through eyes a darker shade of green than his own, nodded, and jerked her head at the door.
Briar followed, as did all of the other workers.

The men actually showed him the scrubbing procedure, since the women cleaned up in a separate cubicle.
It worked much like the bath in the tent the day before, which was almost comforting. Briar recognized
medicinal herbs and oilsin the rinses as well as the soaps, ones he knew well. Better still, this washroom
was warmer than the tent had been. Asthe sun's early rays struck the high glass walls over the shrouding
drapes, the whole building began to heat up.
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Once they were clean, Briar and the young men donned treated caps, robes, masks, gloves, stockings that
tied over the knee, and dlippers. Everything in the boy's size lay under a slate with his name chalked onit.
Once more he got a sense of Lark and Sandry in all that he put on. It gave him heart, asit had donein
Urda's House.

"I don't envy thislad,” ayoung man commented. “"He has to work in the Master's private workroom."

"Don't get comfortable,” advised another man, tying on his mask. "Nobody lured into his lordship's
private lair has lasted a whole day. Some of us outer workroom slaves have endured a week or more."

They led him into a big room fitted with cabinets, braziers, counters, water kettles, and a vast tub that held
steaming water by a glass wall. Once he had adjusted to the glitter of magic that lay over it al, and the
heavy scent of cleansing oils and washes, Briar was fascinated. All the floors and walls were hard-glazed
tile or marble except for the longest glass wall and the ceiling. When Briar knelt to inspect adrain in the
floor, ayouth said, "Every night when we're gone, they fill both the inner and the outer workrooms with
steam. It carries specia chemicals and ails, to purify everything. All our cabinets are tight-fitted to keep
water out, and we |leave the glass and porcelain on the counters to be cleansed. It costs, but his Lordship
dedicated his personal fortune to this greenhouse."

Osprey told Briar who everyone was, pointing to each as she gave the name. "No sense in memorizing
them, though," she said, her black-fringed green eyes dancing over her mask. "Most of them will be gone
in afew days."

"Please, gods," chorused her crew. They were laying out bottles, trays, measuring spoons, and countless
other mysterious objects Briar couldn't name.

"When he g ects you from the inner workroom, come have supper with us at the Table of the Uselessin
the dining hall," suggested aman called Acacia. "There's what, twenty now? We had to move two tables
together last night."

Briar stared at them. He felt asif he'd been magically transported to aforeign land where he spoke none
of the language. One day ago he'd been trapped in a damp, gloomy house where people raved in fever
dreams and those who cared for them did so in tight-lipped silence. Now he was in aroom filled with
light, air, and warmth, among people who joked asif the blue pox were inconvenient, asif there were life
away from sickbeds and the biting scent of willowbark tea. Only when he noted the speed at which they
worked, writing labels, filling bottles and jars, loading wire racks with glassware, scrubbing, mincing
bundles of herbs, did he think these people knew that things were desperate at Urda's House and the other
infirmaries.

At awall beside an open doorway—to Crane's "lair," he assumed—two gloved, robed, and masked
figures labored in silence. Briar moved close to watch as they drew liquid through narrow holesin sealed
jars, dripping it into inch-deep wellsin athick crystal plate.
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"They have the scary job," Osprey said quietly in Briar's ear. When he looked at her, she explained, "They
infuse the disease in those jars. The samples we get"—she pointed to stacks of familiar-looking metal
boxes near the two silent workers—"are steeped in a special liquid. It draws out the essence of the
disease, then fades. Only the blue pox remains. Samples from each patient go into arow of seven wells,
three such rows to atray. That goes into the other workroom for his lordship to play with. Out here we all
handle the disease. People tire quickly on that task, and we don't dare make any mistakes. Our robes aren't
airtight. One little droplet would be deadly."

"They dish out blue pox?* whispered Briar, not sure he'd understood her properly.

"It's not the pox that kills people, you know," said Osprey, watching the pair as intently as Briar. "It'sthe
fever that comes with it."

"I know," he replied bleakly.

Osprey glanced at him. "Wait—didn't someone tell me it was you and Dedicate Rosethorn—? At Urda's
House?"

Briar nodded. Slowly he walked over until he could see theliquid as it was poured. This was the enemy
that killed Flick, drooling in pale gold strings from tiny glass ladles.

"Come on," Osprey said when he moved away from the jars. "Here's the inner workroom." She motioned
toward the open doorway next to the blue pox workers.

If the outer workroom was grand, the inner was enough to stagger a boy from Deadman's District, once he
could see through the blaze of magic that shone everywhere. Two walls were entirely glass; two were
covered with valuable porcelain tiles that reached from the marble floor to the glass roof. Long counters
ran down both glass walls and athird of the longer tiled wall. Every other inch of wall space, even under
the counters, held watertight cabinets. Only the tall cabinets against the long tiled wall had no doors. On
their shelves rested the crystal trays used for blue pox samples.

"Crane wants you working up trays." Osprey pointed to the table at the tiled wall, between the open
cabinets. A large dlate hung there with a detailed list of instructions written in chalk. On the table was a
stepped rack of thin bottles. Each bottle sported a paper 1abel; seven also bore a string from which a
numbered paper tag hung.

"You'll get your trays here, once the blue pox is added.” She went to the open cabinet at their right,
between the table and the doorway to the outer workroom. "Always keep the trays level"—very carefully
she lifted one from the shelf—"because if you tilt them, blue pox will drip out. That is bad."

"Lakik, yes!" whispered Briar.
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"If any getsinto the other wells on the tray, the whole thing's ruined. If you leak or drip, whatever
happens, don't make afuss. Bring it quietly to the washers at the tub. If Crane finds out you slipped,
you're out."

"A dreadful fate, to be sure," muttered Briar, startling a chuckle from her. Made bold by that, he added, "
don't see how you can work with that Bag. Y ou seem all right, but he's such a pickle-faced cull from an
overbred litter—"

"I don't know how you work with Rosethorn without bleeding to death," she said frankly. " She's that
sharp with everyone." Her eyes met Briar's over their masks; both of them smiled. "To each his—or her—
own, | suppose,”" Osprey admitted. "Now. Trays. Put the glass lid aside, gently. Very gently. Follow the
instructions on the board, there." Briar read them carefully:

To Well numbered | Add 2 drops liquid from Bottle numbered 1.

To Well numbered 2 Add 1 drop liquid from Bottle numbered 2.

To Well numbered 5 Add 1 measure powder from Bottle numbered 5.
To Well numbered 4 Add 5 drops liquid from Bottle numbered 4.

To Well numbered 5 Add 2 drops liquid from Bottle numbered 5.

To Well numbered 6 Add 1 drop liquid from Bottle numbered 6.

To Well numbered 7 Add | drop liquid from Bottle numbered 7.

Glancing at the tray as Osprey drew liquids or powders from the numbered bottles and slid them into the
wells, he saw that a number was cut into the stone beside each well. There were seven in arow, which
meant they tried seven possible cures on the pox liquid from three different people, al on one tray.

"I can do this," he remarked, surprised.

"All you need is the ability to pay attention and steady hands,” Osprey remarked. "Once you're done. . ."
She eased the glass lid onto the tray and secured it. Then she put the tray on a shelf in the cabinet to their
left. "Y ou can't let your mind wander. Once things get started, Crane and whoever is helping him will
change the instructions on your board," she explained. "I'll help you get any new supplies and change the
number tags, at least until you get the hang of things. Y ou're smart, or Rosenthorn never would have
borne with you for awhole year. She— uh-oh." Osprey had seen something in the outer workroom that
she didn't like. Briar followed her as she hurried through the doorway.

"Y ellowrose, careful!" shetold one of the pair handling the blue pox essence. "Y our sleeve, your |eft
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sleeve—"

The youth about to dip his measure into the jar froze. The string that gathered his sleeve at one wrist had
come undone. The sleeve had escaped the cuff on his glove to hang perilously close to the tray he was
filling.

Crane, Rosethorn, and the Water dedicate had come in, washed and robed. "Y ou.” Crane pointed to
Y ellowrose, his hand drooping from arigid, accusing forefinger. "Y ellowrose. Out."

"I didn't get it in—" protested the youth.
"Out," Crane repeated icily. "Now."

Y ellowstone put down his measure and did as he was told. As he walked to the washroom, Briar saw a
number of gloved hands pat the reject in comfort.

Crane went to the glass wall behind the large boiling vat, wiped away the steam, and rapped on the glass.
A face pressed against it on the outside: atemple runner.

"Two more helpers,” Crane said loudly. "Two, understand?"
"Two?' agirl murmured.

"In case someone else errs,”" said Crane. He turned to inspect the room, his weary brown eyes missing
nothing. He pointed out things for each worker to correct, then entered the inner workroom.

"Come on," Rosethorn murmured to Briar. "Time to get your feet wet."
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Rosethorn strode to the counter at the far side of Crane's room, placing a satchel on it. She began to empty
the bag, placing its contents—her own blends of oails, infusions, and herbs—in neat ranks against the glass
wall. The Water dedicate, who someone had greeted as Peachleaf, dragged atall clerk's chair to the end of
Crane's worktable and began to take pens, paper, and ink from the cabinet underneath. Crane himself
arranged things on the counter at his end: vias, lenses of all kinds and colors, sheets of paper, and a
priceless Y anjing porcelain teacup tinted celestial blue. Briar's fingersitched, not just because that cup
was worth afortune. It was one of the most beautiful things he'd ever seen.

Crane walked over to Briar's station. "If it goes missing, | will know where to look," he said ominously.
"You are here to work." Raising hisvoice so it would carry, he told Rosethorn, "1 will treat him as | would
any other novice. If he cannot be relied upon, he goes. | cannot do my own work and watch histoo. He
really istoo young for this."

Rosethorn's only reply was an absentminded, “"Where are the notes to date?"
"Peachleaf 7' asked Crane drily. "Did you make a second copy as | requested?”

The Water dedicate looked around frantically, then rummaged in the cabinet where she kept her supplies.
Crane went over to complain and to supervise.

Waiting for him, Briar read the instructions on the slate with care. He then picked up the numbered vials
and matched them to the wells with the same number on the tray before him.

You'd have areal messif you jumbled the notes for it all, he thought. No wonder Crane getstesty. Not,
added Briar with agrim eye on the man, that | mean to be lambkin-meek if he gets testy with me. In a box
next to the rack of additives he found measuring tools, pens, ink, and squares of parchment for labels. A
note was stuck to theinside of the lid, with the instructions. Give everything to washers at end of day]

"Finally!" Crane announced as Peachleaf held up a sheaf of papers. He passed them to Rosethorn and
came back to Briar. "Attend," he began.

"Osprey showed me. | just follow the dlate," Briar said, cutting off the lecture before Crane could giveit.
He got to work, adding liquids and powders in the proper wells as he kept hands and arms clear of the tray
itself. Though he'd never had to do this particular job before, Rosenthorn's demands for her medicines and
herbal mixtures were every bit as precise as Crane's. Briar moved from bottle or jar to tray steadily, barely
hearing Crane's fusses about being careful and watching where his fingers went. Once he finished the
entire tray, he opened an inkwell, took areed pen, and carefully noted the date on parchment labels glued
to the edge of the tray.

"Well?' he said, looking up.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...e%200f%20Magic%2004%20-%20Briar's%20Book.htm (78 of 140) [11/1/2004 12:15:20 AM]



Circle of Magic

Crane's eyebrows went down. Briar figured the dedicate was scowling under his mask. At last Crane
pointed to afinal note on the slate: Variation L. Briar wrote that under the date on the labels.

"Cover it," Crane said tartly, "then shelveit."

Briar dlid the tray into a space on the left-hand shelves. He grinned evilly at Crane, who couldn't see
beneath the boy's mask. "I learnt steadiness picking locks in Baghouses," Briar said airily.

Someone—he suspected it was Peachleaf—snickered. Crane only raised an eyebrow at him and said,
"Next tray."

He stood over Briar for three more trays, watching every step. When Osprey brought supplies from the
outer workroom, Crane made Briar refill his bottles and jars, then slip the numbered |abels back on.
Finally he went to his own table and got to work.

Off and on Briar would peer at him, amazed at the variety of the magics Crane used. The man treated the
contents of the trays with his own liquids and powders, each of them so powerful that their containers
shone like miniature suns when Briar looked at them for very long. He could see magic glint on the
surface of the many different lenses that Crane used to examine the trays. Even the air around Crane was
filled with traces and sprinkles of silvery magic that flared whenever he spoke a fresh spell.

At midmorning Briar placed afinished tray on the shelf. Feeling he'd earned a short halt, the boy stretched
and looked around. Peachleaf sorted through a sheaf of parchments, her hands trembling. Rosethorn
continued to read Crane's notes with the kind of concentration she normally kept for mildews and plant
lice. In the outer workroom Briar could hear the soft murmur of conversation over the clink of glass and
metal.

Crane drifted to Briar's post, frowning over a sheaf of notes. When Briar turned back to his counter, Crane
held up a hand, meaning for him to wait. The lanky dedicate mixed three oils from Briar's suppliesinto a
new bottle. The boy frowned. He could see that Crane had used marshmallow and holly oils, but he
couldn't identify the third ingredient. Reaching into the new bottle with his power, he choked.

"Mustard?" he asked, shocked. "What good will that do?"

"Areyou ahealer aswell as a plant mage?' was the acid reply. Crane briskly tied the Number Four |abel
to the new oil's bottle. "Y ou haven't the training to understand, nor have | time to instruct you."

Be that way, Briar thought irritably. As Crane changed the slate to read one drop instead of three for
Number Four, Briar took out a clean measure. He noticed that Crane had also changed the letter of
variation on the blackboard.
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"| have amended—" Crane began.

"| see,”" Briar interrupted, too peeved to mind his manners. "Variation M." What'll we do when we run out
of letters? he wondered.

Asthe boy fetched a new tray, Crane said grudgingly, "It is my thought that essence of mustard will act to
flush the disease, as the marshmallow soothes the harsh action of the mustard. The holly—"

"Fever," Briar said promptly.

"It won't work," called Rosethorn. Crane twitched. Rosethorn went on, " Check your notes on the
combinations you tried two days ago."

Crane went over to her, and Briar tended histray. The sound of rising voices broke his concentration soon
afterward: Crane and Rosethorn were fighting.

Peachleaf, seated too close to them for her own comfort, shrank back, face pale. Briar, noting the healthy
blush in Rosethorn's cheeks, decided she was having a good time and ignored the battle. He had
completed half of the waiting trays about an hour before noon, but someone from the outer room carried
in fresh ones.

"Usethe old traysfirst,” Crane said. Briar nodded. He hated to admit it and would never say it aloud, but
Crane seemed to have good reasons to do things as he did.

He was measuring out infused aloe from jar Number Seven when Rosethorn asked, " Crane, why did we
create broad diagnosis powders three years ago if you aren't going to use them?'

"What are you talking about?' demanded Crane. "Of course | used them on the day we began. | had to
give them up—it isin your very first section of notes."

"No, it's not."

Crane went to Rosethorn's table and plucked the notes from her fingers. "l detailed the results
thoroughly,”" he muttered, leafing through the sheets. " The blue pox caused our general diagnosis
additives to break up. | know very well you are to have everything . . . Ah." With aglare for Peachleaf, he
pulled three sheets from the stack and put them on top. The healer shrank in her chair. "They appear to
have been placed behind the section on the disease's response to neutral substances. Why, no one can
know, because these notes are supposed to be in chronological order." He thrust the papers at Rosethorn.
She took them and muttered, "Bully."

Craneignored her. "Even the most basic compound additives we are accustomed to using break up when
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brought into contact with the blue pox essence. | was forced to go to the ssmplest oils, chemicals, and
herbs. It Slowed meto a crawl."

Rosethorn frowned as she read. "That makes no sense," she remarked.
Crane saw that Briar was watching. His eyebrows rose, and Briar quickly got back to his work.

When the Hub clock chimed the half hour after noon, Osprey and another of the outer-room workers
arrived with atray of covered dishes. Once her companion had set up a small table at the empty center of
the room, Osprey began to lay out the dishes and eating utensils she carried. Briar, who had just finished a
tray, went to help.

"Take off the gloves and mask—I'll give you afresh set when you're ready to start again,” Osprey
murmured to Briar. "Don't go near the worktables while you're eating. Y ou just cost |bisand Nomi a
copper astrel apiece. They were sure you wouldn't last till noon. Fill yourself a plate and eat—you need it
to stay fresh."

Briar was happy to do as he was bid. He also filled a plate for Rosethorn. "Y ou betting?' he asked, his
voice audible only to Osprey.

She grinned at him. Briar liked her grin; it was wide and cheerful and sunny. "l have three copper
crescents on you getting the gate between two and three. He hates interrupting to eat, even though he
knows he must, so he's testy for hours after.”

"Put me down for two copper creses around four," Briar replied, straight-faced. "I'll betired of hisfussing
by then."

"Can't doit," Osprey said. "The one that's bet on can't wager on himself."

"All right." Briar glanced at Peachleaf, who scribbled madly, trying to keep up with the murmured
instructions Crane gave as he worked. "Two copper creses on Peachleaf by three. He keeps having to
spell words for her when he's giving her notes."

"Two creses on Peachleaf at three. Right." Osprey and her companion |eft.

Lunch reassured Briar alittle. It gave him the crawls to think of the blue pox all around him, but the food
was very good. Maybe even working for Crane was better than quarantine.

He made sure that Rosethorn ate. She had finished reading Crane's notes and had arranged her counter the
way she liked. Many of the articles—Ienses, glass bottles, herbal pastes, a set of crystals—were things
he'd never seen before. Briar had been so positive he'd inspected al she had, over the winter. If he'd
missed these items, she was trickier than he'd ever suspected.
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Briar returned to his desk, glad for the time away,
and found that more trays had been added to the stack of those awaiting his attentions.

After hisreturn, he saw that Crane was looking over his shoulder again. Several times Briar nearly told
the man that if he'd wanted to be minded by a fidget, he'd have stayed at Urda's House. Thinking about
Ibis's and Nomi's bets, he held his tongue. He'd hate to make money for anyone whao'd bet on his departure
that day.

Perhaps it was relief, once Crane returned to his own labors. Perhaps it was the break for lunch. He might
simply have adjusted to all the magic in his surroundings. Whatever the cause, soon after Crane's retreat
Briar saw awink of silver in the wells on the tray in his hands.

Don't get excited, he ordered himself, closing his eyesto rest them. It's reflected magic or something.
There's glass enough here to blind a kid with reflections. He opened his eyes. If he'd seen magic in this
tray, it was gone. Shaking his head, he added oils and powders, wrote out labels, clipped the lid to the
tray, and then shelved it. When he went for the next tray, he stopped before the cabinet where they were
stacked, his back to the glass walls, and took the lid from the topmost one. Gently he lowered the tray into
his body's shadow and looked down into it. A ghost of silver glided across the liquid in the third well;
hints of it shone in several more. They faded. Briar whistled and carried the tray to his worktable.

Was he seeing magic in the blue pox?

"Asaia Bird-Winged, give me patience and give me strength,” announced Crane. "How often must | spell
SO common aterm as ‘antipyretic'?"

"Couldn't | just write 'fever reducer'? squeaked Peachleaf.

"Whatever term will stop your inane questions,” Crane told her icily asthe Hub clock chimed two. "Read
back that last sentence.”

As Peachleaf read, Briar added oil from the Number One bottle to the three Number One wells on his
tray. Histwo copper crescents on Peachleaf's three o'clock dismissal were safe for now.

When he fetched the next tray, he again put his body between it and the light sources. He thought he may
have seen a glimmer, but it was gone on second look. What he needed was Niko, or more likely, Tris.
Niko was busy in the city. While Briar, Daja, and Sandry had caught the ability to see magic from Tris,
back when their powers were seeping into each other, Triswas still the best at it. She claimed it was
because Niko had bespelled her eyeglasses to help her to see power. Briar suspected that Niko had just
taken the easy way to teach her the skill.
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Whatever the reason, Briar was sure that if magic were part of the blue pox, Tris would seeit. But how
was she to get the chance? People did not come and go in these workrooms. Anyone who entered had
business here, and they had to scrub coming and going. He couldn't just ask Tristo ramble by and peer in.

Glass shattered noisily in the outer workroom. Immediately Osprey shouted, "Don't worry, it's not the
pox—just some clean glassware. Not a problem!"

Crane floated through the door like a god of swans, red flags of rage riding high on his sallow cheeks.
Stiff-necked old piece of codfish bait, thought Briar, carrying his newest tray to his counter.

"You, and you." Crane's voice was amost gentle. "Out. Tell them to send more workers, and quickly."

"Write the words you have trouble with on a scrap of paper and keep it nearby," Rosethom whispered to
Peachl eaf.

"I do," sniffed the Water dedicate, "but they fall off the table!"

"Put them where your sleeves won't knock them off," Rosethorn hissed. "Honestly, Peachleaf, you're the
best midwife at Winding Circle—try to be more confident. Stand up to him."

Briar shook his head, writing his |abels neatly. Some people might stand up to Crane, he guessed, but
Peachleaf wasn't one of them.

Collecting anew tray, Briar checked it as he had the other two. This time he was almost certain magic
was there. He might fare better if he looked into the jars where the essence of the disease was brewed, but
the thought of doing so made his scalp creep. He wasn't sick yet—he'd checked hisreflection in the glass
wall after lunch—and he planned not to be, ever.

Crane returned. Briar had the chance to work up three trays before he heard Crane say, "That—is—it."
Briar looked around. Peachleaf had spilled a bottle of ink.

The lordly forefinger pointed. "Out," Crane ordered.

Peachleaf sighed. "Thank you," she said, gripping the pointing hand and giving it two hearty shakes. "l
won't take a moment more of your time. Come see me if you ever want a baby delivered." She trotted out

of the room with awaveto Briar.

The Hub clock chimed the half hour. Drat, thought the boy glumly. | lost the bet. He risked a peek at
Crane.

The man surveyed Peachleaf's notes. "Now what am | to do?' he demanded, forgetting perhaps that he
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was not alone. "Today has been virtually a complete waste."

Rosethorn faced him, leaning against her counter. "Y ou could always take your own notes," she said
mockingly.

Crane sighed. "Have you forgotten | need my hands free to work?"

"You just like having someone to order around.” Crane glared at Rosethorn. When he didn't speak she
continued, "Why not Osprey? She's sharp enough, and she puts up with you."

"I require her where sheis," replied Crane, sagging against his own counter. "l can trust her to watch
those flibbertigibbets out there and make sure they do nothing to kill usall. I told you, | will not risk those
who show an aptitude for thisin amad scramble for a cure. She must learn to take each step carefully
before moving on to the next—such lessons are impossible under these conditions.”

"Y ou may have to make allowances," Rosethorn pointed out. "Y ou may have to take arisk."
"I have put five years training into Osprey alone—" Crane began.

Briar croaked, "Tris."

Crane's head swiveled in his direction. "l beg your pardon?' he asked coolly.

Rosethorn silently adjusted the strings of her mask.

"My—my mate, Tris," Briar said. "The redhead."

"Y ou are too young to have amate," drawled Crane.

"It's street slang for best friend,” Rosethorn explained scornfully. "Asyou'd know if you ever dropped out
of your alabaster tower and dealt with real peoplein real places.”

Crane sighed. "Had | wished to do so, | never would have taken vows." He turned back to Briar.
"Recording notes is more demanding than preparing trays."

" She reads and writes good,"” returned Briar,

thickening his street accent out of perversity. "And she remembers the first time you tell her how athing's
spelt, because she hates bein' ignorant. She reads books, thick ones, all the time.”

" She also has nothing to do," added Rosethorn thoughtfully, "and she hates that."
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Briar stared at her, amazed. He'd never thought Rosethorn had noticed.
"Sheisachild,"” Cranereplied stiffly, turning away.

Silence fell once more as Rosethorn got back to work. Crane muttered to himself as he tried both to do his
spells and to write out what he'd done. Briar shut his earsto the distraction. Half an hour passed before
Crane went to the doorway. "Osprey."

Osprey walked over. "Sir?"
"Tell the runners | want the girl Trisanafrom Discipline called over here—"

"TsK, tsk," Rosethorn said mockingly from her station. "I can't imagine you would have forgotten that our
four charges speak mind-to-mind without physical contact.”

"I think the tea's boiling over," muttered Osprey, darting away.
"Rosethorn,” Crane said ominoudly.

Tris? Briar mind-called. Would you come to the greenhouse? We've something for you to do—taking
notes for Old Picklepuss Crane.

Finally! was her elated reponse. Just let metell Lark] Thank you]

Don't thank me, Briar thought. Crane rides folk hard.

| don't care if he rides me with a bit and spurs. At least I'll be doing something! Now, how do | get in
there?

He explained about the washroom, then let her go. He had thought to mention his suspicions, but in the
end he chose to keep quiet. If there was magic to be seen, Tris would notice without prompting. If he
mentioned it beforehand, it might plant theideain her head, making her seeitsflicker if it wasthere or
not.

It was half an hour before Osprey came to the workroom door. "Sir, the girl Trisanafrom Disciplineis
here." Triswalked in, robed, masked, gloved, capped, and shod as they all were. Her wiry hair fought the
cap, forcing red curls out from under the cloth. In one hand she carried her wooden writing-case.

Crane gestured to it. "Y ou should not have fetched that. We have writing materials enough, and you won't
be able to take it out of here until we have a cure for the disease—if we find one."
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Trislooked at her case, then shrugged. "I still would have brought this,” she told Crane. "Everything's
how I likeit." She squared her shoulders. "Wheredo | sit?

Crane pointed to Peachleaf's chair and even managed to wait until Tris was settled before he began to
explain how he wanted things done. Briar returned to work, trying not to feel restless. Had she seen it? Or
had the other magics in these rooms blinded her to any ghostly shimmer in the trays?

There was no more time to think. First Rosethorn, then Crane made changes to the additives for the trays.
Putting old blends away and making up new ones kept Briar occupied for some time. Once that was done,
he started a new tray.

"| asked, could you wait a moment, please?' That was Tris, ominously patient.

"My dear young woman, if you cannot keep up with me—" Crane began.

"You just gave me alist of numbers, Dedicate. Which would you prefer, that | get them down as you gave
them to me, or that | hurry and make mistakes?"

Briar waited, but Crane did not reply. Risking a glance, Briar saw that Crane drummed his worktable with
hisfingers as he glared at Tris. The girl wrote something carefully, then said, "All right."

Crane resumed his dictation. Briar worked on as tension ebbed from the air. That's one, he thought,
dripping mullein oil into three wells. Just let her keep him happy till she sees the magic in the pox, that's
all | ask. He wasn't sure who he asked it of. Lakik the Trickster was abad god to ask for anything but ill
luck to enemies, and Onini had no interest in medicine things. Urda, perhaps. She was the goddess with a
stakein al this.

Crane and Rosethorn continued to change the ingredients Briar used, marking some trays to be kept
overnight, telling him to get rid of others. That job alone was scary: the trays had to be carried into the
outer workroom to be emptied and boiled. He did not want to spill anything.

The clock struck, though Briar wasn't sure of the hour, just before he heard Tris say, "Just a moment—
you said three drops of elecampane essence?’

"Rather clearly, as| recall," Cranereplied.
"But you added three drops not so long ago."
"l did not."

"Yes, you did, around two o'clock,” replied Tris. She flipped through a sheaf of notes. "Right here. See?"

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...e%200f%20Magic%2004%20-%20Briar's%20Book.htm (86 of 140) [11/1/2004 12:15:20 AM]



Circle of Magic

Crane looked over Tris's shoulder. "Those are not your notes."
"They're your last scribe's. | looked through while you were getting supplies.”
"Y ou just happened to remember." Briar couldn't tell if Crane was sarcastic or thoughtful.

"I remembered," drawled Tris, much like Crane, "because | memorized the spelling of elecampane, in
case you needed it again.”

Crane looked up and saw that not only was Briar watching, but Rosethorn aswell. "Do | afford you
amusement?' he wanted to know.

"Yes," Rosethorn told him immediately.
Briar ducked his head and acted busy.

There had been no fresh changes to his date for over an hour when he stopped for a stretch. Looking up,
he was startled to find the sky overhead was turning dark. Rosethorn had chosen this moment to rest too:
she watched Crane and Tris as she leaned against her table.

Asif Cranefelt the changein the air, he straightened and braced his hands against the small of his back,
twisting to loosen it. "Put your brush down," he advised Tris. "Move alittle."

Tris dlid off the chair, making a face when her stiff legs hit the floor. Slowly she walked over to examine
Briar'swork area. He waited until she squinted at the tray he was about to start, then said quietly, "That
yellow stuff, that's the blue pox. They render it in there—" He pointed to the outer workroom. "Then they
put it in these rock trays, and | drip thingsin each pocket with the blue pox."

Trisfrowned. Silently she asked, What did you put in thistray? She looked at the racks of containers from
which Briar made his additions to the pox essence. None of thisis magicked, but | keep glimpsing it.

Briar felt the back of his neck tingle. Did she see it! There's only blue pox in that tray. | ain't done nothing
to it yet.

Tris gripped Briar's arm. Just the disease? Are the trays magicked?
Briar shook his head.
Can | see the blue pox? she asked. Just the blue pox?

Briar led Trisinto the outer workroom. Osprey was lifting crystal trays from the boiling vat and setting
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them to dry. "Tris, here's Osprey—she's Crane's apprentice.”

Osprey nodded cheerfully at Tris. "He must like you. | haven't heard him deliver alordly denunciation
yet."

Tris shrugged. "He'll get to it soon enough.”

"| wanted to show Tris the blue pox," explained Briar. " She ought to see how it's brewed up, since she'sto
be a scholar one day."

Osprey shed the specia mitts that led her handle the hot crystal slabs without burning herself and donned
treated gloves again. As she led Tris to the counter where workers handled the blue pox essence, she
explained how it was made.

As carefully as if she handled feather-thin glass, Osprey opened the metal catches that locked ajar and
raised the lid. Trisleaned close to look; Briar did the same. Inside the jar was glazed white. It was half
full of the yellowish, oily-looking blue pox essence.

Briar saw an assortment of silver glints, a shimmer that faded. Slipping through their magical connection,
he gazed at the essence through Tris's eyes. To her the silver was no rapidly fading glimpse, but a steady,
pale gleam.

"The stuff used to make the essence, it's magicked, isn't it?' Tris asked Osprey.

"Well, yes," replied the young woman, "but the clarifying wash—that's what it's called—the wash is made
to evaporate once the disease is pulled from the samples. There can't be any magic left in the essence. If it
is, al our results will be wrong. The cures won't work, or they'll go really awry. May | close the jar?"

"I did not mean for you go on holiday," announced Crane meaningfully from the inner workroom.

"One moment," Trissaid to Osprey. She leaned over the jar, squinting at its contents. Briar, looking again
through her eyes, saw the wash of silver.

Thisiswhy you suggested me, isn't it? demanded Tris. You weren't sure, and you thought if you told me
what you thought you saw, you might make me seeit.

That's about right, Briar acknowledged, and braced himself for her wrath.
Smart thinking, she told him instead.

Briar drew out of her magic, startled. He could have sworn she'd be vexed.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...e%200f%20Magic%2004%20-%20Briar's%20Book.htm (88 of 140) [11/1/2004 12:15:20 AM]



Circle of Magic

Trisreturned to Crane without aword to Osprey. "She gets distracted,” Briar said apologetically to the
apprentice. "Thanks for showing it to her."

“It'sal right,” Osprey assured Briar. "Working for Crane, you get used to people who forget the niceties
when they're caught up."

Briar snorted. "I guess you would." He followed Tris.

"If we areready?' Crane asked Tris. "Now that playtimeisover?”

Tristook a deep breath. "Y ou should send for Niko. There's magic in the pox."

Crane stared at her, unmoving. Fascinated, Briar counted as the man blinked—once. Twice. Three times.

He heard a click as Rosethorn put something down on her own counter, hard. "Y ou see magic?' she asked
sharply. "Areyou sure?’

Tris nodded.
"We have substances that tell usif magicisin use," Crane pointed out. "We employed those first."

"Doesit work if it's only a sneeze-worth of magic?' Briar wanted to know. "l mean, it was so teeny |
wasn't even sure | saw it."

"And thus you suggested Niklaren Goldeye's student,” Crane said.
"I don't know what kind of measure a sneeze-worth is," Tris remarked. "But the amount is very small."
Rosethorn came over. "Do you think it's possible?' she asked Crane. "That it could be missed?’

"Or it may have been lost among all our other magics," he admitted. "We cannot do any of this without a
monumental use of power, but—there are drawbacks. We could have overlooked an infinitesimal amount
of magic. Osprey!" He raised his voice so abruptly that Tris, Briar, and Rosethorn were all caught by
surprise and jumped.

Osprey cameinat arun. "Sir?" she gasped.

"We require Niklaren Goldeye. Wherever heis, here or in Summersea, find him at once."
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Niko was in the city. Messengers rode there to find him while the workroom was closed for its nightly
cleaning. Briar, Tris, and Rosethorn returned to Discipline.

Crane came too. He and Rosenthorn were involved in along debate, trying to create a new course of
action. They had talked as they scrubbed, shouting to be heard in the washroom. They'd continued all the
way to Discipline, squinting in moonlight to read their notes, and debated while nearly everyone else had
supper and went to bed.

The dawn bell woke the sleepers. Asthey emerged from their rooms, they discovered that Niko had come.
He sat with Crane and Rosethorn, who appeared not to have gone to bed at all.

“Tris," Niko said, "eat breakfast quickly, please. We're riding to Summersea.”

"One moment.” Crane looked as if he'd been caught by surprise. "Why her? Her vision-skills aren't as
strong as yours—"

"Thanks ever so," Tris mumbled, pouring teafor herself.
"I can make far better use of her," persisted Crane. "There iswork to do as we await your results.”

"Y ou cannot make better use of her," Niko said sharply, dark eyes glittering. "I will have to do a past-
visualization working at some point. For it | require her strength and stubbornness. An extra pair of eyes
will not come amiss, nor her ability to control water."

"Sheis aclear and accurate note-taker," protested Crane. " She thinks about the notes sheis given. | made
infinitely more progress yesterday, with her and Rosethorn and the boy, than | had until then."

Rosethorn flapped a hand as if she fanned herself. " Spare my blushes," she murmured. Briar snorted.
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"I do not begrudge the acknowledgment of credit whereit isdue,” replied Crane loftily. "We have a good
team. Breaking it up now is most ill-advised."

"Find another scribe," Niko snapped. "I'll have the duke send his, if necessary—"

"Isthiswhat it'll be like when I'm older and boys are fighting for the chance to kiss my hand?' Tris
murmured to Sandry. The noble giggled.

"I do not want a ducal scribe; | want this girl. May | remind you—"
"I will not go into the sewers without her!" Niko barked.
Everyone stared at him. Tris turned white. " Sewers?' she squeaked.

"The disease spreads as the water level in the sewers rises and damaged pipes leak into wells. It's plain the
two are connected,” Niko said. "If we are to go there without drowning, | need Tris. If | am to have power
to work the spells that reveal the past and to follow the trail to whatever mage concocted this— horror—I
will need Tris. No one else will do."

"Not the sewers," whispered the redhead, trembling. "They're dirty."
"I know," replied Niko, his voice sharp.

For along moment, no one said aword. Finally Crane sighed. "May she return to me when you are
done?'

"I don't want to go," complained Tris. "Can't | stay with Crane and Rosethorn?"
"We must," Niko retorted. "Eat your breakfast."

"I'm not hungry."

"Then change into old clothes. We need to do this now."

Triswalked to the stair, her feet dragging. Sandry followed her friend upstairs. "It'll be al right," those
seated below heard her say.

"I hope so," murmured Niko, rubbing his temples.

Just after Trisand Niko left, Frostpine arrived at Discipline. "More work for us,” hetold Dagja as she ate
breakfast. "Protective talismans for the duke's soldiers, to keep arain of chamber pots and rocks from
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banging them on the head in the East District. 1'd hoped they'd forgotten | can do such things, but
someone apparently remembered.”

Crane raised her eyebrows. "How can you object to the protection of those who keep the duke's peace?’
Frostpine sat next to Daja, plucking morsels from a muffin and popping them into his mouth. " A proper
fear of such things keeps soldiers polite," he observed. " Otherwise they might be tempted to push

common folk around. Ordersto enter people's homes uninvited are a sore temptation for peacekeepers,
I've found."

"Have you any respect for proper order?"' asked Crane.

"Depends on whose idea of order it is," said Frostpine. "Daja, are you about done?"
She nodded, eating quickly.

Crane shook his head. "Rosethorn? Briar? We should go."

Asthe others left, Sandry lay her head on the table. She was one solid ache, head to toe. A cool hand
rested on her forehead; blearily she looked up at Lark. "I'm just tired," she said. "I'm not sick."

"We're both tired,” replied Lark. "I really hate to do this, but—we've been at it for days. | think we have to
rest. No work, just rest."

"But Crane needs masks and gloves—" argued Sandry. The idea of a day without pouring her magic into
adlush of herbs, oils, and powders made her giddy.

"He's got enough for two days," Lark said firmly. "We really must stop for awhile. Go back to bed, dear
one. I'm doing the same—the dishes can wait until we get up.”

Crane, Rosethorn, and Briar had just reached the spiral road when Rosethorn halted, staring at the north
gate. A covered wagon like that which had taken her, Flick, and Briar to Urda's House rolled through. It
was driven by amasked and gloved soldier of the Duke's Guard: the red spot that meant she was free of
the blue pox was vivid on her forehead. When the wagon drew near, Rosethorn motioned for the driver to
stop.

"Are the city hospitals full, that you bring the sick here?' she asked.

The driver shook her head. "They're near full, but the duke's putting up two more, one on Market Square
and one on Fuller's Circle. These are temple folk with the blue pox—they're to be nursed here, Honored
Moonstream's orders."
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"Temple folk?" cried Rosethorn.
"Who?' demanded Crane, grabbing the bridle of the horse closest to him. "Do you know the names?'

"Novices Fara, Olatji, Kazem, Alasha, Nanjo," the driver recited tiredly. "Dedicates Egret, Treefrog,
Henna, Whitelake. If | may—?"

Crane released the horses, and the wagon rolled on. Rosethorn was shaken and pale. Briar felt asif he'd
been dropped down a hole. "Henna was fine when she left to ook after the Arsenal setup,” he whispered.
"Just fine."

Rosethorn drew the gods-circle on her chest and closed her eyesto pray. Crane did the same. Briar waited
them out as patiently as he could manage. If you give your life to atemple, he supposed, you believed that
prayer worked. He knew better.

"Can we get to it?' he asked when they looked up again. "Y ou said there's things we can do without
knowing just how this magic turned into the blue pox?’

"He'sright," said Rosethorn grimly. "Let's get to it. That's the only way we can help them now."
"Careful," said Niko. "One more—you're ailmost down."
"And oh, how pleased | am to hear that,” muttered Tris.

"Can we get on with it?' Niko demanded. Tris was feeling for the next rung of the ladder with one foot.
Like him, she wore thigh-high boots, oilcloth breeches and robe, an oilcloth cap, mask, and gloves. Like
the other workers in Crane's greenhouse, she also sported a large red dot at the middle of her forehead asa
sign she was uninfected with the blue pox. Niko's red dot, she'd noticed, was on the back of one hand. He
never would have consented to an unsightly red mark anywhere on his face.

They had entered the system near Flick's den, taking the path that Alleypup had used to bring Rosethorn
down. Niko had chosen to start where the first case of blue pox had appeared, hoping to trace its path
back to its origin.

Thistime, when Tris put down afoot, there was a small splash and the feel of ahard, flat surface.
Wincing, she put her other foot down. Another splat. She released the ladder and turned to scowl at Niko.

Light bloomed around him to reveal aledge four feet across, spotted with dark puddles. The canal's
waters ran one inch below the ledge. Tris saw lumps carried along by the swift-moving tide and rats that
ran squeaking down the ledges, and cringed. The stench flooded through her nose, making her stomach
roll. Trembling, she breathed with her mouth open, trying to smell only the oils in the treated cloth of her
mask.
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"Thisway, Rosethorn said." Niko towed her along until they reached Flick's den. Scavengers had been
there already, taking the lamps and whatever else looked to be useful or interesting. Even the bed of rags
had been picked over.

Niko removed a glove to rummage in a sack he carried on one shoulder. He produced a small stone jar
and opened it. "Take off your spectacles," he ordered Tris. "Remember the vision-enhancing ointment we
made earlier this year?"

"Gum mastic, cinnamon bark and ail, at a silver crescent the ounce, no less!—"

Niko sighed impatiently.

Trisglared at him and continued, "Heliotrope, saffron and cloves, lavender.”

"Very good,” Niko said. "Close your eyes."

She felt something cool dotted first on one eyelid, then the other. "Wouldn't it be better put on my specs,
the same as your other vision spell?'

Niko sniffed. "That spell wore off aweek after | placed it on you."
Tris donned her spectacles. "Y ou never told me."

"It slipped my mind," he replied as he put the balm on his own eyelids, then closed the jar. "There's an
advantage to instructing young mages: a suggestion counts for so much with you four. Now, what do you
see?’

Her eyelidstingled. A gold veil dropped over her sight, one that shimmered and caught on objects, then
pulled free. It stuck only in awash through the sewer and on aline of footprints that turned into Flick's
den.

"There'sagold tint in the water," she said, watching it. "It comes from upstream. And it'sin footprints
too."

"Thetint isthroughout the city's water. It is the footprints we must follow." Niko walked down the trail.
Trisresettled her spectacles on her masked nose—they didn't fit properly with cloth in the way— and set
out after him.

At first they walked in silence, intent on the trail. For some time the prints showed clear through even a
slight amount of water. By the time Tris realized that either the ledge was sloping or the water was rising,
she was ankle deep. "Oh, no!" she cried. "Niko, stop!"
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"What's the matter?' he demanded.
"Werewalking init, and it's getting deeper! Y ou don't need me for this—please let me go home! Please!"
Niko faced her.

"Y ou see better than | do, and thisis disgusting." Tris knew she was whining and was ashamed, but the
horror of soggy lumpsthat struck her legs in the dark made her dizzy. Never in her life had she wanted to
be gone from a place so badly as now.

"Stop acting like a child!" Niko snapped. "This job needs both of us, | explained that to you! Complaining
about how dreadful it is only makes things worse, and | don't need them to be worse. | didn't ask you to
come here lightly, and | would really, really appreciate it if you could just hold your tongue." He caught
his breath and stood still for a moment, eyes closed. After amoment he said, "l hate this too, understand?"

Tris stared at him. Niko was sweating. It was damp and cold here, but she saw drops collect on his
forehead. When she tentatively rested a hand on his arm, she could feel him trembling. She had been so
busy worrying about herself that she had forgotten how finicky he was. He tended his clothing with
minute zeal, inspected tableware in strange eating-shops for dirt that might have escaped alazy washing,
and aired out his bedding the moment he reached anew inn.

She looked at the water rolling down the tunnel toward them and thrust it aside with her power to bare the
ledge. Holding it off their right, Tris said quietly, " See, everything's fine. Y ou should have reminded me
to get the water out of the way, I'd have done it. Now we can see the footprints better." She patted her
teacher. "We'reall right. Come on."

Wishing they had slept more, Briar followed Crane and Rosethorn into the big workroom. "If | may have
your attention," Crane said.

Everyone put down their work and looked at him.
"Thereisamagica element to the blue pox," he announced.
Someone gasped. Two workers murmured to each other.

"May | have silence?' Crane asked, abit too patient. He got it instantly. "lts components have yet to be
determined. We hope to know by day's end what precisely we are dealing with. Should that be the casg, |
believe we shall begin to make progress.”

The workers nodded their agreement. Stick with Crane long enough, Briar thought, and you forget that all
of these folk must be pretty smart to get sent here, with so much at stake. He treats ‘em like silly bleat-ers,
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but they aren't.
"In the meantime, we must start again, with those procedures used when we know that magic is present.

Additives must be prepared—Osprey knows which of the liststo use. Rosethorn and | should review the
trays that were experimented upon yesterday. Then, unless we, er, got lucky—"

A soft chuckle greeted Crane's words. He pronouncesit like he never said "got lucky" in hislife, but he's
trying to sound like one of us, Briar thought, amused. If he ain't careful, he'll break a tooth that way.

The dedicate cleared histhroat. "Then, unless we stumble on something useful purely by accident, those
trays must be emptied and cleaned thoroughly and quickly." Crane shrugged. "I regret to say that since we
proceeded quite well yesterday, there are a great many trays to be cleaned.”

A few workers groaned.

Rosethorn raised a hand for quiet. "1 know thislooks like a setback," she said. "Thetruth is, it's the best
news we've had in awhile. At last we know something. All of us have worked with magic enough to
know that it jJumps funny sometimes, but we also know ways to detect what magic has shaped and unravel

the spell. No long faces or complaints—we've finally got a direction we can follow."

"Enough loitering," said Crane. "To work, al of you." To Rosethorn he added, "1 will joinyouin a
moment. | need to look around."

Rosethorn nodded and headed for the inner workroom at her usual brisk stride. A man lifting atray with
blue pox essence turned from his counter just as Rosethorn passed and clipped her with the heavy tray. It
tilted and began to slide from his grip. Instinctively Rosethorn grabbed it as yellow fluid ran out from
under the glasstop to drip on her gloves and arm.

"Stupid bleater]" Briar snarled.

He yanked Rosethorn away, sliding a hand underneath the tray to raise it until it was level. "Chuffle-
witted, festering—"

"Stop that,” Rosethorn ordered, stripping off her gloves. "Take off your gloves."

"Rosethorn, he—"

A lordly voice cut him off. "You—out," Crane ordered. "Immediately."

The worker said, "I'm sorry. I'm so—" He put the tray on the counter and fled to the washroom.

"Let the gloves fall—we'll clean them up," afriendly voice said in Briar's ear. It was Osprey, holding two

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...e%200f%20Magic%2004%20-%20Briar's%20Book.htm (96 of 140) [11/1/2004 12:15:20 AM]



Circle of Magic

fresh pairs. "Dedicate Rosethorn?"

"No harm done," claimed Rosethorn as she took the new gloves. Her face was pale. "It was scary, that's
al. Briar, come put that anger to some use."

Briar followed her to the inner workroom, pulling on his new gloves. Watching Rosethorn go to her
counter, he suddenly felt weak with fright. She had said there was no harm done, hadn't she? It must be
true. She wouldn't let the tiniest drop of pox run between sleeve and glove, where it might touch her skin.
Never. Besides, the spot on her forehead was still crimson. She didn't have the disease.

Or would it change color only when her body lost the fight to keep the pox from taking over?

He couldn't work like this. Steadying himself against his counter, Briar closed his eyes and practiced
meditation breathing. He wanted to stop shaking before he even tried to handle his trays.

Niko and Tris halted where a pair of tunnels intersected. Tris felt the force of the water, thigh deep now,
heavy on her barrier. She poured more strength into it, baring the ledge on which they stood and its
counterpart across the intersection. With the gold shimmer in the water itself removed, they could see
where the footprints continued after ajump from ledge to ledge.

Niko sighed. "I hope it's not too slippery over there." He braced himself, then leaped across the canal,
landing on the far side where the footprints resumed. Tris had to back up and run afew steps to get the
speed to clear the canal.

"We were lucky at Winding Circle, | guess,”" Trissaid grimly as they picked up the trail again. "All our
water comes from wells on the other side of Wehen Ridge. None of this leaks through the stone of the
ridge."

They passed more intersections and entered smaller tunnels, where they had no ledge to walk on. Tris
shoved the sluggish liquid mess to either side, fiercely determined to avoid contact with it for aslong as
she could manage. She had to pity Niko. In here he was forced to walk in a stoop, trying valiantly to keep
his head from touching the slime on the roof overhead.

Suddenly the trail ended in abroad, drippy blotch in the center of the tunnel and along a curved wall.
Niko and Tris looked up. Immediately above that gold blotch was a barred rectangle of light: a grating.
They could hear the rattle of wheels on cobblestones and a distant clock striking the half hour.

They had passed laddersto the street all during their expedition. There was one five yards ahead with a
sign next to it that read lucky street & short-shank WAY . Niko climbed up, opened the exit and looked
around, then sank down arung. "Stand back," he ordered Tris.

Confused, she did as she was told. Niko stripped off his heavy outer garments, dropping them into the
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sewer: only his mask, gloves, and street clothes remained. He then boosted himself up onto the street.
"Y ou do the same," he ordered, his voice a haunting drift from the light overhead. "Wait until you're
amost out."

"Oh, joy," she muttered, panting as she struggled to climb the ladder. She tried not to remember that her
three housemates would have clambered up like monkeys.

When Tris emerged, blinking, into the light, Niko stopped her. He'd removed his gloves and tossed them
into the sewer. Now he pulled fresh ones from his satchel, giving apair to Tris. As he placed the cover on
the sewer hole, she looked around. They were not in the best part of town. Houses were jammed together,
cobbles broken or missing in the street. A view of atowering wall between her and the sun told her they
were in East District, near the wall that separated the poorest part of Summersea from the Mire.

Bodies lay on either side of the narrow rising way, many attended by rats. What faces she saw were
covered with blue spots. Far down Lucky Street she heard a clanking sound, metal-shod wheels on stone.
A wide, deep-bedded dray made its slow way uphill toward her. Workersin gloves, robes, and masks
loaded the dead into it.

Those few who walked the hilly streets abroad were veiled or masked and moved with a quick, scuttling
gait not unlike that of therats. If they were puzzled at the emergence of a man and a chubby girl from the
sewer, they kept it to themselves. Blue circles were painted on a number of doors to mark where the
disease had struck. Fires burned on the corners. Homeless animals, their owners dead, roamed
everywhere, digging through garbage in the hope of finding a meal.

A bony hand rested on her shoulder. "Y ou can't think of that," Niko said. Of course he'd seen her eyesfill
at the sight of the starving creatures. "We have to track down the disease. Time to renew the balm." He
fished out the jar and, taking off aglove, dotted Tris's eyelids and his own. "Don't put your spectacles on
just yet. Since we now trace not the magic as it became the plague, but the magic alone ..."

He drew aglass vial from his satchel and opened it. As Niko touched the bottle's damp stopper to her
eyelids and to the center of her forehead, above the diagnosis ail, Tris's long nose twitched. New scents—
heavy, unpleasant, musty—poured into that sensitive organ. She was about to inquire when Niko said
quickly, "You won't learn what goes into this one for a couple of years—some of the ingredients are
poisonous. Don't even bother to ask. Y ou can put your spectacles on.”

She blinked as vapors from the new liquid made her eyes sting. While Niko anointed his lids—she saw
them blaze with her changed vision—she looked around. Scraps of magic glinted in corners and on door
and windowsill, the remnants of luck and prosperity charms, love potions, and other small workings. A
thin, blue-white cord stretched from a nearby sewer grating up the street.

Niko beckoned her; they followed the blue-white cord to atall, ramshackle house nearby. The door, a
blue circle painted around the knocker, was half off its hinges, which made it easy for Trisand Niko to
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enter. They stood in adark and narrow hall, ankle deep in trash, facing arickety staircase. All the doors
on this story were as useless as the front door. Rats and insects fled into the empty rooms, trying to escape
the light that now shone bright around Niko.

The blue-white cord led them up three flights of stairs. Tris guessed that this place had rented out rooms.
It seemed that now most, if not all, of the building had been abandoned in the wake of the blue pox.

The staircase ended in a garret. The looters had apparently ignored this level. Maybe they don't like stairs
either, thought Tris as she fought to catch her breath. There were only two apartments:. the cord vanished
through the closed door on one. Niko rapped hard, then tried the knob, only to find it locked. He sighed.

"We should have brought a guard with us," he told Tris. "Now | have to find one—why are you smirking
at me?"

Trisdrew asmall, rolled-up cloth from her pocket. Briar? she called through their magical bond. | need
some advice.

Briar was about to pick up anew tray. Now he stepped away from the stack and turned his attention to his
friend. You came to the right person, he said with approval, inspecting the locked door through her eyes.
Smart thinking, to bring your picks. That winter, in exchange for lessonsin reading classic Kurchali, he
had begun to teach her the art of lock picking. Which pick do you need to start!

The long, straight one? she replied, a bit unsure.

Good. Now, get close.

Trisknelt before the lock and let Briar help her through the rough spots as Niko watched, bemused. She
only needed two picks before the lock gave and the door opened. A wave of rot-stench surged from the
room inside.

"Someone died here," Niko remarked.

"If you hadn't told me, | might never have known." Tris's sarcasm was nearly lost in the croaking of her
voice as she swallowed a mouthful of bile.

You don't need me for this, Briar told her. Good hunting.

Once inside, they had to take a moment to blink their vision clear: strips, sparkles, and blots of magic
shone everywhere. Half of the large room was a mage's workplace, with asmall herb garden in the
window, bottles and boxes of ingredients perched on the shelves that lined one wall, a counter littered
with jars, mortars, crystals of all shapes, and boxes of candles and ribbons. Another wall held twenty or so
books. A meager hearth served for cooking as well as heat, and the pots and pans that hung from hooks
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around it had seen better days. A wooden trunk also served as atable. There was a footstool and three
chairs, all in need of patching.

A tiny bedchamber opened off that room—Niko looked in and closed the door. "Our mage is dead,” he
said grimly. "Maybe that's best. Once her role in this was discovered, | think no power on earth could
have kept her safe. People would have wanted vengeance.”

"What if the past-viewing spell doesn't help us find out what we need to know?" Tris asked, worried.

"Somewhere in here is her journa or workbook. The past-viewing spell ought to show uswhereit is, and
inturnit will tell uswhat she did." Niko sighed. "Are you ready to help me?"

Trisnodded. They had done this kind of spell once before, to find out why the Bit I1sland watchtower had
exploded. Remembering how they had worked it, she threw arope of power to Niko, letting him draw on
her strength as well as his own. With her improved magical vision, she saw the power that jumped from
his fingertips as a series of lightning-bright threads. The threads wove themselves into a circle around
Niko and Tris, then spread to enclose them in a globe of cobwebs that blazed like the sun. Tris shut her
eyes, hoping to blot out the too-bright image, only to find the magic was still visible, though not the room.
Sighing, she opened her eyesin time to see Niko make two cuts, one to each palm. He let the blood drip.
It entered the spell-webs and raced through them, making them vanish. Now they saw the ghostly image
of ashort, dark-haired woman at the counter. From each of five bottles she dropped liquid onto five
pieces of —

"That looks like bacon,” she muttered.
Niko squinted for a better look. "It is bacon."

The woman made anote in ajournal, watching the raw meat intently. One strip turned green and fell
apart. One crinkled and turned yellow. A third liquefied. The remaining two turned black as coal, asif
they had been cooked for much too long.

From the way she reacted, the dark-haired woman was furious. She flipped to an earlier pagein her
journal and crossed out what looked like recipes with angry slashes of her pen. She tugged her hair, hit the
counter, and burst into tears. At last she stoppered the glass vials and put them in a covered basket.
Something then made her pause.

She drew a purse through an opening in her skirt and upended it into her palm. A few copper coins spilled
out. She stared at them, lips moving—counting, Tris guessed.

"No," whispered Niko, "you dolt, stop and think. There are reasons why the law says magical things must
be disposed of at Winding Circle."
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The woman counted her money again, then stared at her basket. Opening it, she removed the vials and
emptied them into a wooden bowl. She closed the journal, tied a ribbon that glowed with magical symbols
around it, and reached into the shelvesin front of her, groping. The shelves swung open to reveal a hidden
compartment. She set the journal there and closed it. Bowl in hand, the mage walked through Tris, opened
aghost door, and passed through the real one, out of their sight.

"Stupid," whispered Niko, as passionately angry as Tris had ever seen him. He stalked over to the shelves
and reached under one, searching for the catch to the hidden compartment. " Stupid, stupid, stupid!"

"She just got rid of apotion that didn't work," protested Tris. When his search proved fruitless, she
boosted herself onto the counter and thrust her smaller hand behind the bottles. She was interested to see
that they were glued into place, never meant for use in the dead mage's work. Finding the catch, she
tugged, and the shelf door swung open. She dropped to the floor as Niko removed the journal.

" She dumped five magically enhanced fluids that had not been properly neutralized,” Nikko rapped back.
"With no thought of how they might interact with anything else. The fee charged to handle these thingsis
small. Gods of light and knowledge save me from coin-pinching lackwits!"

" She was that tight with a copper.” Tris and Niko turned. A bleary-eyed old woman leaned against the
door of the other garret room outside. "Mind, she had to watch her money. Her work wasn't very good."
Sly glee ran over the woman's puffy face. " Stands to reason, don't it? If she was any good, she wouldn'ta
lived here with the rest of us poor folk."

"If you will excuse us," Niko said stiffly, holding onto the dead mage's journal. "We have no time to
waste."

Trisran down the stairs at afast trot. Niko came after her. A voice drifted eerily down the stairwell:
"Does this mean the curse on them that breaks into her place is gone?’

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/T...%200f%20Magic%2004%20-%20Briar's%20Book.htm (101 of 140) [11/1/2004 12:15:20 AM]



Circle of Magic

Crane was so limp with shock and disgust that Briar expected him to wilt into a heap. "Ah," the Air
dedicate said in atone so mild he might have been talking of spring rain. "All this—all this for a nostrum
to help women to reduce their weight.”

Rosethorn ran her finger over a page in the dead woman's journal. " This—Eilisa Pearldrop"—she said the
name with raw sarcasm—"wanted to create a potion to consume body fat, making it dissolve in wastes
and in sweat. It wouldn't hurt if the person who used it had little appetite as well. So the fever was built in,

and made resistant to willowbark. Of course. Who would want to pay for avery expensive weight loss
potion that would be made useless the first time you drank willowbark teafor a headache?' She looked at
Niko and Tris, scrubbed and gowned for entry into Crane's realm, and shook her head. "It never would
have worked. And she writes that the dark rash was a side effect she couldn't get rid of."

"So she dumped it illegally in the sewer, where it combined with the city's muck, to give us the blue pox,"
said Niko wearily. "Whichever of us enters the country of the dead first should locate her and tell her
what she wrought."

"All thisfor money," whispered Crane. Looking at him, Briar thought that only people who were born
rich had such alow opinion of money. "The death of hundreds,” Crane went on, "from a pursuit of wealth
and areluctance to spend.”

"She didn't have that much to spend, from the look of it," muttered Tris.

"And cursing her now or in the afterlife won't bring us closer to a cure,” said Rosethorn. "Crane, let's split
these notes of hers up between us and brew her recipes. Let Briar keep trying the magic-blockers we gave
him this morning on the trays."

"Done," replied Crane. To Niko he said, "Y ou told me | could have Trisana."

" Perhaps she needs a day to recover," suggested Niko, but Tris was already shaking her head. "Well,

then, she'syours." He sighed. "I should report this to Moonstream and the duke."

"I do not envy you in the least," Crane said absently, beckoning to Tris. He said to her, "Since we do not
wish to keep the book where it might get stained or torn, copy that female's recipes for all five potions
while Rosethorn and | set up." He seemed to have forgotten that Niko was still there. "Give Rosethorn her
copies. Then—"

Briar returned to hiswork. After Trisand Niko had left for the city, Rosethorn and Crane replaced all of

his additives with new ones, each made to react to magic. He wanted to refill the cabinets that had been
emptied that morning: those vacant shelves seemed like areproach.
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Niko stopped beside him on the way out. "How goes all?* he asked quietly.
"Fine," Briar said, trying not to think of that morning's spill.

"What happened there?"' inquired Niko. He motioned to the outer workroom. "| see three layers of
cleansing spells, all strong and very fresh.”

Briar stared at him, startled. "Don't your eyes ever hurt you?' he wanted to know. "If you can see so
much?"

Niko shrugged. "One grows accustomed.”
Briar snorted. "Y ou sound like Crane."
"Dear gods, anything but that,” Niko whispered with a crooked smile.

"We had a spill of pox essence," Briar said. "They wanted to make sure they cleaned it all up." Curious,
he asked, "Did you see it? The magic in the blue pox?' While Crane and Rosethorn read through the
journal, Osprey had given Niko the tour, showing him even the contents of the distilling jars.

"Yes, but | wonder if | would have noticed it, had it not been pointed out to me. The sewer diluted
Pearldrop's fluids so much that her small power is only a ghost within the disease. You and Trisdid well
to spot it—very well."

Briar shook his head, blushing at the rare compliment. Niko was hard to please. "I might not've had the
nerve to say anything."

"Y ou had the nerve to suggest Tris might be of use." Niko hesitated, then said, "Take care of yourself,
Briar. Bringing you here was one of the best ideas | ever had.”

It was as well he left then. Briar couldn't think of anything to say.

"First change," Rosethorn said cheerfully, coming over. Leaning past him, she erased the name of atest
fluid they had started to use just hours before and wrote in a new one. Rubbing out the number one next to
Variation—they had switched to numbers after the discovery that magic was a factor—she put the
number two. "Let's get to it," she told Briar.

Before she turned away, he glanced at the diagnosis spot on her forehead. It was still there, still red.

Relieved, he went to ask Osprey where he would find powdered jade.
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With the discovery of Pearldrop's weight-losing potions, the atmosphere in the greenhouse changed for
the better, despite the fact that the workers were even busier. Briar might almost have said he was
enjoying himself. All along he'd thought that, as exhausted and nervous as the greenhouse staff was, they
had the best of it. They weren't nursing the sick and the dying, or being pressured like Crane and
Rosethorn to find a cure. The helpers only had to do their jobs well.

One sign that things had improved came on the third day after Tris and Niko returned from the sewers. A
tray slipped from Briar's hold as he carried it to his worktable. He jumped back quickly enough that he
wasn't spattered with pox or shattered glass, then braced himself for Crane's wrath and that pointed finger.
Rosethorn clenched her hands in her gloves, her eyes daring Crane to dismiss Briar. Crane didn't even
look at her. His eyes rested on the spill as Osprey's crew came running to mop up, rose to Briar's face,
then dlid to the slate on which the boy's ever-changing instructions were written.

"Trisana, have you the list of supplies Rosethorn and | require from temple stores?' he inquired.

Trismade aface—she'd tried to get him to call her by her nickname, without success—and held up a
date.

Cranetook it. "Briar, memorize this, scrub out, then collect these materials. Get everything, mind. If the
people at stores do not have the amounts we require, they must promise to bring the rest with all due
speed. The spill should be cleaned up by the time of your return.” He held the dlate out to Briar.

"Y ou're not getting rid of me?' the boy asked, shocked.

"I believe there are ten silver astrels at stake on the date of your dismissal. | do not approve of gambling;
therefore, no one shall win money from my dismissal of you. Take thislist, and go—but remember to
come back."

Briar did as he was told. Osprey went with him. "He must like your work," she commented admiringly as
she gathered the special washes needed for a pox spill. "Guess I'd better return Triss silver astrel, if he's
on to the betting."

"May aswell give me back my wager on Tris getting the boot," said the boy gloomily. "If he won't get rid
of me, there's no way he'll rid himself of her."

"I noticed," Osprey told him drily. "If she wasn't already Master Goldeye's student, I'd be plenty worried,
believe me."

Once Briar returned, he was put back to his former job. Nothing more was said about his accident.

That evening, just as Osprey announced it was time to close, a deep, emerald-green light dawned at
Rosethorn's worktable. Briar saw its reflection in the glass and polished stone around him and turned,
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looking for the source. The light grew brighter and brighter, silhouetting Rosethorn's body.

"Crane, remember that change you suggested, switching from bloodstone to hematite?' she asked in a
calm, ordinary voice. "You may have something."

"In combination with—7?" He walked over to observe what she had done, as calm as she. Tris danced
from foot to foot behind them, trying to see. Osprey was more dignified, but she too was trying to bend
around Crane's side for a better look at Rosethorn's worktable. Briar went to Tris's chair and climbed it.
Now he had a perfect view.

In the tray before Rosethorn, light blazed from a column of wells. "Juniper and yarrow, three parts, to one
part wisteria oil," Rosethorn said, answering Crane'sinquiry.

"Wisteria. Ah. That would explain the extravagant effects." Crane turned and looked down his nose at
Osprey and Tris. Seeing Briar on the chair, he raised his brows.

Rosethorn covered her tray with its glass top and turned around. "Oh, for Mila's sake, calm down. It's just
thefirst key." The outer workroom staff had crowded into the doorway to see what the fuss was about.
Rosethorn told them, "It looks extravagant because it lit up, but we're still along way from a cure. We
must find thirty-six keys, by our reckoning." Crane nodded agreement.

Nonetheless, there was excited chatter in the washroom. When they all emerged from the greenhouse,
Briar and Triswere invited to join the novices at the main dining hall. Rosethorn nodded permission. She
and Crane wandered around the greenhouse to Crane's usual office, talking softly.

The next morning Rosethorn came over to Briar's table, he assumed to make that day's first change to his
date of instructions. Instead she rested a hand on Briar's shoulder. 7 need a favor, she told him mind-to-

mind. My own magical reserves are low—I must be tired, because I'm not replenishing overnight as |
should.

You need some of mine, Briar replied silently. Sure. You look tired.

Just once it would have been nice if you had been gallant and said | never looked better, she informed
him. He knew she smiled under her mask because he could see the corners of her eyes crinkle up.

He ran athick vine of his power through the point where her palm rested on his shoulder, letting his
magic spill into her. He had plenty. His job entailed no use of it, while Rosethorn and Crane had been
pouring theirsinto experiments.

You want me to tap my shakkan? he asked silently, when she stopped the flow between them. 7 can call it
to me here.
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No, she said, though | appreciate the offer. Kegp the shakkan in reserve. If you make too much use of it,
you'll get lazy with your own power. She stopped, then remarked, Well, well. | believe someone has found
the second key.

She turned, taking her hand from Briar's shoulder. Briar did the same and squinted against the white
radiance that poured around Crane's lean figure. Tris had turned away, shading her eyes with one arm.
Osprey and her crew ran in and burst into applause.

"It is only the second key," said Crane, his voice pleased. "There are many more to go—though | admit, it
IS good to see we are moving in the proper direction at last.”

"Osprey, isthere tea?' asked Rosethorn. "'l need alarge mug with plenty of honey. Oh—before that, a
small cup of willowbark tea." Osprey nodded and went to get the cups herself: a pot of the daily mixture
and a pot of willowbark were always on the brew in the outer workroom, in a spelled cabinet that also
kept the cups and honeypot from harm. Those teas received as much respect as the magical research texts.
None of them could have endured an entire day without tea.

"Willowbark?" Briar whispered, so only Rosethorn could hear.

She rubbed her forehead on the back of her glove. "Try squinting through lenses and running magic
through all sorts of crystals. See how long it istill you get a headache,”" she said with her old rude spirit.

"Crang, let me see." She went over to examine what Crane had done.

Briar frowned. Rosethorn never got headaches, even while laboring in her garden under the summer sun.
He watched her walk to the center of the room, away from the counters, to lower her mask and gulp the
willowbark tea that Osprey brought, making aface at its bitterness. She traded that empty cup for the
other, sweeter tea she'd requested.

She'slost weight, he realized. Why hadn't he noticed?

Crane approached to make a change to Briar's slate. The boy considered mentioning his worries and
decided against it. Crane would simply look down hislong nose and say that Rosethorn was perfectly able
to look after herself.

And don't that show what he knows, thought Briar grimly, fetching a new tray.

Some time later he heard Osprey utter the welcome phrase, "Lunch." He was putting things away when
Rosethorn said, "No, thanks, Osprey. I'm not hungry."

"Y ou know better," Crane announced sternly. "Y ou—gods defend us."
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Briar looked to see what made Crane speak as he had. Rosethorn had turned to face the room, bracing
herself on her counter with one hand. For a moment Briar knew only that something was wrong, though
he wasn't sure what it was.

"Rosethorn, no," Triswailed softly.
"Why is everyone staring?' demanded the woman.

Briar shut his eyes, then opened them. Immediately he saw the thing that had changed. Thered
thumbprint on her forehead had turned white.

Rosethorn saw it in their faces. "Oh, my," she said weakly. "It was that spill, | suppose. | wish we could
make these clothes skintight!"

"No!" Briar cried, going to her. "No, it can't be. It can't! The spot would've turned color right then—
wouldn't it?' he asked Crane, trying not to plead. "Our dots ain't fresh. We got 'em more'n aweek ago, so
they went stale, that's all "

Crane handed a piece of brightly polished metal to Rosethorn, who could then see for herself that her
diagnosis spot had changed color. "Y our magic?' he asked her, his voice emotionless. Briar wanted to
kick him. Didn't he care, after al she'd done?

"I'd run low," Rosethorn said quietly. "My power kept it at bay—until now."

"Until now," Crane said. "So long as your body fought, and could fight, the oil would not react to the
disease. | knew | should have refined that diagnosis oil, but we were pressed for time. . .."

"Can't | stay?' Rosethorn asked him. "Surely | have at least a day's more work in me. The tea got rid of
my headache."

Crane sighed. "My dear," he said, his voice regretful, "shall | get the orders with regard to a researcher
who succumbs to a disease? They are in your writing."

"| hate it when you're right,” she replied.
"I know," Cranetold her. "If it makes you feel better, Lark will kill me for allowing this to happen."

"An accident," growled Tris. Like Briar she had come to stand near Rosethorn. "Just a stupid, stupid—"
Her voice cracked. She was crimson behind her mask.

"Let metake her home," Briar said to Crane. "She ought to bein bed."
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" She cannot go home—surely you are aware of this."

Briar stared up at the man, furious. Was that kindness in Crane's eyes? Who was he to go being kind to
anybody, particularly to him or to Rosethorn?

The true betrayal came in her quiet, clear voice. "No matter where | end up, you will stay here."

"I won't!" snapped Briar. "Let them whiffenpoof Water Temple slushbrains have the care of you? Stay
here putting adrip of this and a drab of that into a hundred stupid trays on maybe the side chance one of
‘em'll creep us aong a hair to a cure?'

"Yes," Rosethorn said firmly.

"I need you here."

He was hearing things, surely. He could have sworn Crane said he needed him.

The lanky dedicate sighed, and leaned against Rosethorn's worktable. "Y our hands are steady. Y our
discipline over your power is such that no shadow of it changes the essence of the blue pox or of the
additives. Y ou keep your head in an emergency, for al that you speak wildly enough.”

"I can't," Briar told Rosethorn softly, pleading. "Don't make me stay."

"What is more important, tending me—when the best nurses around the Pebbled Sea are here—or helping
to find the cure?' she asked gravely. "If you go, they must train someone else for your job—and someone
after that, and someone after that, since Crane will get rid of anyone new who looks at him cross-eyed."
"Unjust," drawled Crane.

"Absolutely right,” said Osprey.

"He will lose time," Rosethorn continued, ignoring them. "Osprey will lose time. The best you can do for
me isto keep working."

Tris sighed abruptly. She had been so quiet they had forgotten she was standing there. "Rosethorn, Lark
saysyou're to wait until she comes. She and Sandry are going to Moonstream to see if they can take you

home."

Briar wanted to hug the redhead. He kept himself from doing it, but just barely. Of course Tris would see
that Lark would not want Rosethorn anywhere but home.
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Anywhere but home, he thought again. There was something in the idea that grabbed his attention.

Of course. "Y ou have to go home," he told Rosethorn firmly. "Y ou have to be near your plants and your
garden, even if the garden's asleep. Remember Urda's House? Tris brought the shakkan and the ivy and
herbs to make you feel better? Tris, tell Sandry to tell Lark that Rosethorn needs her plants."

Rosethorn looked at him sharply, then at Crane. "'l forgot that living plants help.”
"Join with ours, then," he said quietly. "You'll need as much strength as you can gather to fight this."

Rosethorn closed her eyes briefly. Briar felt tendrils of her power spread at lightning speed, weaving
themselves in with the thousand lives on the other side of the tiled wall. He'd heard Rosethorn express
dislike for Crane's greenhouse so often that it was almost funny to know she was getting strength from it
now.

"It's still not the same as plants living and fading in their normal season,” Rosethorn muttered, asif she
had read Briar's mind.

"It isfor those that flower al year in hotter climes," retorted Crane. "They are not even aware they are not
in their home jungles.”

Rosethorn rested her head on her hands. Now that she wasn't trying to pretend she felt normal, Briar could
see how worn she was. For amoment aterrible fear rose in his heart. Quickly he thrust it into the very
darkest corner of hismind.

Appealing to Rosethorn's own Green Man and Mila of the Grain, he thought, Please, gods, keep her safe.

Crane and Tris returned to their work and Briar to his, though the boy kept one eye on Rosethorn. She sat
at her own table, writing notes and tinkering with the tray she had been working on. She seemed
determined to finish it, and Crane would not protest an activity that kept her quiet as they waited for word
from Lark.

The Hub clock was chiming one in the afternoon when the word came in the form of Lark herself. Briar
sighed with relief as she walked past him. Lark glanced at him and winked, then took Rosethorn's hand. "l
have special passes signed by Moonstream and permission to take you back to Discipline, aslong as
you're freshly robed and masked after we leave here," she said briskly. To Crane she added, "It's not as if
this thing goes easily from person to person. We'll have gloves, and masks, and Daja's coming—Frostpine
said they were about done in any case. If you want to see my passes, you'll have to come out to ook at
them—I couldn't bring them through your washroom."

"I trust you, Lark," he said. "If you will now take her away, so we may get some real work done—?"
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Onini bless me, thought Briar, calling on the goddess of flower sellers, | think he's teasing Rosethorn. No,
he can't be!

Rosethorn stiffly got to her feet. "Just one thing, Crane," she said, an impish look in her eyes. She put a
drop from an amber-colored vial on the tip of one gloved finger and drew a straight line down the cover
on the first well in each row on her tray. They began to shimmer green at their bottoms. Slowly the light
expanded and rose, until it filled each well, and flowed together on the spaces between them. "Here's your
third key." Lark tried to put an arm around her friend's waist, but Rosethorn shook her head. "'l can
wak—I'm just abit achy." To Briar she said, "Will you do as | asked? Will you stay here?"

Briar looked from her to Crane and Tris. If she's got Sandry and Lark and Dgjatending her, she'll be all
right, herealized. | can do her more good with Crane, helping him track down the cure.

Reluctantly he nodded.
"That's my boy," said Rosethorn. With Lark, she walked out of the workroom.

"Well," Crane remarked, and sighed. "Well need to change things. Osprey," he called, raising his voice so
she could hear it from the other workroom. "Who among your crew of professional jesters would you
trust to run thingsin your place?'

Osprey stuck her head through the doorway. "In my place? Sir?"

"I think | really must have you in here,” Crane told her. ™Y ou will do research during this crisis after all.
Who will be effective in the outer workroom?"

Osprey turned. "Dedicate Acacia?'
Crane sighed gustily. Osprey looked back at him. "Trust me, he'll do fine."

Her teacher flapped alimp hand. "He had better. Give him your instructions, and then let us get busy.
Thereis much to do."
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As the Hub clock struck nine, Dedicate Acacia, ayoung man whose blue-black skin was accented by the
pale, undyed material of his mask, robe, and cap, came to the doorway. He shifted from one foot to the
other nervoudly.

"Honored Dedicate, we must close,” said Acacia. "Actually, we are an hour late to close. [—"
"No," protested Briar fiercely. "We can't stop now! Rosethorn's sick—we have to keep working!"

"You can't," Acaciasaid gently. "No living thing could survive the cleansing steam. And everyoneis
weary."

"Tired people make mistakes," Crane informed him. "If you have not learned that before now, commit it
to memory."

Briar put stoppersin jars, furious. All the others could think of was supper and bed. Rosethorn wasin
trouble, might die, because they didn't care enough to really bear down and do the job.

A hand gripped hiswrist as he was about to slam the door to the additives cupboard. "Stop it," Osprey
told him very quietly, green eyes blazing over her mask. "Y ou think Rosethorn's the only one in danger?
Crane needsrest, what little he takes. He's up till al hours, reading those blasted notes and thinking of
new ideas, and then he's here at dawn. So calm down and tell everyone good night."

She'sright, Tris said through their magic. Briar had thought she was busy tidying up. He should have
known she would hear so intense a discussion. Did you stop to think what happens if Crane gets sick?

Briar froze.

You didn't, Tris commented. She had turned to look at him. Think about it now, and let's go wash. My
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eyeballs are dancing.

Briar gave hiswork area alast check to ensure that everything was stowed in watertight cabinets, safe
from the cleansing steam. Osprey had gone to speak to the outer workroom crew. Crane was lost in
thought, gazing blankly through the glass wall at the fog that rose in the night air.

It all depended on Crane now, didn't it? He had plenty of help, it was true, but the experience and the skull
work would be his.

| don't even like this man, Briar thought, dismayed. | respect him, but | don't like him. And he don't like
me.

Thethings| do for her, he told himself, and walked over to Crane. "Y ou can stare and blink as well
outside asin here," he reminded the dedicate. "And | want my supper, even if you don't."

Crane looked at him asif he had forgotten who Briar was. Then he shook his head asif to clear it. "True.
Let us be off, then. We shall return all too soon."

It had been in Briar's mind to sit with Rosethorn. Lark would hear nothing of it. "Visit after you eat," she
said firmly, thrusting Briar and Tris toward the table. "But not for long—Yyou're going to bed. Y ou cannot
be muzzy when you work like this, you know. Some of the worst disasters in history came about because
people were too weary to know they made errors." She brought covered supper plates that she'd kept
warm on the hearth, while Dgja poured out juice. " She's done nothing but scribble ever since | brought her
home."

Briar, listlessly picking up a napkin, felt interest course through his veins like tonic. " She's doing notes?"

Symbols of health and protection gleamed silver on Rosethorn's doorway, to keep sicknessinside. They
didn't capture sound, because Rosethorn called loudly, "Y ou thought | would come home to languish? |
have some things Crane should try. Come in after you finish."

Trisgrinned at Briar.

He started to eat. He bet Crane would be glad of Rosethorn's notes for as long as she could make them.
And as long as she did make them, Briar knew her thinking was still sharp, not fever-muddied. The blue
pox might have fooled the diagnosis oil for atime, but it had a serious battle to fight if it wanted to munch
up Rosethorn.

Once finished, he got his shakkan and took it to Rosethorn. "It's glad of company,” he said cheerfully as
she glared at him. She sat propped up on pillows as she wrote on alap-desk. "It moped the whole time we
went north last fall and lost a couple of twigs. I'll feel better if you'd just watch it."
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"Of course," Rosethorn said tiredly. "l can seeit's moping. If we're not careful, it could shed aneedle. |
don't need a nursemaid, young man, not even agreen one."

Briar grinned. "Y ou got one anyway."

"I have one anyway. Take this." She held out a waxed paper tube, spelled like the doorway to keep out
disease. Briar accepted it with agloved hand: at Lark's command, anyone who saw Rosethorn dressed as
they might for Crane's workroom.

"Now go to bed," Rosethorn ordered. "I bet two silver astrels that Crane finds a cure before | show spots.
That means you need to rest and help him win me money."

"Even if he don't approve of gambling?* Briar shook his head, glad she could joke.
Rosethorn grinned. " Particularly because he doesn't approve of gambling."

If Crane was glad to see Rosethorn's notes once they were carried through the washroom in their waxed
tube, he hid it well. He read them, Briar noticed, but he directed Osprey to do the suggested work. Briar
tried to watch Osprey, until he ruined atray by losing track of what he'd added. After that, he kept his
mind on his work.

The pace in the greenhouse changed. Acacia often came to ask Osprey things, while Crane spent more
time advising Osprey than he ever had with Rosethorn. Osprey always had questions and needed to check
amost every step with Crane, which maddened Briar. He wanted to order Acaciato show some backbone
and Osprey to let Crane work. One day went by, then two, then three: every minute that Crane was
distracted was a minute taken from Rosethorn's life. They had found no more keys since her last
discovery. Each night, when the crew |eft the greenhouse, Briar looked for a steady bright glow over the
wall between them and Bit Island, hoping not to seeit. It wasthe firesin the vast pit where the dead were
burned, and it was always there.

At midmorning of the third day, the clamor of tolling bells in Summersea got louder, making the glass on
his counter wobble. Then Briar realized it wasn't city bells, but the Hub bell, that clanged so mournfully.

"What isit?' asked Tris. "What happened?’
"One of our own died," Osprey replied, making the gods-circle on her chest.

"Who?' asked Tris. No one knew. Neither Sandry nor Dgja, caring for Rosethorn, had any idea of who it
was.

That night, when Briar and Tris came home and looked in on Rosethorn, they found Lark with her. The
women clasped each other's gloved hands; both had reddened, puffy eyes, asif they'd been weeping.
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"Henna," Rosethorn said to Briar. "The fever. That cursed fever!"
"Her magic," Briar whispered numbly. "She said she always kept enough back to burn it out—"
"Except shedidn't," Lark said bitterly. "Willow-water told me she was helping a couple of sick novices."

Briar stared at Rosethorn, frightened. Rosethorn's eyes were glassy; her lips were dry and peeling. She
was feverish. It was asif death circled his teacher.

Quietly he poured a cupful of willowbark tea and brought it to her.

"| am so sick of thisrubbish!" cried Rosethorn, glaring at him. "I swear, I'm going to float away in a sea
of horse urine!"

"Oh, no, love," said Lark, taking the cup from Briar. "l assure you, horse urine is much more strongly
flavored."

Rosethorn, Briar, and Tris stared at her in horror. "How—?" began Rosethorn.
"Y ou don't want to know," Lark replied solemnly. "It's better to drink this."
Rosethorn stared at her, then drank the tea down.

Lark winked at Trisand Briar. "You just have to know how to talk to her."

Normally Rosethorn would have groaned and thrown a pillow at Lark. Tonight she only smiled and lay
back. Lark nodded to the door with her head; Tris and Briar |eft.

It was the first time since her return from the greenhouse that Rosethorn had no notes to send back to
Crane.

In bed that night, Briar dreamed he searched for Rosethorn in afoggy place, knowing she was there but
unable to see her. The fear that she was lost—that she might be hurt, or worse—made it impossible to
breathe.

He woke with a start, facedown in his pillow. His room smelled like night terrors and sweat without the
shakkan to sweeten the air. Disgusted, he walked out into the main room, dragging his blanket, and lay it
on the floor next to the dog. Triswas curled in aknot before the gods' shrine in the corner, clutching her
blanket to her chest. Briar covered her more thoroughly.
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Sandry joined them a few minutes later with her own covers. Daja thumped down the stairs with hers.
Hearing Dgja, Lark came from Rosethorn's room and looked them over. "I'll get pallets in here tomorrow,
if you want to do this," she said quietly. Daja, Briar, and Sandry—Tris had not woken—nodded.

Briar wasjust setting up the next morning when he saw white light shimmering in the shiny surfaces
around him. Trisyipped with glee, clapping her hands. The boy turned.

Crane was removing a pair of trays from his personal cabinet, where he kept his experiments. They blazed
hotly, marking the first breakthroughs since Rosethorn had gone. Once he'd put them on his worktable,
Craneturned to Tris. "Thereis hardly a need for such enthusiasm," he drawled. "1t was bound to happen
at some point."

"But two of them!" Tris pointed out, refusing to be deflated. "Two!" Looking at Crane's drooping frame,
the girl shook her head. "I'll be happy for both of us," she said, uncovering her inks.

The more emotional he fedls, the limper he acts, thought Briar. Remembering hisfirst encounters with
Crane he added, Unless he's so furious he forgets he's nobility. It's like somebody taught him it's wrong to
be excited.

He reached for Sandry, who sat with Rosethorn that morning. Two? repeated Sandry, once Briar had
explained the good news. That's splendid.

Briar frowned. There was a shadow in Sandry's mind.

No, don't! she cried, feeling him shift to look through her eyes. She covered her face, but it was too late:
Briar had seen. Rosethorn was covered with dark spots.

Lark's gone for a healer, Dgjatold him magically. We're to keep getting Rosethorn to drink things and to
rub lotion where sheitches. She'll be fine.

Frightened as Briar was, Daja's calm solidity was a comfort. How could Rosethorn come to harm with her
and Sandry there? She couldn't, of course, and things were starting to move in Crane's workrooms.

It's just a shame she last her bet, isall, Briar told the two girls, explaining about Rosethorn's wager. She
threw out spots, but we don't have a cure.

You will, Sandry told him firmly.
Sop gossiping and get to it, added Daja.

Briar obeyed.
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The next key that day was Osprey's; the blaze of white light that announced it came just before noon.
Crane developed another around two that afternoon. Osprey produced two more from Rosethorn's notes;

Crane brewed an eighth before they closed for the night.

"Good," Rosethorn said fuzzily when Briar reported to her. "Very good. Tell Crane when he's got
something to try on patients, I'm hisfirst volunteer.”

Briar swallowed. "Are you sure that's a good idea?"'

Rosethorn smiled, barely able to stay awake. "Before he reaches that point, there's atest fluid we
made—actually, there's a set of ten fluids. | can't remember what we called it—"

"Human essence,” said Lark. She had taken over from Sandry and Daja, and sat in achair by the bed,
knitting.

"That sounds right," agreed Rosethorn. "Crane will test cures on the essences before he triesreal people.
Once he does that, hisfirst cures may not work for everyone, but they won't kill anybody either. They . .
" Her voice drifted off, and she dlept.

"Y ou know the disease better than |," Lark said to Briar. She leaned forward to hold Rosethorn's hand. "
take it this wandering and confusion is normal ?"

Briar nodded. "It's the fever. We almost never lost anyone with spots. It was always after they faded,
when the fever got out of control."

Lark reached out with her free hand and took his. "WEe'l all get through this," she told him solemnly. "It
will end, and we'll be fine."

That morning Crane didn't wait until his workers had finished in the washroom, but scrubbed when they
did. Once inside, no one split off to begin their day's work. Crane, Osprey, Briar, and Tris led the way to
the inner workroom as the rest of the staff crowded in the doorway near Briar's table. All eyes were on the
cabinets where Crane and Osprey stored the previous day's experiments.

Gray and wet as it was outside, it could have been a sunny day once those cabinets were opened. Tray
after tray blazed as they were brought out.

"Well," Crane remarked at last, when he'd looked it all over. "Well. Ten keys. Have you ever encountered
alock that needed so many, Briar?"

The boy shook his head emphatically, speechless. Hope was so thick in histhroat that it half choked him.
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"Now you have. A disease isthe most complex lock thereis," said Crane. "We have more keysto find, so
if we might begin?' He looked at his staff. They disappeared into the outer room, eager to get started.

"What are you working on?' asked Rosethorn, holding out a thin hand.

Daja jumped, startled—she had thought Rosethorn was asleep. When the woman's fingers twitched,
demanding, she blushed and passed her work over. She had been trying to shape copper wire to combine
the signs for health and protection. She'd wanted to put it in abrass circle and hang it above the bed. For
some reason, though, when she added her magic, the metal twisted, jumping out of the pattern.

Rosethorn eyed the design. "Interesting. It might work better as a plant. If Briar built atrellisin this
shape, we could grow ivy on it. You know why | hate plagues?"'

The girl hesitated, confused by the abrupt change of subject. That was the fever, she realized. It made
Rosethorn's mind skip about. "Why?' Dgja asked.

"Most disasters are fast, and big. Y ou can see everyone else's life got overturned when yours did. Houses
are smashed, livestock's dead. But plagues isolate people. They shut themselves inside while disease takes
alife at atime, day after day. It adds up. Whole cities break under the load of what was |ost. People stop
trusting each other, because you don't know who's sick."

"How did you get in with Crane?' Dagjainquired, curious. "Picking apart diseases?'

"It was agame," Rosethorn confessed. "l was sent here to complete my novitiate. Crane was a novice too.
We were the best with plants. A lady was visiting one day, and | worked out the ingredientsin her
perfume before Crane did. Except he wasn't Crane, then, he was just Isas, like | was Niva." Her eyelids
started to droop, a sign she was tiring. Dgja poured out a cup of willowbark tea and gave it to her.
Rosethorn sipped, made aface, and continued. "We just went on from there. We'd make scents and give
the other a day to figure out what was used and the amount. Then we worked out the ingredients in stews,
and the dyes for the complex weavings that came in from Aliput. Then medicines—and then diseases.
The temple sent us both to Lightsbridge for three years. | hated it, al those books and dead chemicals,
powders, nothing alive. And they made so much of him asa count's son.. . ." Shefinished her teaand
eased herself back. "So arrogant. So good at what he does. He's been a burr between my toes for years.”
She pulled the blanket up over her shoulders.

Daja set the empty cup in the bucket of thingsto be washed in boiling water and put the lamp behind a
screen. She was about to try her work again when Rosethorn muttered something.

"What isit?' asked Dgja. "Or are you walking in dreams again?"

"My boy. Y ou three girls—look after Briar. When I'm gone."
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Sandry and Tris would have argued passionately, refusing to admit there was a chance that Rosethorn
might die. Dajawas a Trader: they held it was mad to argue when the sick thought that Death approached.
Denials only told Death here was someone who would be missed, Death's favorite kind of victim.

Daadid not protest. "We'll look after him forever," she promised.

"And tell him to mind my garden," whispered Rosethorn. She went to sleep.

Dajawent back to her chair, but she couldn't work. Her eyes had gone blurry.

So many keys were found that day that Briar and Tris fumbled their way home, the afterimages of light-
sprays still floating in their eyes. They were giddy with hope when they reached Discipline, eager to tell
everyone what they had seen.

Their high spirits evaporated when they visited Rosethorn. She didn't know them. She was flushed with
fever, and hallucinating. They heard her plead with her father to go to the harvest dance, and in a younger
voice scold someone for tracking across her rows of seedlings.

Sandry, in the chair by the bed, smiled woefully at them. A piece of embroidery lay on her lap. When Tris
picked it up, not wanting to look at the woman whose hands stirred restlessly on her blanket, she saw the
beginnings of a needlework portrait of Rosethorn. She dropped it asif it were ahot coal.

More keys were found in the morning. When Acacia announced lunch, Crane gathered his staff together.
"Begin to pack the sample boxes in crates," he ordered. "If things go well, we shall only need to burn their
contents, then melt down the boxes. Distill no more blue pox samples for the present time. The five jars
we have, aswell aswhat is already in the trays, should suffice."

"We're done?' someone asked. Two more began to applaud.

Crane shook hishead. "Asfar as| can tell, we have found all the keysto theillness. Now we formulate a
cure. We have available a number of ways to cancel individual keys, which are different parts of the
disease. These ways do not all work together. A bad combination of cancelers will kill a patient as easily
as the blue pox. Also, different people react in different ways. Now we must devise the canceler blends
that will treat the largest number of the sick.”

"Some will die anyway?' whispered a man.

"We're mages, not miracle workers, Cloudgold," said Osprey tiredly. "Our strength has limits, and we
don't have much time."

"I didn't mean anything by it," mumbled Dedicate Cloudgold. "I'm just alibrarian."
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"We are al tired," said Crane. "We shall be more tired still before we are done. If you will erase all of
your variations, Briar?"

"Everything?" demanded the boy, startled.
"We begin on cures today," said Crane. "For that we shall need a clean date."

Briar obeyed, but seeing that black rectangle bare of writing made him feel aimost naked. Aslong as
instructions were there, he knew they were doing something. He had fixed on the date to keep from
thinking.

An hour later, Crane lifted the dlate down and chalked in new orders. Collecting all the materials he
would need to create new additives, Briar whistled cheerfully. Once again he had things to do.

That night, Rosethorn's condition was the same.

Light filled the greenhouse workrooms the next day to announce effective blends of cancelers tested
against trays full of blue pox. Several times Tris had to beg Crane to stop dictation, as she worked the
cramps out of her writing hand. Osprey had moved to Crane's table, to help her teacher mix oils and
powders for tests on the disease. Everyone in both workrooms protested a stop for lunch. They knew they
were close and begrudged every minute not spent in blending and testing chemicals and herbal medicines.

At the day's end, Crane opened a cabinet at the end of hisworktable, to reveal ten black glass bottles and
ten dense black slabs. Someone had cut five wells three inches deep in each slab and polished the whole
to aglossy finish. The bottles were sealed with layers of cloth and wax over a glass stopper. Everything
shimmered with layers of magic and symbols written in power so intense it burned into Briar'sand Tris's
vision.

The black trays went to the outer workroom, where blue pox essence was put in each well. Once they
were returned to Crane, he and Osprey unsealed the bottles. Acacia carried in a series of small cups, each
big enough to hold a dram. Like the bottles and the stone slabs, they were written over with strong
magica symbols.

“Briar,” Crane said. "Y our hands are the steadiest. If you will oblige me?’
Briar shook his head. "But | dropped atray—"

"Once," Crane said drily. "And as often as you have made additions to the trays, you have not broken the
lids, splashed the pox, nor dripped additives on your work area."

The boy stared at Crane, astounded. How closely had the man been watching him?
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"If you please?' Crane asked, raising his eyebrows.

Briar looked at his trembling hands. This was even more important than the times he knew the Thief-Lord
would starve him if he rang a single bell on the chuffle-dummy's pockets as he lifted their contents. This
was more important than the risk of the docks or the minesif a hinge squeaked as he went for a jewel box.
This might be Rosethorn's life.

"Right," he said, clenching his shuddery fingersinto fists. "What do | do?"

Crane directed him to fill the cups, one for each bottle, with aliquid every bit as magically strong as
anything he'd ever seen. Next he added the contents of the cupsto the black stone wells. Osprey marked
each slab with a glued-on patch of brightly colored cloth. Purple was for old men, lilac for old women.

Red was for men in their middle years, pink for women of that age. Olive-green was young men, yellow
for young women, dark blue for boys, light blue for girls. Boy infants were black; girls were white.

"Eight years," Crane remarked softly as Briar measured and poured. "It took six of us eight years to blend
these essences, to reduce the need to experiment on human beings. Xiyun Mountstrider, from Y anjing,
died of breakbone fever in the third year. We thought we would never succeed without him. Rosethorn
convinced us to press on. Ulra Stormborn went blind in the fifth year. First Dedicate EImbrook took Ibaru
fever and bled to death inside her skin in the seventh year, and we continued the work."

The thought of that kind of dedication made Briar feel small and untried. | don't know if | could do that,
he confessed to Tris through their magic.

Me neither, she admitted.

"Now the first round of cures,” said Osprey. While Briar poured the human essences, she had blended five
different cures from her notes and Crane's. "Gods willing," she whispered, adding them to the liquidsin
the black stone wells. "Gods willing, these will be the ones.”

That night they found Rosethorn's condition to be the same.

The cures were unsuccessful, as they al saw the next morning. Had they worked, Crane told his staff, the
blue pox would have floated to the top of each well as awhite oil. The workers scrubbed and boiled the
black slabs while he and Osprey created five more cures. Briar once again measured out human essences;
Osprey added the new medicines when he finished. Everyone went home, to wait.

Rosethorn was no worse, but no better. Her blue spots had begun to fade. The four young people sent
Lark to bed. When she woke late that evening, they made her eat.
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Briar wanted to cry when they reached the greenhouse at dawn, to find these cures hadn't worked either.
Trisdid cry. When the slabs were clean, they did it al again.

Returning home before sunset for the second day in arow, they found that Frostpine sat with Rosethorn.
Lark and Sandry had returned to making protective oils and working them into cloth for masks and
gloves. The smith went home around midnight, as Daja sat watch over their patient.

Several hours before dawn, Little Bear's yapping roused everyone. Briar lurched out of his blanketsto see
what had set the dog off; Lark, Sandry, and Tris sat up, blinking. Dgja stuck her head out of Rosethorn's
room. Opening the front door, Briar found Crane about to knock. The tall dedicate looked as exhausted as
aman could look. He clutched aflask in one hand.

"One of the curesworked," he told the boy in acroak. "l told Osprey to create more and try it on the other
volunteers at the infirmaries. | want to administer this dose to Rosethorn myself." Briar let himin.

Frostpine arrived halfway through the morning and stayed, helping with chores. Crane came and went. He
checked the other cure volunteers, all temple people who'd caught the pox while tending the sick, looked
in on Osprey and the greenhouse crew, then returned to Discipline to watch over Rosethorn. Once people
knew he was at the cottage, runners delivered the latest reports on the progress of the volunteersto him
there.

Rosethorn was doing better. Her sleep was more natural; she didn't babble. She was cool to the touch and
dewed with sweat. Lark felt good enough about her progress to draw everyone out of her room after lunch
and let her sleep without a guardian nurse.

Fortunately it was Dgja, the most even-tempered of them, who looked into Rosethorn's room late that
afternoon. What they heard made them all go still, at the table or seated on the floor, their hands freezing
on makework tasks.

"Enough!" Rosethorn's voice was a sandpaper-rough growl. "The next onewho . . . who peersat meis
going to die in adreadful way! Either comein or stay out!"

Dajablinked, then murmured, " Stay out,” and retreated.

Briar sighed. "Ah, the sweet birds of spring," he said blissfully. "I hear their glorious song."
Lark ran to her own room and slammed the door.

Rosethorn began to cough. Crane stood and went into her room.

A few minutes later, Frostpine asked, "Do you think she's killed him?"
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"It'stoo quiet for murder,” offered Briar in his best criminal judgment. "And he'd yelp more if she was
mauling him."

"We'd better check," said Frostpine somberly. He and the four young people looked into the sickroom
very cautiously. Crane sat beside Rosethorn's bed, accepting a cup from her. Rosethorn heaved a
shuddering sigh and fought to sit up.

"More?' Crane asked, offering the water pitcher. His manner was as nobly elegant as ever.

"Willowbark, | think," Rosethorn said in a croak. She cleared her throat and tried again. "Please." Her
quick brown eyes caught her audience. " Something for you?"

"No," replied Frostpine.
"No? Then go away. You too," she informed Crane.

He rose, poured her a cup of willowbark tea, then swept her an elegant bow. He ruined the effect by
adding, "Don't laze about too long. We must go at the blue pox, find out just how so deadly avariation
was made, then write a paper to present in Lightsbridge.”

“I'll try not to laze," Rosethorn promised, and drank her tea. "I would like to see Lark, though."

" Shoo, shoo," Crane said, sweeping his hands—and Frostpine, and the four—ahead of him until all had
left the room. He rapped on Lark's door. " She wants you," he called.

"Coming," Lark replied, her voice nearly as clogged as Rosethorn's,

Crane looked at Briar and Tris, arms akimbo. "I could use both of you," he said. "There are problems with
the cure's effect on older and younger patients— we must experiment with those. For that, sincetimeis
precious, | would prefer that you sleep nearby, in the Air dormitories."

“I'll tell Lark," Sandry offered. She had been crying, though none of the four could remember when.

"Timeto go," said Crane. "The sooner we begin, the sooner we are done.”
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There was till agreat deal of hard work before they could announce a cure to the frightened city.
Teenagers, the very young, and the old did not fare as well as adults of Rosethorn's age. Adjustments
were made. Crane requested—and got—yvolunteers among the victims in Summersea, those with no
magic whatsoever. He and his staff worked around the clock. Briar was vexed not to see Rosethorn, but
getting a cure to Summersea was important. Hundreds had died and more were dying in the city; no one
wanted those numbers to rise for even an hour longer if they could help it.

At last, five days after Rosethorn began to mend, they gave their curesto the Water Temple, which began
to make them in the huge amounts needed in Summersea. Crane sent Briar and Tris home. "There will be
ameeting in aweek or two," he explained. "We learn better as we review what happened and what might
have been done instead. Some of the discussion will be impossible for you to follow, but your
observations will be of use."

"Which means what?"' Briar asked Tris as they plodded home. The day was warm, almost summery. Time
to start hoeing, he thought, seeing green shoots in the gardens around the buildings.

"He might learn something and we might learn something," Tris replied.
"That's what | thought he meant. Why doesn't he come out and say so?"
Trisblinked at him. "I thought he did."

"Oh, you're no help.”

The minute they entered Discipline, they looked in on Rosethorn. She was drowsing, her cheeks flushed,
one hand on the shakkan. Someone had placed more pillows at her back, so that she was half sitting. Lark
was in the chair beside the bed, worrying her fingernails. When she saw Briar and Tris, she put afinger to
her lips for silence and got up.
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The rustle of her habit woke Rosethorn, who brushed Lark's sleeve with her fingertips. "I'm all right,” she
murmured, and coughed. The cough went on and on, thin and high; she had no chance to catch her breath.
Lark picked a cup off the bedside table and held it to Rosethorn's lips, steadying her.

Somehow Rosethorn drank what was in the cup. Her coughs faded, slowly. Finally she nodded, and Lark
helped her to ease back.

"Pesky thing," whispered Rosethorn. " The cough, | mean." She began to hack.

"Rest," Lark said when Rosethorn was at ease again. "Don't talk."

Rosethorn nodded and closed her eyes.

Trispried Briar's fingers from her arm. Unknowingly, he'd gripped her tightly enough to bruise.

Lark shooed them out and closed the door behind her. Briar took the cup from her hand, exploring its
contents with his magic. He recognized Capchen chestnut and syrup of poppies.

"Poppy?' he whispered, horrified. "How'd she get so bad she needs poppy?' He turned to Daja, who cut
designs in metal sheets at the table. "Y ou told us she did fine!"

Daas eyes were bloodshot. "Y ou asked yesterday morning. | said she still had that cough.”
"We didn't know," Lark told Briar, drawing him away from Rosethorn's door. "Rosi e started to complain
she couldn't breathe lying down, so we raised her and sent for a healer. Grapewell told us to make this

up—he said it would ease the cough. And it does, for awhile.”

"Didn't he do anything? Didn't he have magic? Didn't you tell them it was for her?' demanded Briar.
Something in Lark's eyes scared him badly.

"The healers are at the last of their strength, | bet," said Tris. "They've got to be careful with how they
spend it. And maybe her body resists whatever they do. Osprey says that happens alot, when people keep
getting treated with magic.”

Lark nodded.

Briar stared at Tris. How could she be so cold? This was Rosethorn in trouble, not a street rat, not some
pampered lady who thought she was dying when she sneezed.

Trissgray eyes met his, and Briar stepped back. There was something in them that made even him alittle
afraid. She had learned to grip her feelings: that didn't mean she had no feelings at all.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/T...%200f%20Magic%2004%20-%20Briar's%20Book.htm (124 of 140) [11/1/2004 12:15:20 AM]



Circle of Magic

"Sandry's looking for ahealer," Lark told Briar. "Someone with more juice in him than Dedicate
Grapewell." She didn't even smile at the almost-pun. "Rosi€'s fever's up again—that willowbark tea might
aswell be water." Her fingers trembled. " She may have pneumonia. Grapewell listened to her chest, and |
know he didn't like the sound. | listened early this morning. It's crackling, like bacon on the stove.”

"Where's the willowbark?' asked Briar. "I'll giveit a boost."
"On her windowsill," Lark replied.

Briar went into Rosethorn's room and found the teapot. He was so intent on pouring magic into its
contents, raising the willow's power as much as he could, that he didn't hear Rosethorn at first. It was only
when he poured the teainto a cup and turned around that he realized she'd been calling, her voice hardly
more than a squeak.

"Sorry," she apologized when he came to her. "If | talk louder, | cough."

"So don't talk," he ordered sternly. "Drink this." He helped her to sit up as Lark had done. The hard knobs
of her spine pressed into his shoulder. She was too thin! What did she have to fight pneumonia with?

Rosethorn pushed the cup away. "Tired," she squeaked. "But sleep doesn't rest me much." She pressed
against his shoulder, letting him know she wanted to lean back. " Crane?' she asked when she was
comfortable.

"Stupid me," he muttered, taking her hand. This way we don't have to risk you coughing, he began, and
stopped, horrified. Her power, vastly greater than his, was down to embers, and fading.

Out, she said firmly, and tugged her hand from his. "Y ou don't want to be tangled with me, if ... you just
don't," she squeaked, her fever-bright eyes holding his. "Go. Let me rest."”

Briar ran from the room to find Sandry talking to Lark, hanging on her teacher's arm as she panted. She'd
been running. "—two to three healers each, and they won't budge," she said, gasping. "They're brewing
cures and watching whole wards and everyone else isin Summersea. Everyone! | told them how sick she
is, but they said unless we bring her in they can't see her. And Lark, it's all second-raters here, | checked.
They figure most of our people are mages to start with, so—" Dgja pushed a cup of water at Sandry. The
noble released Lark and grabbed it, gulping the contents.

"The strongest heal er-mages have gone to Summersea,” Lark finished grimly. "Well, she'stoo badly
off—second-raters won't do."

"She's dying," Briar announced, his voice shaking. "I looked inside her. She needs the best they got,
Lark."
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"But you have to be wrong—she was fine yesterday morning," argued Daja.

"Except she never lost the cough. There's people in the infirmaries who are all better—they're going
home,” Sandry reminded Daja.

Tris protested, "Briar's not a healer, you could be wrong—"
"Almost all her magic isgone," he said flatly. "Clean gone."

Lark held up ahand for silence. They gaveit, letting her think. Sandry watched her, knowing how dire the
situation was. Only yesterday she had seen Lark work her most powerful charms to keep Rosethorn safe.
Not two hours before Tris and Briar had returned, when Sandry had brought fresh linens to the sickroom,
she had discovered Lark weeping, her charmsin her lap. All of them had fallen to pieces, unable to work
in the face of Rosethorn's disease.

"Well," Lark said at last, Til have to find Moonstream, that's all."
"Moonstream?' asked Dgja. "She'll order a healer to come?’

Lark shook her head. "She started as a healer. | bet she's at full strength. I'll track her down. That may be
difficult.” Shelooked at the four. *One of you will stay with her at al times? Alert, and on guard?' They
nodded. "Fetch one of our healersif she getsworse." Her face hardened. "I don't care what you do to
persuade them to come.”

That, more than anything, told them how frightened Lark was. To threaten ahealer . ..
WE'll just hope it doesn't come to that, Sandry remarked through their magic. Hope really hard—
Because if it does come to that, we will get one here, Dgja said with grim promise.

Lark shook out her habit. "Whatever happens, if she—" The woman swallowed, her mouth trembling. "I1f
she actually goes, don't put your magic in her. Under any circumstances. Y ou can't come back from that.
No power can bring you back. Do you hear me?"

The girls all nodded vigoroudly.
"Moonstream,” Lark said firmly, and left the house.

Briar's tea brought Rosethorn's fever down briefly. It never touched her cough. She continued to doze. He
sat with her first, watching intently, praying to any gods that might listen. He would not fail Rosethorn as
he had Flick.
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An hour and a half after her departure, Lark returned, leading a horse. "Moonstream's in the city. We sent
amessenger bird to Duke's Citadel, just in case, but her assistant doesn't believe she's there. I'm going to
look. Crane's with me, and Frostpine and Kirel. We'll split up once we reach the Mire." Tris|ooked
outside and saw the men waiting there, all on horseback. Lark continued, "I found Dedicate Sealwort at
the main infirmary. He'll be here as soon as he can, to sit with her."

"Go," Sandry urged. "Go, go."
"Start praying,” whispered Dgja as Lark and the men rode off.

Sandry was on watch the first hour after Lark went to the city; Tris was next. Rosethorn dozed. Her fever
began to rise during Tris's hour, but Briar was afraid to give her more willowbark. Too much could
normally irritate the stomach; he had no way to know if willow laden with all the power he could call to it
might not do more serious harm.

The day went from warm to hot, an early hint of summer. Sandry went into her room, keeping the door
open. At first she embroidered—Iater she napped. Dgjawas up and down the attic stairs, tending both the
house altar and the incense and candles on her own small family shrine. Each time she checked her
candles, she prayed, asking the spirits of her drowned parents and siblings not to let Rosethorn into the
ships that carried the dead to paradise. Briar dozed at the table and checked on Rosethorn every few
minutes. He knew heirritated Tris, who was officially on duty, but for once the hot-tempered girl kept her
silence.

At last Tris came out of Rosethorn's room and poked Briar's shoulder. He woke.
"Now it's your turn," she informed him.

"Thanks," he muttered. "That Sealwort—he still ain't here." Before he went in, he poured a dipper of
water over his head and face. It helped to wake him. The warm day had acted almost like poppy syrup on
aboy who was short of sleep.

Rosethorn looked no better. When her lips parted, he could hear the crackle of her lungs. Her pulse was
rapid and thin under Briar's fingers, her breaths slow and draggy. She stirred as he took her pulse and
looked at him.

"Something to drink? Water or juice?' he asked, hopeful.
She shook her head.

"Comeon," heinsisted. He raised her and put a cup of water to her lips.
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She sipped, then turned her face away. "I just want to sleep,” she said in that scary, breathless voice. " So
tired."

The chair was not a comfortable piece of furniture; he suspected Lark choseit for that reason. The back
rungs pressed his spine. The wooden edge of the seat dug into the tender muscles behind his knees. There
was nothing to read, and he'd brought nothing to work on.

Cometo think of it, he hadn't so much as stuck his head into Rosethorn's workroom in weeks. Rising
quietly, he went to the window. Before the workshop had been built, that window would have granted
him aview of the road and the loomhouses. Now he viewed shelves and counters in disorder. Briar
winced and turned away. There was plenty for him to do there, once things calmed down.

He padded back to the chair and sat for a while more. With no window to the outdoors, the room was
stuffy. He should open the workshop windows when he finished here, to get a breeze going... .

He dozed, then jerked awake. How could he sleep in that chair? Wrapping his fingers lightly around
Rosethorn's hand for comfort, Briar fought with his eyelids. They drooped. He yanked them open. They
fell shut asif weighted. He ought to ask Dagjato take over.

No. Rosethorn was his teacher. His sister, hisfriend . ..

A sound woke him, a strangled gasp. He thrashed and fell off the chair. Rosethorn surged from her
pillows, eyes starting from her head, clawing at her throat.

Seizure. The word came from nowhere. Seizure, she was having a seizure—
She was turning blue. Blue, from lack of air.

Sandry raced in, looked, and screamed for Tris and Daja. How long? she mind-spoke, frantic. How long
has she been at this?

Don't know. he retorted, and grabbed Rosethorn's hands. He felt her mind and magic pull away, no, fall
away. She dwindled in his power's eye, as if she had gone over along, long drop.

He did remember Lark's warnings about being with her as she died. He remembered and ignored them.
Gathering himself, he leaped after Rosethorn, seized atrailing rootlet of her power and clutched it tight.

Tucking himself into aball, Briar Moss plummeted after his dying teacher. Desperately he threw back an
arm-vine, twining it around the towering magic hidden inside the shakkan.

Sandry roused to athud and a gagging sound. She scrambled into the sickroom in time to see Briar thrust
asun-bright flare of power into Rosethorn, a shining bridge to a place filled with shadows. That place had
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opened a door inside Rosethorn.

"Tris! Dgjal" she screamed, and asked Briar how long Rosethorn had been unable to breathe. He didn't
know, and he didn't care. He was gone, chasing the person he loved best into the shadows. He threw out a
snaking vine of magic in hiswake, letting it coil around the shakkan.

Sandrilene fa Toren took a deep breath. She too remembered Lark's warning, but there were other issues
here. Death had seized her parents and the nursemaid who was like a mother to her. It was time to make a
stand. Death would not take Rosethorn. Death would not take Briar. And wasn't it lucky she'd had some
days of rest once the cure was found?

She knotted her magic briskly around Briar's swiftly fading power and jumped into the shadowsin his
wake. As the darkness pulled her from the sickroom in Discipline cottage, someone—two some-
ones—qgrabbed her hands.

Who anchors? Tris wanted to know. She briskly sank hooks of lightning into Sandry as the nobl€e's power
stretched, a rope between the three girls and Briar. | don't know if the shakkan will be enough to hold us
all.

Who else anchors? Dgjainquired calmly. Asif you had to ask. Her power was at full spate, restored from
her magical workings with Frostpine. Some of it she hurled into the ground like alance, feeling it shoot
through earth and rock, spreading in an almost plant-like way. She solidified that system, making roots of
stone. The other end of her magic she threw around Tris, wrapping her tight.

Sandry drew strength from the chain of girls, feeling lightning roar through her magical self. Shadows
jumped back as she bore down on the streaking comet that was Briar. Knotting lightning to shape a net,
she threw it over the boy and pulled, until the net caught on the center of Briar's power and held. He was
not going to die. They would not let him die.

Briar knew the girls had him, had anchored him in the living world. He was glad to have their company
and their strength, but if they thought he would come home without Rosethorn, they were wrong. He
couldn't let her go. He'd allowed Flick to die—wasn't that failure enough for anybody?

Things were strange, where he was. Sounds and images that were haunting and familiar coursed through
him and were gone before he could tell what they were. He could learn things here, he realized, important
things, things that no one else knew. Just one might lead him to all he wanted; something made him sure
of that. It might be riches, or every secret of growing things. Knowledge was there; he just had to pick one
aspect and follow.

Something brushed his cheek. A tantalizing flower scent drew him from his path. His bond to the shakkan

tugged at him, making him stop. What was he doing? None of the hints that lured him away felt like
Rosethorn.
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He opened his hand, inspecting the wisp of her that he'd grabbed when they started to fall. Now he stood
in his own skin, or something that felt enough like it to be comfortable. His feet—bare, as they'd been for
most of his life—pressed flat gray cobblestones on agray street in agray city. There were no windowsin
the towering citadels al around him, no doors. There wasn't a hint of green anywhere he looked, and no
other people. He did see other streets, hundreds of them. They opened onto the dull avenue where he
stood.

How was he supposed to find Rosethorn? Even weeds or hedges or the tiniest bit of moss would know
Rosethorn's name and murmur it to him. This gray maze was dead.

Not entirely. Sandry's magical voice was athin whisper. He could feel her straining to hold onto him. We
aren't dead, which means you aren't.

He turned. A shining rope stretched to infinity behind him. Groping his back with a hand, he discovered it
turned into aweb of fibersthat entered him in ahundred places. In it he could feel the girls.

| ain't coming back without her, he said regretfully.

We never asked you to, Sandry retorted. Look at that thread you have in your hand. | bet she's at the other
end.

Briar looked. She was right. Wrapping it around his fingers, he began to follow it.

Something jarred her. Trislooked back to the magical blaze that was Dgja. What's going on? she
demanded. | don't need any diversions, you know!

Sorry, Dgja said sheepishly. People are shaking me, trying to make me let go.
Well, tell them to stop, snapped Tris. We're busy!

Sandry murmured to Tris.

Sandry says, tell themiif they break our rope, they'll lose us all.

Daja obeyed. The jarring stopped.

Better, said Tris. She renewed her grip on Sandry and on Daja, and waited.

He walked forever. Every time he stopped, to catch his breath or to massage his aching feet, visions and
sounds flowed over him, trying to distract him. They would make him let go—he would never see
Rosethorn or the girls again.
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"Tempt somebody else," he growled.

He might have thought he was on a giant wheel, walking around and around inside it without getting
anywhere, except that the ball of thread from Rosethorn got bigger in his hands. When it was the size of a
peach, and he'd found a blister on his right foot, he noticed something else: a sprout of grass between
cobblestones.

He knelt and brushed it with hisfingertips. "Am | ever glad to see you," he told it. Getting up, he walked
on. He saw another blade of grass, then atuft of it. Touching the slender leaves, he realized the fluffs of
temptation had left him after he greeted that first grass shoot.

"Dunno if that's good or bad," he admitted, and trudged on.

Here was a buttercup, its yellow so vivid in all that gray rock that it had the effect of a shout. Here was a
clump of moss. He covered it with his palm for amoment, refreshed by that velvet coolness on his skin.
He moved on, the ball in his hands the size of amelon.

His feet were bleeding when he found a patch of purple and violet crocuses that had thrust cobblestones
from the road. He began to run. Crocuses were Rosethorn's favorite spring flower: she had talked about
their arrival for amonth.

Running got harder. The plants were rioting, overturning stones, leaving holes for an unwary boy to
wrench hisankleif he didn't look sharp. The gray buildings shrank as he found more living things. Finally
they vanished altogether. So too did the cobblestone road, giving way to a broad carpet of lush grass. It
lay before a stretch of wrought-iron fence nearly fifteen feet high.

He put down the ball of thread. Now it moved on its own, rolling itself up asit traveled. It didn't have far
to go: there was an open gate in the fence. Inside stood Rosethorn, looking over her new domain.

Briar hesitated. He couldn't see her face, but he knew the set of her back, the will in those hands planted
so firmly on her hips. Ahead of her lay avast garden in chaos. Trees, bushes, and flowers did battle with
weeds, and lost. A fountain bubbled as if it gasped for life, its spouts clogged with moss, its drains
stopped with dead leaves. Some type of climbing vine Briar had never seen before had laid claim to
everything to hisleft. It was a gardener's dream, a mess that would take months, even years, to return to
its proper glory.

His fingersitched, too. Like histeacher, he did enjoy a challenge.

Not this challenge! cried Sandry. She strained to hold onto him. There are challenges back home, for both
of youl.
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The ball of thread rolled to Rosethorn's feet and vanished into her. Startled, she turned and saw Briar.

Her eyebrows came together with a nearly audible click; her red mouth pursed. She looked better—
healthier, more alive—than she had in weeks. "Absolutely not," she said firmly. "Turn right back around.
Girls," she called, "bring him in!"

"Nope," he informed her. "Not without you."

"Don't be absurd," she snapped. "You have along life in store.”

"So do you," he replied stubbornly.

"I did good work, | did important work, and now it's over. Perhaps | didn't want it thisway and this soon,
but you can see there's another lifetime's worth of labor here." She looked over her shoulder at that
garden, which so clearly needed someone very good to look after it. Cleaned up properly, it would be
magnificent.

"I don't care," Briar said flatly. "We don't belong here. We belong with the girlsand Little Bear. And
Niko, and Frostpine," he added, seeing her flinch at each name, knowing it gave her pain to hear them,

and not caring. She wanted to leave him! "—and—yes, Crane! Y ou'd be leaving him behind. What of
Lark? Her most of all—tell me that don't matter to you."

Rosethorn looked down, her mouth working.
"Come home," whispered Briar.

She came over and hugged him fiercely, then let him go. Briar trembled. She looked solid enough, but she
felt transparent. If awhisper had a body, that was what he'd embraced. "I'm tired," she told him softly.
"Tired to the bone. | want to rest.”

"Rest at home," he repeated stubbornly.

"Briar, it'smy time, and it isn't yours. Go back to the girls. You'll break their heartsif you get lost here."
She turned to pick up a basket and shears he hadn't seen in the grass before that moment.

"You're breaking my heart," he said quietly.
She straightened, her back to him. "I can't go back," she said patiently. "It will hurt."

"'Scuze me for thinking it'sworth it to pick up afew ouches!" he cried. She was not coming back for any
street rat. Briar had playmates to look after him. Briar didn't need a great plant-mage who kept his heart in
her pocket. "' Scuze me for thinking maybe you liked me enough to want to come home!"
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"I like you, boy," she said gruffly. "I love you. And | am dead. That's that."

He took a breath. Here was the end of the debate. She wouldn't change her mind, not now. Already he
could feel Sandry's grip on him fray. They were never supposed to have been able to do thisin the first
place.

"Fine," he said. He turned, wrapping Sandry's ties to him around hiswaist. A knife had appeared in the
grass by hisfeet. Had the garden appeared for Rosethorn in this same convenient way? the boy wondered.
He scooped the knife up one-handed and began to gather the threads into a rope he could cut.

Rosethorn was always suspicious when he agreed with her. She turned. "What's fine?"

"This. Here." It was harder to gather the threads of his connection to Sandry than he'd expected. She
fought, commanding the hair-fine strands to twitch from his grasp. Briar struggled with them—uwith her.
With Dagja, feeding the strength of stoneto her, and Tris, adding lightning, and the shakkan its terrible, un-
moving calm, an old tree's patience. "I'll stay here and help." He cast alook at the overgrown park. The
vine that covered that side of the garden had the nasty ook of something that would throw out new shoots
as the old ones were clipped off. "You'll need it."

"Absolutely not!" cried Rosethorn. "Y ou are going home. The girls—"

“They'll missme, and I'm sorry for that, but they got their teachers, and Lark to make a home. They'll
manage. | can't. I'm staying." He began to saw at the fibers, cutting them handful by handful.

The girls argued furiously, refusing to accept his choice. Dagjaand Tris passed still more of their strength
to Sandry. The shakkan did not argue. It could only wait.

"Stop fussing!" Briar ordered hisfriends. "Y ou know why |I'm doing this, so let me do it!"

A surge of fresh magic boiled down the tie that bound him to them as he fought to cut the last of it. It
wrapped around him like aloop of rope and held him fast.

"ldiots," Rosethorn said, pale and frightened now. "You'l al die—"

Briar gave up trying to reason with them. He sat. The final loop of magic popped over his head asif he'd
been oiled. Sandry shrieked in fury and hurled afine thread around his wrist before they lost him. The
thread strained.

"| stay," Briar told Rosethorn. "With you."
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With asigh, Rosethorn dropped the shears and basket, then knelt, folding her arms around him. ™Y ou will
regret thisfor the rest of your life," she whispered. "I'm going to seetoit.”

He wrapped his hands firmly around her wrists, in case she changed her mind abruptly. "I know," he said
cheerfully. To the girlshe said, "Reel usin."

"Don't you ever do that again!"
That was Lark, he thought sleepily. Only why was Lark upset? She was shouting.

He yawned and sat up. Hisright hand was cramping fiercely. He looked for the answer and saw that he
still clutched Rosethorn's hand.

"Rosethorn!" he cried, trying to get up. He was on the floor, and the bed was in hisway. "Rosethorn!”

Somehow he got hislegs under him and rose to his knees, all the while still gripping her fingers. If he let
go, he would lose her. He was a little fuzzy just now, but he remembered that much perfectly.

Rosethorn opened her eyes and coughed. She continued to cough, trying to yank her hand free so she
might cover her mouth. On the other side of her bed awoman in a gold-bordered blue habit helped
Rosethorn to sit and gave her something to drink. Rosethorn gulped frantically, spraying water from the
sides of her mouth. Her coughing eased; she lay back, gasping.

She was dlive, then. He could let go.

That was easier thought than done. The cramps in hisfingers made it necessary to pry them open, one at a
time. When he finally let Rosethorn go, she drew her hand away.

M oonstream—the woman in the gold-bordered habit—regarded Briar, an odd look in her dark eyes. She
reached across the bed, cupping his cheek in a hand that smelled faintly like cinnamon, and pursed her
plum-colored lips. Magic flowed like cool mist through him, spreading to fill his corners. In the wake of
that mist he felt calmer, more solid. More alive.

At last the Dedicate Superior of Winding Circle drew her hand away. Briar looked around. The girls sat
between him and the door, looking as rumpled and shocked as he felt. Lark was on her knees beside
Sandry, holding the girl tight.

"I am very upset with all of you!" she said, glaring at Briar. "Y ou deliberately disobeyed me!" Her words
notwithstanding, she kissed the top of Sandry's head.

"Your eyesare al wet," murmured Tris, reaching up to brush the damp from Lark's cheeks. The distance
between them was too great, and Tris seemed too weak to get up.
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Niko stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame. His eyes were huge with shock. When he smoothed
his mustache, Briar could see he was trembling.

"We're dl right, Niko," Sandry assured him. "We're just alittle tired.”
"Just a bit," Daja mumbled. She dragged her knees up so she could rest her head on them.

Briar remembered something important. “Pneumonia," he told Moonstream hurriedly. " She has
pneumonia and she's gonna die—"

"Cam down," Moonstream told him. "I'll seetoit." Shelaid one of her palms on the pulse in Rosethorn's
neck.

Silver glimmered and faded. Moonstream looked at Rosethorn, whose eyes met hers. "Well," the Dedicate
Superior remarked, taking her hand from Rosethorn's throat. "Y ou had pneumonia. Y our lungs are
perfectly clear now."

"Maybe we burned it out?" Trisinquired, her voice rasping. "Things were—complicated.” She removed
her spectacles and rubbed her eyes.

"What happened to Sealwort?' Daja asked, furious. "He never came!”
"Leave Sealwort to me," replied Lark, her eyes cold. "He probably said he'd come just to get rid of me."

"I will talk to Sealwort,” Moonstream said firmly. "I'd prefer if everything that happened today were kept
asquiet as possible, if you don't mind."

Rosethorn tugged weakly at Moonstream's sleeve and opened her mouth. No sound came out. She gasped,
and tried again. Only garbled sounds without sense emerged. Scrambling, the three girls crowded around
the bed.

"She can't talk?' demanded Briar, frightened. "Why can't she? Did we do something? Did | do
something?' She had a seizure—how long had she gone without breathing? Was she to spend her life
unable to speak?

Rosethorn gripped hisarm.
Calm down, she said, her magic every bit as weak as her arms. / choked, didn't 1?

"She choked," Briar said pleadingly to Moonstream. " She turned blue.”
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Once again Moonstream rested a hand against the pulse in Rosethorn's throat. Since Rosethorn still held
onto him, Briar felt that drift of mist that was Moonstream's power in motion. It spread into Rosethorn's
brain, idly questing as areal fog might hunt for a door to fit into.

"A small part of her mind died when she stopped breathing,” Moonstream told her audience. "Very small.
She only needs to learn how to speak again, and she will be her old self." The mist drew back into
Moonstream, and she lowered her hand. "They must have grabbed you at the very moment you passed
on."

Rosethorn tugged at Moonstream's arm and pointed firmly at Briar.

"Briar grabbed you," Moonstream said, understanding. She held Briar's eyes with hers. "Y ou were warned
about what could happen. What should have happened.”

All four young people nodded. Sandry, an obedient girl, was shamefaced. Dgja shrugged; Tris fiddled
with her spectacles. Briar met Moonstream's calm brown gaze with defiance. He would do it again.

Moonstream shook her head, then looked at Niko and Lark. "It would be avery good ideaif no one ever
talked about this," she said quietly. "A very good idea. This—" She motioned to Rosethorn, who nodded.
"This has never happened. | don't know how it did happen, and | don't want to know."

Briar and the girls exchanged looks. They knew.

Two months later, after the noon meal, the four retired to their favorite lounging place, the roof of
Discipline. Cushioned by fragrant thatch they'd all helped to replace three weeks before, they draped
themselves around the chimney and watched clouds. Around them was the great bow! that encompassed
the temple city, with the Hub tower asits axle. Shriek the starling perched on top of the cold chimney,
taunting other starlings as they flew by. If the four glanced into the hatchway that led into the house, they
could see Little Bear curled up on the attic floor, mournfully awaiting their return. Lark wasin her
workroom. They'd left Rosethorn at the table, writing a letter.

Steps sounded on wood; the ladder creaked. Briar and Daja, just on the other side of the peak of the roof,
crawled up to see who was coming.

A gray-and-black head poked up through the opening in the thatch. "Bless me, | don't see how you keep
from breaking your necks," remarked Niko. "I would be scared to death.” Climbing alittle more, he sat on
the edge of the opening, trying not to look over the roof's edge. Clothed with his usual elegance, he was
out of place on the thatch. Briar chuckled, looking at him.

"The view is good from up here," Daja explained drowsily as she folded herself over the peak. "And it's
nice and warm."
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"I'm getting freckles,” commented Tris, leaning on the chimney.
"Do you know what today is?' Sandry asked them.
"My birthday?' asked Briar drily. She pestered him about that still.

"If you want it," Sandry replied. "But | was actually thinking it was our birthday, in a manner of
speaking."

They all looked at her, even Niko, unsure of what she meant.

"A year ago today, Trisand | came to Discipline." Sandry beamed at them al. "It was the first time the
four of us were together."

Briar whistled. "Doesn't seem that long ago."

"It does and it doesn't," remarked Daja. Looking at her three friends, she shook her head. "I never
expected things to turn out as they have."

"Who could?' Trisinquired. "We didn't know we had magic, for one thing."

"Niko did," replied Dgja with a glance at the man. "Just like you knew where we were, when no one else
did—"

"Or no one else cared,” murmured Briar.
Niko surveyed each of them. "Things didn't turn out as | expected, either,” he admitted.
"What did you expect?' Sandry asked, curious.

Niko's smile waswry. "l expected to pick up some young mages, find them teachers, and go on my way. |
never thought to endure earthquakes, pirates, forest fires, and plagues with them, or to be forced to revise
my knowledge of how magic is shaped. | had forgotten that there is never a point at which we stop
learning, or needing to learn. Y ou remind me of that every day—whether | wish such areminder or not."

Sandry reached over to pat his hand. "Y ou're doing very well," she said in her most Larkish manner. She
glanced below and got to her feet. "Oh, look," she cried, pointing toward the north gate. "It's Uncle. We're
going riding, and | haven't changed yet!" She waved gleefully to a distant company of riders. Their leader
waved back to her.

Niko shuddered. "Don't jump around like that," he said, shifting so he could climb down the ladder into
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the house. "It makes me nervous. Coming, Tris?'

"Coming," she replied, getting up. She followed Sandry inside.

"Got to go," Dgjasaid, glancing at the Hub clock. "Frostpine wants to clean the forge this afternoon."
Briar smirked. "Better wash before you come home," he advised.

"I mean to," she said, and left him in possession of the roof.

The Hub clock banged out the second hour of the afternoon. The midday rest period was over. Briar
stared at clouds and thought of birthdays. He really ought to decide on one. After long meditation, he'd
decided he looked forward to having a birthday. For one thing, it would mean a cake. How could he turn
down extrafood?

Today?

No. Like she'd said, today was a birthday for them, for that lumpy circle of thread Sandry was forever
carrying about.

He'd decided against Midsummer. That was Rosethorn's, even if she did hide it in the temple-wide
celebration of the summer solstice. It had occurred to him that he ought to have a day that was his, to
mark how far he'd come, and who he had been. It should be a day with meaning for both Roach and Briar,
for the street rat and the mage. It ought to be a green day: one of Roach's calmest memories was of a
patch of mossin adank jail cell, abit of comfort where he'd expected none. It wasn't the day that a Bag
calling himself Niklaren Goldeye bought Roach free of the Hagjra docks; Niko had then dragged Roach all
the way to Emelan and Winding Circle, even if he called that boy the brand-new name of Briar Moss.
Briar had also considered the day he stole the shakkan, and discarded it, as well as a handful of others.

The day that had changed him for all time, that had marked the turning from Roach to Briar, had been a
day he'd come to this same roof. He'd been lazing, watching clouds, and thinking of nothing, when his
contemplation had been interrupted....

"Come on, boy!" agleeful voice cried from the garden below. "Y ou're wasting daylight!"

It was the same voice that called to him now. He got to his feet with asigh, but the truth was, he didn't
want to waste the light either. Y ou never knew when you'd need it and not have it.

"What's the chore today?' he yelled down to Rosethorn.

"Weeding!" she called back. "It's summer, isn't it? So it's always weeding!"
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Her speech was alittle slurred and might always be. Still, she could speak clearly. Better yet, her mind
was as sharp as ever.

She had called to him to come down and work in her garden the day after his arrival at Discipline, the
twentieth day of Goose Moon—which was tomorrow. The girls would be vexed at getting so little time to
prepare, but they would adjust. They would know, as he did, that his life began when Rosethorn had
invited him into her world.

"Briar!" she called.

"It ain't running away without us!" he yelled in reply, and climbed back into the house.

about the author

tamora pierce says she first got the ideafor the Circle of Magic books by watching her mother and sister
do needlework. " Seeing them knit, quilt, and crochet in the evenings, | often thought—as | eyed my two
left hands—that what | witnessed was magic in our real world, the magic of turning thread and cloth into
beautiful, useful things with little fuss or ceremony. That notion lodged in my brain. For years| fiddled
with the concept of crafts magic, including a play, a short story, and mentions in a book that all dealt with
thread magic.

"At the same time | was conducting those experiments, | became friends with an artist jeweler who, over
the course of hislong career, had turned his hand not only to weaving, sewing, and embroidery, but also
to architecture, woodworking, pottery, glassblowing, and the smithing of all kinds of metals. Our
friendship broadened my conception of magic expressed in crafts, while my initial fascination with magic
worked in thread gave me a place to start. Offered the chance by Scholastic to create a new magical
universe, | decided to get serious about crafts and their power, both real and imagined.”

Tamora Pierce was born in Western Pennsylvania, has lived in various states across the country, and

currently residesin New York City. A graduate of the University of Pennsylvania, she has studied social
work, film, and psychology. She has worked as head writer for aradio production company, martial arts
movie reviewer, housemother in agroup home, literary agent's assistant, and investment banking
secretary. Today sheisafull-time writer.

Ms. Pierce began to write at the age of eleven. Her first two fantasy cycles, The Song of the Lioness and
The Immortals, are very popular with young readers and have won many honors. The Circle of Magic
quartet—including Sundry's Book, Tris's Book, Daja's Book, and Briar's Book—has been hailed by
reviewers as "gripping adventure" (School Library Journal) and "arich and satisfying read" (Kirkus
Reviews). The series will be released in paperback in the summer of 1999. Upcoming are four more
books, called The Circle Opens, which will feature some characters familiar from The Circle of Magic as
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well as many new ones.
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