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It is old women who are most willing to talk to me.


Not all of them, and not only them. Sometimes an old man could be coaxed into talk, especially if I tripped over him. Occasionally a halfwit who did not know where he was. And twice I have talked to queens. But usually, in the Country of the Dead, it was old women who would come out of their eerie trances to prattle of the lives they had lost, some very long ago. But I was not now in the Country of the Dead. I only dreamed that I was, and the dream was even more terrible than the reality had been.


A flat upland moor, with a round stone house. There is the taste of roasted meat in my mouth, succulent and greasy. In the shadows beyond my torch I sense things unseen. Inhuman things, things I have never met in this land or in that other beyond the grave. Moving—


‘Peter!’


—among them is a woman’s figure, and the voice coming to me from the dark is a woman’s voice, and I can see the glint of a jewelled crown. The woman calls my name.


‘But—’


‘Peter! Wake up!’


‘—you’re dead,’ I say.


‘Eleven years dead,’ she says, and gives a laugh that shivers my bones. And—


‘Peter! Now!’


I struck out, blindly, crazed with fear of that monstrous laugh. My fist struck flesh. A cry, and I came fully awake, and Jee lay sprawled against the wall of the sheep shed, his little hand going to the red mark on his cheek.


‘Jee! I’m so sorry! Oh, Jee, I didn’t mean to . . .’


He stared at me reproachfully, saying nothing. Early-morning light spilled through the door he had opened. The sheep – two ewes and three lambs – stared at me from their bed of straw.


‘Jee . . .’ But what could I say? I had already apologized, and it changed nothing. The blow could not be undone – like so much else in my life.


‘Eleven years dead.’


I took Jee in my arms, and he did not resist. Under the fingers of my left hand his bones felt so small. Should a ten-year-old be so small? I didn’t know, having so little experience with children. The village children avoid me, frightened perhaps of the stump where my other hand used to be. ‘Peter One-Hand’, they called me, not knowing how I lost the other, or that my name is not Peter.


Sometimes I think that even Maggie forgets the past. But I never forget.


Jee freed himself from my clumsy embrace. ‘Maggie says ye maun kill a lamb for dinner. The fattest one.’


I blinked. ‘Are there travellers?’


‘Yes. And their servants. Come!’


Travellers with servants. Our rough inn, perched above the village of Applebridge in the foothills of the Western Mountains, seldom gets travellers, and never travellers with servants. They must have arrived very early in the morning. I had slept in the sheep shed because two days ago a wolf had carried off Samuel Brown’s only lamb, killed it right in the enclosure by his cottage. Maggie had insisted that I build a stout shed, and I had chosen to sleep in it. ‘There’s no need, it’s completely enclosed and has no window,’ Maggie had said, her lips tightening. I hadn’t answered. We both knew why I preferred to sleep out here, and that neither of us could bear to discuss it.


I raised myself from the straw, brushed bits of it off my tunic and leggings, and pulled on my boots.


Maggie and I have run this inn for two years. It is due solely to her that we, two seventeen-year-old fugitives and Jee, have been able to make a living. It was Maggie who bartered the last of our coins for the rent on a falling-down cottage in Applebridge. Maggie who hammered and nailed and scrubbed and drove me relentlessly to do the same, until the cottage had a taproom, usable kitchen, and three tiny bedrooms above. Maggie who cooked stews from wild rabbit and kitchen-garden vegetables, stews so good that local farmers began leaving their own cottages to have dinner and sour ale at the inn, talking through the long winter nights and glad for a gathering place to do it. Maggie who bought the ale, driving such a hard bargain that she won the grudging respect of men three times her age. Maggie who acquired our chickens, sewed our tunics, baked and boiled and roasted. Maggie who, just this spring, bought the two ewes from the Widow Moore with our carefully hoarded money. Maggie who had saved my very life, with Mother Chilton’s help. I owed Maggie everything.


But I could not give her the one thing she wanted from me. I could not love her. Cecilia stood between us, just as if she had not died. Twice. Cecilia and Queen Caroline and my talent, which I had not used in over two years but which still festered within me, like a sore that would not heal.


The sheep gazed at me meditatively with their silly faces. Stupid animals, they irritated me constantly. They belched, they farted, they got soremouth and ringworm. They fell on their backs and, when in full wool, couldn’t get up without help. They chewed their cud until it was a sloppy wad and then dropped it on my foot. They were afraid of new colours, strange smells and walking in a straight line. They smelled.


Still, I was not looking forward to killing the lamb. One of the ewes lay beside twin lambs, the other nursed a single offspring – which one did Maggie mean by ‘fattest’? How many travellers were there, and where did they come from?


I should have been fearful of travellers, but I found I was not. Any change in the small, wearying, unchanging routine of Applebridge was welcome. And there should be nothing to fear: The Queendom had been at peace for two and a half years, ruled by Lord Protector Robert Hopewell for six-year-old Princess Stephanie. No one knew where or who I was. Travellers would be a pleasant break.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said to the larger and plumper of the twin lambs. It blinked at me and curled closer to its mother.


I left the sheep shed, carefully barring the wooden door, and walked the dirt path to the back of the cottage. The summer morning sparkled fresh and fair. Wild roses bloomed along the lanes, along with daisies and buttercups and bluebells. Birds twittered. The cottage stood on the side of a hill, backed by wooded slopes, and I could see the farms and orchards of Applebridge spread below me, fields and trees all coloured that tender yellow-green that comes but once a year. The river ran swift and blue, spanned by the ancient stone bridge that gave the village its name. Maggie’s kitchen garden smelled of mint and lavender.


As I rounded the corner of our cottage to the stable yard, I stopped cold.


‘Travellers,’ Jee had said, ‘and their servants.’ But he had not told me of anything like this. Five mules, stronger than donkeys and sturdier than horses, were being groomed and watered by a youth about my own age – although I knew that I, with all that had been done to and by me, looked older than seventeen. The mules were fine animals but looked as if they had been pushed hard to pull the four wagons now drawn off the road. Three of the wagons were farm carts such as everyone used to take crops to market, but they were piled high with polished wooden chests, with expensively carved furniture, with barrels and canvas bags. The fourth was a closed caravan with a double harness, such as faire folk use to take their booths around a more populated countryside than ours. This caravan, however, had gilded wheels and brass fittings and silver trim. Neither wagon nor coach, it was a room on wheels, and probably as rich within as without.


Where had such visitors come from, and what had driven them to travel on a night lit only by the thinnest of crescent moons?


‘Good morrow,’ I said to the youth. ‘I am—’


He snapped something I could not understand through his thick, high-pitched accent.


‘What?’ I said.


This time I caught enough words. ‘Be . . . halfwit? Tell . . . hurry . . . My lady’s breakfast!’


Hot words rose to my lips: I was the proprietor of this inn and he but a stable boy! But before I could lambaste him, the cottage door opened and Maggie rushed out.


‘Peter! I need that lamb butchered now if I’m to have stew for noon dinner! They leave by mid-afternoon!’


She stood with her hands on her hips, her fair curls drooping from under her cap, kitchen heat filming her forehead with sweat. A white apron covered a trim grey gown of her own making. Maggie will wear grey or red or brown, but never green nor blue, the colours of the two queens for whom she had been a kitchen maid. Her foot in its neat leather boot tapped on the ground. She looked pretty, and determined and very competent: Maggie as master and commander.


As always, this brought out in me a desire to resist, to not be ordered about. All my life I had been ordered about: by my stepfather, by a head laundress, by a queen. In my own cottage I would not be ordered and scolded.


‘In good time,’ I said testily to Maggie. ‘I’m talking to this man here.’


The boy ignored me and went on feeding the mules.


‘Peter, we must have—’


‘In good time!’


Jee appeared at the door of the cottage. ‘Maggie, ye maun come! They want—’


I didn’t wait to hear what they wanted. Already my stupid fit of pique had passed. Maggie was working hard for both of us; the travellers were obviously rich and would pay us well; I was a fool to not do as I was told. I started back towards the sheep shed.


But then an old woman emerged from the door in the back of the caravan. She stumbled on the one step and I leaped forward to catch her. Her considerable bulk lurched against me and we both fell to the ground, me underneath. It was like being crushed by a very large, very dense mattress. ‘Thank you!’ she cried, in that same strange accent.


‘Are you hurt, mistress?’


‘No, but . . . Catch my breath, lad . . .’


I led her to the wooden bench in front of the cottage. She plopped heavily down. And then she began speaking.


It is old women who are most willing to talk to me. And once again everything in my world changed.
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The old woman, a servant of some type, wore a simple brown dress and white cap not unlike Maggie’s. The fabric, however, was richer than ever graced Maggie’s back, and the white cap was embroidered with an intertwined C and S. Her broad, wrinkled face turned from red to white and back again as she answered my questions.


‘Are you certain you are not hurt, mistress?’


‘I . . . am fine . . . well-padded . . . Just let me . . .’


‘I can bring some water. Or ale.’


‘W . . . wine?’


‘No.’ Wine was too grand for the inn.


‘Then . . . no.’ Her breathing slowed.


‘I am Peter Forest, proprietor of this inn. Where do you come from, mistress?’


To my surprise, she groaned. ‘Gone! All gone!’ She covered her eyes with her hands.


‘Gone? What’s gone?’


A torrent of words gushed from her, of which I caught every third word. ‘Manor . . . fire . . . baby . . . my lady . . . all that be left . . . baby . . .’


I put a reassuring hand – my only hand – on her arm. ‘A fire? There was a fire in your lady’s manor house?’


‘No!’ And again the spill of anguished words. This time I caught only three. ‘Destroyed . . . army . . . savages.’


Savages. A savage army.


I seized her arm so hard that the woman not only jerked her whole massive body, she also actually stopped talking. ‘An army? Of savage warriors in fur tunics? And you come from the west?’


‘Yes, lad. Don’t!’


I let her go. She stood up shakily from the bench, glaring at me, and I stood too.


‘I’m sorry, mistress. Your news startled me. You are . . . you are sure? A savage army is marching from the west, from over the mountains, and destroying settlements on their way? Do you know who they are?’


She shook her head, still glaring, until a sudden high wail came from the caravan. A baby. The old woman waddled away. Once more I grabbed her with my good hand.


‘Please, mistress, just one more question and—’ But she shook me off and climbed into the caravan, closing its door behind her. I had a glimpse of a dim interior rich with rugs and embroidered pillows and a carved wooden cradle.


The nursemaid had not told me whose army marched from the west. But I knew.


For a long moment I stared at the closed door of the caravan, not seeing it nor anything else in the stableyard. Seeing only the past. Then my vision cleared and I pushed open the door to the inn and went inside.


Our taproom is small, with two long trestle tables neatly filling the space between hearth and door. Two men sat there. This fine summer morning no fire burned in the hearth, although of course there was one in the kitchen behind, and the two windows stood open to the light breeze. A narrow staircase led to the rooms above. A girl descended the staircase, one hand steadying herself against the wall, as if she might fall. The younger of the two men, both richly dressed in velvets creased and soiled from hard travel, jumped up from the table to help her.


‘Joanna! Be careful!’


‘I’m fine.’ She smiled at him, a tremulous smile, full of love. Their accent was easier for me to understand than were the servants’ outside. The girl was plain of face and very thin, dressed in a brocade gown worn too loose at waist and belly. She might have been pregnant, but I guessed instead that she had very recently given birth and had not yet fully recovered. Her young husband guided her to the table, where the older man sat tucking in to Maggie’s bread, cheese and ale.


The young man said, ‘Is that all there is? Joanna can’t eat that!’


Joanna quavered, ‘I could try some bread.’ Sweat glistened on the woman’s pale forehead, although the room was not warm. Her eyes shone too brightly.


The young man said desperately, ‘The innkeeper’s wife promised us spring lamb. You could eat that, couldn’t you, sweetheart? It’s so tender. It would slide right down, and give you strength.’


‘Yes, Harry.’ Maintaining her sweet smile was costing her tremendous effort. All at once she clutched the edge of the table. ‘If I could just step outside for a moment . . .’


Harry helped her outside. The older man looked at me. ‘Go ask if—’


‘I am Peter Forest, the proprietor of this inn,’ I said, as I have said so many times before, never without faint disbelief. He took me for a servant, and so I often feel.


‘I beg your pardon, sir. Lord Carush Spenlow. When will the lamb stew be ready? We must get back on the road as soon as possible.’


The lamb stew was still on the hoof. I said with as much authority as I could muster, ‘Stew takes time, my lord. And I was told that you need to rest both yourselves and your mules at least half a day.’


‘True, true.’ Lord Carush stood, his sword clanking against the side of the table. He looked around, sat down again, stared at his bread and cheese. Abruptly he blurted, ‘My daughter-in-law is not well. Is there an apothecary in the village?’


‘No, I am afraid not.’


‘Where is the closest physician?’


‘Probably Morsebury, two days’ hard ride east.’


‘Have you a midwife?’


‘Yes. Mistress Johns. She is very skilled.’


‘Send for her at once, please.’


‘Yes, my lord.’


We looked at each other. Shadows moved behind his eyes. He knew, as did I, that if Lady Joanna had childbed fever, there was precious little even the most skilled midwife could do for her, nor a physician either. Young Harry Spenlow would be a widower soon enough, and the baby in the gilded caravan would be motherless. I said, ‘Sir, you are travelling hard by night. What news from the west?’


‘You haven’t heard? I’ve tried to tell everyone we met along the way. There is an army marching over the mountains. They are pillaging estates as they go, slaughtering our animals for food, carrying off our goods, burning our manors. An army of savages – they scarcely look human in their furs and feathers – and they have terrible weapons they call guns. The weapons shoot bits of metal with great speed and force. Sir, you have never seen anything like it, or like them!’


Yes. I had.


Lord Carush continued, ‘They burned my manor to the ground, and we barely escaped with our lives. My unfortunate cook . . . The savages burned out my neighbours as well, or so I heard, although we mountain nobles live far apart and only runners informed me. But don’t look like that, sir. Everything I’ve heard says that the savages are not burning villages, nor harming common people. Only the nobility.’


‘Why?’


He shrugged with the frustrated helplessness of a man used to having his orders obeyed. ‘Perhaps they are all mad, or halfwits. But more likely they intend to send a warning to the palace: “We will destroy your nobility until we get what we want.”’


‘And what is that?’ My heart had begun a slow thud, painful as stones being dropped on my chest one by one by one.


The provincial lord was becoming impatient with talking to a country innkeeper as if to an equal. But he answered me. ‘Don’t you know? The savages were promised the Princess Stephanie in marriage to their chieftain’s son. Three years ago, before Queen Caroline was burned for a witch. Now they are coming for the princess. The army is led by Lord Solek’s son, the Young Chieftain.’


‘But—’


‘Please see to the lamb stew!’


‘Yes, my lord.’ I turned to stumble back to the sheep shed, and Carush Spenlow’s last words caught me as I walked out into the sunlight. Their tone was apologetic; he regretted his rudeness to me. He was a good man.


‘The runner from my neighbour’s manor said, too, that the savages seek someone else besides the princess. They questioned servants, including my cook. Who knew nothing, of course. Brutes!’


My heart stopped all motion.


‘Who . . . who do they . . .’


Lord Carush shook his head. ‘I don’t know. Now, please, that lamb stew.’
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I slaughtered the lamb. Jee could not be spared to run for the midwife, so I went myself, since I am useless in the kitchen. Maggie made the stew, the travellers ate it at midday, and before the shadows lengthened on the grass, they were gone. Mistress Johns ate the rest of the lamb stew in the deserted taproom, sitting at the trestle table with Jee, Maggie and me. The room, with its thick walls and stone floor, was cool and dim. Gravy ran down Jee’s chin. He sopped it off with a piece of bread.


‘That girl, Lady Joanna, will die,’ Mistress Johns said. ‘There was nothing I could do.’


Maggie nodded. She had tidied her hair and changed her apron. She wore her master-and-commander look. I tried to avoid looking at her.


‘’Tis a pity, really,’ Mistress Johns said. ‘She seemed a nice enough little thing. No strength, though. Not made to bear children. Now you, Maggie, you could bear a dozen and still run the inn besides.’


I ate faster, my eyes on my plate.


Mistress Johns chewed regretfully on her last chunk of lamb and smacked her lips. ‘You’re a fine cook, Maggie, my girl. I daresay you could cook for such as that there lord. Did you know his own cook died on the journey here?’


‘No,’ Maggie said. She stacked the empty plates.


‘Just beyond Applebridge, at Two Forks. They paid the Smallings to bury the poor woman – no time to do so themselves, with poor Lady Joanna so ill.’


‘What did the cook die of?’


‘Burns. In the fire she tried to save her special spices. All the way from Benilles, they was.’


Maggie made a face. I knew she had seen too much of death and danger to risk a life for spices, no matter how exotic or expensive they be.


‘But the cook was old,’ Mistress Johns added, with the comfortable tone of one who had barely reached middle age. ‘I daresay her time would have come soon anyway. We all must go eventually, and that is no more than stone truth.’


Jee looked up. Recently Maggie had cut his hair, and short soft strands blew in the fresh breeze from the open door. His dark eyes turned to Maggie, whom he worshipped. And with good reason: she had rescued him from hunger and poverty and a father who beat him. He said, ‘Maggie, be we fleeing the savage army, like those travellers?’


‘No,’ Maggie said.


‘Yes,’ I said.


Mistress Johns looked from one of us to the other. She drained her mug of ale. ‘Well, I am not leaving Applebridge. My cousin at Starbury, she heard from her sister-in-law at Buckhurst, who had it direct from a villager where the savage army passed through, that the western warriors be not harming country people. Didn’t touch so much as a hair on any virgin’s head, not so much as a single hair. No burning, no thievery. It’s just the nobility they’re revenging themselves on. Nothing to do with us.’


I had heard the same thing from Lord Carush. I opened my mouth to say, ‘But who’s to say the savages will stay with that plan?’ but Maggie got there first. As always.


‘That’s right,’ she said eagerly. ‘Their groom told me the same thing, when he was having his breakfast in the kitchen. We at Applebridge are perfectly safe.’


I said, ‘But who’s to say the savages—’


‘Perfectly safe!’


We glared at each other. Jee looked bewildered and shrank against Maggie’s side. Mistress Johns stood. ‘I’ll just be away now. I’ll say this for that Lord Carush, he warn’t mean. Burned out and ruined like they are, he still paid me thrice what I usually get.’ She opened her broad red palm to show us the silver coins reposing on it.


Maggie demanded fiercely, ‘So you are not fleeing Applebridge, Mistress Johns?’


‘No, no, child, I told you. No need.’


‘Is your daughter’s family fleeing?’


‘No.’


‘Are the Smallings or the Staffords or the Trentons?’


‘No. Good morrow, my dears.’


Mistress Johns left, and Maggie stared at me triumphantly.


I said, ‘I must see to the sheep.’


‘Peter—’


I strode from the inn. But I knew it was only a temporary reprieve; she and I would have it out tonight.


Meanwhile, I checked the combs in the beehive – too early in the season for honey, as well I knew – brought water from the well to the sheep and mucked out their pen. They should have been taken to pasture today, but with all the business of the travellers, had not. I would take them now. In pasture they would meander aimlessly, chewing and chewing, starting at every strange sound or smell, taking flight and making me run after them. Maggie would disapprove, saying it was too late in the afternoon for pasturing sheep. However, I needed to be away from the cottage.


Lord Solek’s son, leading an army to claim his child bride, Princess Stephanie. By now Lord Robert Hopewell, who was not only lord protector but also commander of the army of The Queendom, must know of the invasion. The savages had guns; The Queendom did not.


No concern of mine. Maggie had said so.


I led the sheep further afield than they wanted to go, to the pasture above Two Forks. Dusk found us beside the Apple River. Lilies and green rushes grew thickly on the banks, and the meadows blazed orange with marigolds. The silver-green leaves of poplars quivered in the warm breeze. A frog, startled when I sat on a grassy hummock, splashed into a marshy pool. The long summer afternoon stretched golden around me, fragrant with clover and wild mint and the clean sharp smell of the river.


One of the ewes bleated piteously, either because it was exhausted or because I had slaughtered its other lamb. The ewe had not yet forgotten.


And I could not forget, either. Not anything, neither present nor past. The present was Maggie, waiting for me at the inn, ready to argue, undoubtedly getting more and more angry at my absence. Maggie, whom I had bedded once and once only, and who now believed she owned me. And the past was all else.


I could lie to Maggie. I could also lie to myself, but not for very long. It was not by chance that I had dragged the stupid sheep as far as Two Forks. It was here that Lord Carush Spenlow’s cook had died of her burns, here that the Smallings would have buried her. ‘The savages also seek someone else,’ Lord Carush had said. ‘They questioned servants.’


No, I was not here by chance.


I was going to cross over.


It had been over two years since my last time. But everything in me – nerves, bones, the prickling over my skin – remembered the ability I had been born with, and had used since I was six years old. No, that was not true – I had not used my ability. Others had used it, and me, for their own ends. Or else they had forced me into circumstances where I must perform or die. But not now. Here, now, in the Two Forks pasture above the Apple River, I would choose for myself to cross over to the Country of the Dead.


What if I could no longer do it? What if maturity, or lack of practice, or some other unfathomable agent had decayed my talent? That was what Queen Caroline and Mother Chilton had both called it: ‘your talent’. I had hated that talent, and used it to stay alive, and finally abused it to rescue Maggie. After that, I had hated it all the more. But it was mine – was me – and life at Applebridge had sharpened my need for it again.


Pain is required, pain and a letting go that is, paradoxically, a matter of will. I tied the sheep to a hickory tree, lay down on the grassy hummock, and with my good hand drew my knife. Quickly, quickly, before I could change my mind, I drove the point of the knife into my thigh, and it happened.


Darkness—


Cold—


Dirt choking my mouth—


Worms in my eyes—


Earth imprisoning my fleshless arms and legs—


But only for a moment. I was not, after all, actually dead. The taste of death lasted only for the brief moment of crossing, the plunge through the barrier that no one except a hisaf can penetrate, not even the Dead themselves. A heavy barrier, solid and large as earth itself, the barrier of the grave. I tried to cry out and could not for the dirt clogging my mouth. I tried to flail my arms and could not for the lack of muscle and flesh over my naked bones. Then it was over. The dirt gone, my bones restored, and I had crossed. I stood and gazed around me.


The Country of the Dead is like our country, but weirdly stretched out and sometimes distorted. A few steps in an upland pasture might be half a mile here, or two miles, or five. Or it might be the same. Sometimes our rivers and forests and hills existed here, but sometimes not. The Country of the Dead is vaster than ours and I think it changes over time, just as ours does, but not in the same way. It is our shadow made solid. Like a shadow, it shrinks and grows, but from some unseen influence that is not the sun. There is no sun here.


There is light, an even subdued glow, as on a cloudy day. The sky is always a low, featureless grey. In that cool light I saw the river, the pasture, the marshy pool where the frog had splashed. But here was no frog, of course, nor my sheep. Nothing lives here; there are only the Dead.


A few of them sat or lay scattered around the meadow. They never move far from where they died. They were doing what the Dead do: nothing. They sit – for days, years, perhaps centuries – gazing at emptiness, and on each of their faces is complete calm, a mindless tranquillity that never changes. Only the old can be roused at all, and then only briefly before lapsing back into their trances.


And tranced, too, was how my own body must look now, back in the land of the living, until I returned to animate it once again.


I made my way along the river towards where the Smallings’ graveyard would be in the land of the living. I knew I had reached the right place not only by the marker of a great old oak, but by the greater numbers of the Dead. People had been buried here for a long time. The burial grove had stretched to accommodate them all, becoming almost the size of a respectable small forest. Some of the Dead sat in circles, as they often do; I don’t know why. I walked among the trees, studying faces and clothing.


Lord Carush Spenlow’s cook was not hard to find. Someone had dressed the body in the same brown dress and embroidered cap as Lady Joanna’s nursemaid, and thus had the Smallings buried her. Now she sat gazing at a wildflower. Her wrinkled old face looked tranquil, with no sign of burns; the Dead do not bring their injuries or illnesses with them. Somewhere, just this mindless, my mother sat in the Country of the Dead. Once I had wanted desperately to find her, but that had been before I owed Maggie my every action, my every breath.


‘Mistress,’ I said to the cook. She didn’t stir. But it is old women who are most willing to talk to me, if I persist hard enough. I knelt on the grass beside her, seized her shoulder, and shook it. ‘Mistress Cook!’


Slowly the old eyes focused on me, then all at once snapped into awareness. ‘What is wanted? Is it the rosemary bread again? I told them— Oh!’


I saw it come to her all at once, the awareness. But it didn’t scare her; it seldom does.


‘So I’m dead, then?’


‘Yes, Mistress.’


‘The bread—’ She blinked once, then began to slip away from me. The Dead are not much interested in their recent lives, not after the first time they slide into tranquillity. That is what their loved ones left behind do not, cannot, understand. To talk at all to the Dead, you must either discuss their childhoods, which seem to stay with them better, or else be very quick with your questions. I was quick.


‘Mistress, wait! The savage army—’


‘Stop shaking me, young man! Leave me go!’


‘I’m sorry. But the savage army that burned Lord Carush’s manor’


‘Lord Carush,’ she said experimentally, as if trying out a strange language on her tongue.


‘Yes, the manor. The fire. The savage soldiers were looking for someone and they asked the servants about him. Who was it?’


She was sliding back into mindless tranquillity. I shook her shoulders so hard that her head bobbled and the embroidered cap slipped sideways on her grey hair. The Dead cannot be hurt, but they can be annoyed. ‘Leave me go!’


‘I will stop as soon as you tell me who the savage soldiers sought. Who?’


She frowned in concentration. ‘They wanted . . . they wanted . . .’


‘Who?’


The creases on her face became ravines, hillocks, an entire landscape devoted to the effort at memory. Finally she brought out, ‘The witch boy. The one who . . . who led the army of magic illusions against Lord Solek. Who killed his savage lordship, when Queen Caroline reigned. They seek . . . they seek . . .’


I stopped shaking her.


A final spasm passed across her face and triumphantly she brought out the name: ‘Roger Kilbourne!’


I let her shoulders go. Immediately she lapsed back into the calm of the Dead. I stood gazing down at her, and then gazing at nothing at all.


I remembered the past, but so did the savage army. They too remembered the battle at the palace, where their leader’s blood had spurted red on the green tiles of Queen Caroline’s courtyard. They remembered the army I had sent into that battle that the folk of The Queendom had called ‘magic illusions from Witchland’ but that I knew were actually soldiers I had briefly brought back from the country of the Dead. Those soldiers could not be killed again, and so had killed with impunity. The savage army remembered their losses, and their chieftain’s death, and now they sought not only the princess promised them in marriage but also revenge.


They sought me, Roger Kilbourne.
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I did not linger in the Country of the Dead. Crossing back to the land of the living takes far less pain than travelling the other way; I don’t know why. It hurt enough to make me clamp my teeth lightly on the inside of my cheek.


Darkness—


Cold—


Dirt choking my mouth—


Worms in my eyes—


Earth imprisoning my fleshless arms and legs—


Then I lay again on the grassy hummock in the Two Forks pasture. The sky had turned dark blue. Time, like landscape, can stretch or shrink on the other side, and I had been gone for hours. The first stars appeared. The new moon was a thin crescent, cradling the old moon in its shining arms.


Something crashed through the rushes at the water’s edge.


I leaped up. The ewes bleated and the lambs, who had fallen asleep at their dams’ sides, mewled and tried to stand. The wolf that had taken Samuel Brown’s lamb? I drew my knife, knowing that I was a fool to bring Maggie’s tiny flock out this far, this late. No time to make a fire, and Peter One-Hand was no match for a wolf.


It was not a wolf.


A dog bounded from the rushes. It raced right up to me and licked my hand. A big dog, with short grey fur, a small tail and a huge snout. I glimpsed the double row of sharp teeth, but with its big pink tongue slobbering joyously over my fingers, it was impossible to be afraid of the beast.


‘Hey, boy, hey . . . .’


A ewe gave a shrill, terrified cry. Her lamb rose to its wobbly feet and began to sob.


‘No, it’s all right, you stupid beasts. See, it’s a good dog, aren’t you, boy?’


The sheep continued to make noises I had never heard any sheep make. The dog ignored them. The younger ewe, her silly face contorted, ran, leaving her lamb behind. The ewe was much faster than I expected. I raced after her – Maggie would kill me if I lost one fourth of her prized flock – and tackled the idiot animal. It was like jumping on a blanket laid over moving stone. We rolled over each other on the spongy grass, sheep and man and then dog, who happily jumped aboard.


‘Off! Get off!’ I yelled. To my surprise, the dog did, lying down obediently a few feet away.


I tied a rope on the still terrified lead sheep, slung her lamb over my back (not easy to do one-handed) and started for home. The second ewe and lamb followed. The dog trailed several lengths behind, although not far enough to keep the sheep from occasionally taking fright all over again and racing ahead, dragging me along. I was no longer a hisaf who could travel beyond the grave; I was an inept one-handed shepherd making his stumbling way home in the dark, back to the inn to face Maggie.


She said nothing until very late. All evening local folk thronged the taproom, chewing over news of the invasion.


‘The savages don’t touch common folk, everybody says so.’


‘Just the same, I be hiding my grandmother’s pewter plate.’


‘Best hide that pretty daughter of yours, Jack.’


‘They don’t touch common folk.’


‘They want the princess. Like the young queen promised.’


‘That witch! They were right to burn her!’


‘Burned that nobleman right out of his manor. Killed his sister, too – a woman!’


‘They want our princess to live away from The Queendom!’


‘That be not right. Queens stay and rule; men defend. Savage bastards!’


‘They’re savages, Hal – what can you expect?’


‘I hear they can turn into wolves by the full moon. They be beasts already ’neath their furs.’


‘Don’t talk like a halfwit! They wear furs but they be men.’


‘Jeffries be taking his family away tomorrow morning.’


‘Jeffries always was lily-livered.’


‘They don’t touch common folk.’


‘Peter, Maggie, more ale!’


I filled tankards from the cask and carried them, one by one in my good hand, to the two trestle tables. Maggie worked in the kitchen, washing tankards and setting tomorrow’s bread to rise and sending Jee out to the taproom with whatever cold food was asked for. It was late when the last man left, drunken old Riverton, staggering out the door and crashing into the jamb on his way out. Perhaps I should have seen him home, but the night was warm and if he spent it snoring somewhere on the dirt lane, it would not be the first time.


I shuttered the windows. Jee went upstairs. When there were no guests, we each took one of the three tiny bedchambers, as if we were nobility living in a great house. If the two guest bedrooms were occupied, Jee slept on a pallet on the floor of Maggie’s room, and I in the taproom, ‘to keep the fire going’. In summer there was no fire and I slept in the sheep shed. The taproom was lit by only two rush lights stuck in holders along the wall and two fat candles on the tables. One candle had burned down to a guttering wick. In the shuttered gloom its odour seemed to thicken as much as the congealing tallow.


As I moved to close and bar the door, the big grey dog bounded in. He licked my hand briefly and then lay on the stone floor beside the hearth as if he had slept there every day of his life.


‘Hey, boy, you just dance in and take over, don’t you?’


The dog wagged his negligible tail.


‘I don’t think Maggie will approve.’


She came through from the kitchen and sat on a bench. She didn’t notice the dog behind the other table. ‘Peter, sit down. We must talk.’


‘The sheep—’


‘Bother the sheep! They’re fine in their shed and you know it. Why did you tell Jee that we will flee Applebridge?’


‘Because we will.’ I braced myself. In the dim light Maggie’s face looked calm and weary, even vulnerable. In such a mood she was harder to oppose than when she was angry. She had taken off her cap and her fair curls straggled over eyes blue-shadowed with exhaustion.


‘But, Peter,’ she said reasonably, ‘there is no danger in staying here. You heard what everyone said – the savage army is not harming common folk. Everybody said so.’


‘Fourth-hand gossip from someone’s wife’s cousin’s sister-in-law!’


‘Lord Carush said it, too. I heard him.’


‘Maggie, I am not common folk.’ It came out wrong, as if I thought I was nobility, a laughable idea. Nonetheless, my words were true. I was a hisaf.


‘Nobody here could ever connect Peter One-Hand, the innkeeper, with Roger Kilbourne, the queen’s fool.’


‘The queen’s fool who brought an army back from the Country of the Dead.’


‘Hush!’ Maggie glanced around, as if she expected to discover a listener hiding in the taproom, where there was no place to hide. Instead she saw the dog.


‘What is that dog doing in here?’


‘It’s my dog.’ The words came out spontaneously, defensively. I hated arguing with Maggie. I usually lost, and her stubborn knowledge that she was always right acted on me like itchy wool. At the same time, I liked the dog. It asked nothing of me.


‘Since when do you have a dog?’


‘Since this afternoon. The dog lives here now, Maggie. It can eat scraps, or maybe it will just hunt its own food and—’ a sudden inspiration ‘—it can help herd the sheep.’


‘It’s not a herding dog. Look at it.’


‘Well, perhaps not, but maybe if I—’


‘Bother the dog!’ Her face reddened, but she calmed herself – I could see it happen, like a feather bed being smoothed out by a rough hand – and resumed her reasonable tone. ‘Peter, we’ve worked so hard. To get this inn, to get the local people to spend their money here, to get the chickens and sheep and bees, to—’


If I let her go on, she would name every single thing we had gotten, which was also every single thing I owed to her. I couldn’t stand it.


‘You’ve done a lot, Maggie. I know it. I am grateful to you for ever, but—’


‘I didn’t mean to say—’


‘I know you didn’t. But—’


‘We’ll lose everything if we leave now! And Lord Solek’s son can have no idea who you are! Everyone thinks Roger Kilbourne is dead!’


‘If the Young Chieftain thought that, he would not be searching for me.’


This was unarguable. I pushed down my triumph. The candle flickered one last time and went out, leaving Maggie’s face lit only by the rush lights on the wall.


She said, ‘It’s your safety I’m thinking about. And – yes, I admit it – mine and Jee’s. Applebridge is remote and unimportant. What makes you think that you’d be any safer anywhere else in The Queendom? The road from the west goes along the Apple River, and once they’re through the mountains that’s how the savage army will travel too. It’s the road to the capital. You would be far more likely to be captured on the road than here.’


‘If I left now, I would be ahead of the army.’


‘And you don’t think they’ll send out scouts and advance patrols? Lord Solek was a fine soldier – you told me so yourself – and I’m sure his son is too.’


She was right again. I felt the ground grow slippery beneath my arguments. ‘I can . . . I can travel off the roads.’


‘Where would you even go? If, as you claim, the Young Chieftain knows you’re alive, then where in The Queendom would be safe for you? Nowhere!’


‘I would have to go to the Unclaimed Lands.’


‘And the only way to get there is by travelling through half The Queendom.’


She was right. But then she caught the meaning behind my words.


‘The Unclaimed Lands. You mean you’re going there. To search for her.’


She meant Soulvine Moor. She meant Cecilia. She meant search in the country of the Dead. But Cecilia, though no longer living, was not in the country of the Dead. Cecilia was nowhere and never would be anywhere again, and I would never tell Maggie any of that terrible story.


‘No,’ I said, ‘I’m not going to search for Cecilia.’


‘Then why go?’ It came out a wail, which shocked me so much that I stood, clumsily knocking over the trestle. Maggie does not wail. Maggie does not sob. Maggie does not lose control. But she did so now in a manner that I had not seen for over two years. She put her head in her hands and cried, her fair springy curls shaking with each gasping sob. She cried as if she would never stop.


‘Oh, Roger—’ she never called me Roger ‘—it’s so unfair! You want us to give up everything, and I did it all for you! I worked only for you and tried so hard with the inn only for you, and you won’t bed me or love me or . . . The savages will find you out there on the road, and even if they are looking for you it wouldn’t occur to them that Roger Kilbourne would be in a place like this, not after a palace and a queen, and . . . they’ll kill you!’


I did it all for you.


You won’t bed me or love me.


We’ll lose everything if we go now.


Each sentence was a stone in my mouth, gagging my throat, lying heavy in my belly. Each word was true, and next to their granite solidity my desire to leave seemed insubstantial as fog. I didn’t really believe that we were in danger here, or that the Young Chieftain knew enough to seek me in Applebridge, or to recognize Roger Kilbourne in Peter One-Hand. I wanted to leave Applebridge because I was so bored and restless here. Because I was more discontented with what I had than grateful for what I had been spared. Because I was still, and for ever, a fool.


‘Don’t cry, Maggie. Don’t cry.’ I couldn’t make myself walk around the table and put my arms around her. But I could make myself force out my next words, and I did so. ‘You’re right. We’ll stay here.’


On the hearth, the dog suddenly raised his huge head and howled.
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That night, the dreams were particularly bad. As vivid as real life – no, more vivid.


A flat upland moor, with a round stone house. There is the taste of roasted meat in my mouth, succulent and greasy. In the shadows beyond my torch I sense things unseen. Inhuman things, things I have never met in this land or in that other beyond the grave. Moving among them is a woman’s figure, and the voice coming to me from the dark is a woman’s voice, and I can see the glint of a jewelled crown: ‘Roger. Hisaf.’


‘But you’re dead,’ I say.


‘Eleven years dead,’ she says, and gives a laugh that shivers my bones.


I woke in the sheep pen, to the pungent smell of the ewes and the bleating of one of the lambs. Outside lay another fine summer morning. Down the hillside, Jack Lambert’s pretty daughter walked their goats to pasture. She waved to me. I waved back, the dream still on me, and picked straw off my clothing. The chickens squawked in their coop. Jee came out of the inn to draw water from the well.


Everything as usual, everything normal. Nothing indicated that somewhere to the west a savage and invading army was on the move.


The dog had spent the night lying outside the sheep shed, although it was unclear whether this was to protect the livestock or to eat it. For the first time I noticed that the dog wore a collar, a thin strip of leather the exact colour of his short grey fur. Burned into the leather was a meaningless design of squiggles. I traced the squiggles with my fingers while the dog tried to twist his head to lick me. ‘Do you belong to someone else, boy? Do you?’


He wagged his tail.


With the dog here, the sheep would not leave their shed. I pushed and pulled and smacked the lead ewe on her flank and then on her stubborn head, but she would not budge. All I got for my pains was a boot-sole of sheep dung. This thwarted my idea of taking them directly to pasture, thus skipping breakfast and avoiding Maggie. Cursing, I closed the sheep inside the shed – maybe Jee would do better with them later – washed my boot at the well and went into the kitchen, hoping desperately for no more tears.


There were none. Maggie smiled at me and said, ‘I have your breakfast ready in the taproom, Peter. I’m sure you’re hungry.’


The trestle table, freshly scrubbed, was set with a wooden trencher and tin tankard. Cheese, new eggs, wild berries with clotted cream and small cakes dusted thickly with sugar. Maggie must have been up since before dawn, cooking this compensation prize for the loser in our quarrel. Noblesse oblige.


All at once I was not hungry. But to not eat would only make things worse. ‘How fine!’ I said heartily, sat down and ate a strawberry. Maggie sat across from me. She wore a fresh smock, tightly laced black stomacher and skirt of red wool hiked up over a striped petticoat – her best clothes. Her light curls, freshly washed, were tied with a red ribbon. All this looked dangerous.


‘Peter, I’ve been thinking.’


Maggie was always thinking. I nibbled at a cake. It tasted wonderful. ‘Oh?’


‘Yes. We need . . . Good morning, dog.’


He had followed me inside and now sat on his enormous haunches, eyeing the food. I gave him a sugar cake and waited defiantly for Maggie to protest that sugar was too expensive to waste on a beast. She did not. Instead she said brightly, ‘What will you name him?’


I hadn’t thought of that, but of course he must have a name. And Maggie was trying to please me. I said, ‘I don’t know. Do you have any ideas?’


She studied the huge grey dog. ‘His eyes are so strange. I don’t think I’ve seen that colour eyes on a dog before.’


I hadn’t noticed the dog’s eyes. Now I did, and was startled. They were the same colour that Cecilia’s had been: a clear bright green. But surely I would have noticed that yesterday? Hadn’t the dog’s eyes been a different colour, or less bright, or . . . something? But that was impossible. It must have been the difference in light that had made me not notice how green they were. Light can play tricks on the eyes.


Evidently Maggie was not reminded of Cecilia, for which I was grateful. She said, ‘I’ve seen a cat with eyes that colour, but never a dog. You could call him Greenie.’


It was the stupidest name I’d ever heard. ‘No, I don’t think so. It doesn’t . . . fit him.’


‘Captain?’


‘No.’


‘Rex?’


‘No.’


‘Hunter?’


‘No.’


‘Bandit?’


‘No.’


‘Are you saying no because you don’t like those names or because I’m the one suggesting them?’


I didn’t answer her right away. A strange sensation rose in my mind, as if a dream had flitted lightly through my skull and then dissolved like smoke in a strong breeze. I said slowly, ‘Shadow. His name is Shadow.’


The dog looked up at me. His eyes were clear green water.


‘That’s a fine name,’ Maggie said warmly. ‘And by coincidence it’s naming that I wish to talk to you about. I think we should choose a name for the inn.’


‘A name?’


‘Yes. And have a sign painted and hung.’


‘A sign?’


‘So people will know where they’ve come to.’


Nearly all our custom was local folk, who knew very well where they’d come to because this was the only inn for five miles around. All at once I noticed things in the taproom that I had scarcely paid attention to before: a tankard of daisies on the other trestle table, a small bit of weaving hung on one wall, a carved wooden rabbit on the broad windowsill – where had Maggie got that? And did all women feel this need to nest, to transform what had been perfectly adequate before?


She gazed at me with hopeful, shining eyes in which I nonetheless saw something determined, even ruthless. But then if she had not had those qualities, she could not have rescued me from death in the last days of Queen Caroline’s reign. I could not deny her a sign for the inn, no matter how much I disliked the notion. And why did I even dislike it? I didn’t know.


‘That’s a good idea,’ I said with as much enthusiasm as I could force. ‘What shall we call the inn?’


‘I thought perhaps the Red Boar.’ She pointed at the weaving, which, I now saw, depicted a boar stitched in red wool.


‘Fine.’


‘Unless you prefer something else.’


‘No, that’s fine.’


‘If you prefer something else, Peter, just say so.’


‘It’s fine!’ Now leave off about it!


‘Good. Then let me show you something.’ She went into the kitchen, returning a moment later with a wooden board painted with a red boar and the words ‘Red Boar’ written below.


I can read. Maggie taught me. I recognized her bold letters from the patient instruction she’d given me on winter afternoons. She had had this sign ready before we even discussed it.


She said, ‘Jee painted the picture. I didn’t know he could do so well; nor did he. Do you think you can make a bracket and hang it over the door?’


‘Yes.’


‘Today?’


‘Yes.’


‘This morning?’


‘Yes, yes, yes!’


Maggie is not without perception. She said quietly, ‘You think I’m pushing you.’


She was pushing me. But it wasn’t Maggie that was wrong. I was wrong, in some deep way I didn’t understand. This life was wrong.


‘I’m sorry, Maggie,’ I said, and I meant it. ‘It’s a perfect sign, and I’ll hang it this morning.’ I walked around the table and did something I rarely do: I kissed the top of her head. She went still. Before she could desire – ask for, compel, quarrel over – anything more, I was out the door, Shadow at my heels.


Piss pots! I hadn’t eaten more than a few bites of her elaborate breakfast.


I took the sheep to their usual pasture, first tying up Shadow in the stable yard. Ten minutes after we left, Shadow came bounding after me, his rope broken in two. I had not realized the dog was so strong. Immediately the sheep began to make shrill, terrified noises.


‘You’re a bad dog,’ I told Shadow, who wagged his tail.


I tied him to a tree by what was left of his rope and took the sheep far enough away that they stopped bleating. A few minutes later Shadow broke his rope and raced after us. The younger ewe broke away, and both of us ran after her, leaving the others bawling behind. I tripped over a bayroot. Shadow caught the ewe by leaping on its back.


‘No! Shadow, no!’ He would maul the sheep, kill it, eat it – I stumbled to my feet.


But the dog had not hurt the ewe. He stood casually beside her, and every time the stupid animal moved, Shadow moved to block her escape. I blinked. I had seen dogs herd sheep before, but not Shadow’s breed (whatever that was). And he had not exhibited this behaviour yesterday.


The sheep still bleated and wailed. In this state of mind – if the silly things even have minds – they were not going to feed. I sighed, led the errant ewe back to the others, slung her lamb over my shoulders and started back to the inn. The rest of my small hungry flock followed. Another futile excursion. And what awaited me seemed equally futile. Muck out the chicken yard. Weed the kitchen garden. Hang the new sign. Help with the laundry.


Only it did not happen that way. I entered the inn through the kitchen. Maggie wasn’t there. She and Jee stood in the taproom, both staring at the hearth. Maggie pointed. A rock sat on the cold stones of the empty hearth.


‘It . . . it came down the chimney,’ Maggie whispered. Her face had gone white as her smock. ‘A moment ago. And . . . there was no one on the roof.’


Jee clutched at Maggie’s skirts, as if he were five years old instead of ten.


Gingerly I approached the rock. It was a perfect disc, a full hand-span across and flat on top and bottom, heavy on my one palm. What I could see was featureless, an even grey, but as I picked it up I saw flecks of green in the stone, malachite or chrysoprase. I turned the stone over. On the other side, as flat as the first, the green flecks formed letters, not bonded on but an integral part of the rock itself. Maggie, reading the impossible lettering over my shoulder, gasped.


DANGER – LEAVE NOW – MC
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Mother Chilton. She must have known where I was – for how long? That fragile web of women who ‘studied the soul arts’ with varying degrees of skill, how far did it extend? Was there someone here in Applebridge, someone I saw every fortnight . . .


Maggie said, ‘It’s from . . . from . . .’


‘Yes. Jee, were you outside when this stone fell down the chimney?’


‘Yes.’


‘What did you see?’


‘Naught.’ The boy touched each of his eyes and squeezed them shut, the country folks’ charm against witches. And yet he knew what I was.


‘Nothing?’ I said. ‘Think hard, Jee!’


‘Naught. Except . . .’


‘What?’


‘There be a hawk, circling high up.’


I hefted the stone – too heavy for a hawk to carry, especially ‘high up’.


Maggie had recovered from her shakiness. She had always respected Mother Chilton, the ‘great apothecary’, and now her fear of Mother Chilton’s message catapulted Maggie into what was most natural to her, getting things done.


‘We can leave within the hour, Peter. I’ll pack food. Jee, fill that old water bag from the cupboard under the stairs, and mind that you rinse it out three times first. Then roll up our winter cloaks as tight as you can and bind them with the string from the peg in the kitchen. Peter, you should— Oh, what about the animals? I don’t think we can take them with us, although maybe if you kill a chicken – no, two – I’m sure there’s time . . .’


I put my one hand on her shoulder and turned her to face me. No avoiding this battle. As Jee ran off to do Maggie’s bidding, I took a deep breath.


But she was there first. ‘No, Roger,’ she said quietly, using my true name. ‘You can’t leave me behind. Nor Jee, either. There are savages in that army who will recognize me. They captured me once before in order to get to you, remember? If the Young Chieftain is as smart as you say he is, then he will use those men again. I am in as much danger as you. And so is Jee. You can’t leave us behind, even though—’ and being Maggie, she could not leave off the last phrase ‘—even though you want to.’


Yet last night she had argued that none of us would be recognized. Still, she was right on both of today’s points. The Young Chieftain would use her, as his father had, to get to me. And I wanted to leave her and Jee behind.


Her face had the crumpled, defiant look it got whenever we alluded to our living arrangements. Not for the first time, I wished that Maggie did not feel so compelled to name hard truths. I capitulated – for now.


‘Maggie, you said yourself that we have little time. We are all three going, and within the hour. Pack the food and I’ll kill the chickens. We must be away before anyone comes to the inn.’


She nodded vigorously and sped into the kitchen, where I could hear the rattle of pots and slamming of keeping-box covers. I strode outside, caught two chickens, killed and blooded them. All I could do for the sheep was open the door to their shed and hope that they would wander to pasture and into some farmer’s flock, or that an inn patron would find us all gone and take them, along with the rest of the chickens.


Within the half-hour we had left the inn, slipping into the wooded slope behind the cottage. Shadow followed. When we were deep enough into the woods to not be seen, Jee stopped and said, ‘Where be we going?’


A reasonable question. The child looked at me expectantly, and with some pride. Jee, snarer of rabbits and gatherer of nuts and berries, knew the countryside for miles around. Wherever I said we were going, Jee knew he could guide us there.
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