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      There is a lot of enthusiastic, consensual sex in this book between two people in love. There are also scenes of less enthusiastic, but still consensual, sex between people who are not in love. It gets pretty graphic, so if that’s not your thing, maybe this book isn’t for you.

      There are scenes where a character wants to die, and there are scenes of violence, which include stabbing, blood, and death. There are also scenes of torture, including vivisection.

      There is swearing, including (especially) the f-word.

      If I’ve missed anything you think should have had a warning attached, please do let me know. You can always reach me by email at nico@nicosilverbooks.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note on Quotation Marks

          

        

      

    

    
      You may notice some odd symbols used when quoting character dialog. These are deliberate and are used to indicate the different languages spoken.

      Islish, the common language of the Isle, is enclosed in “regular quotation marks.”

      Mindspeech is rendered in italics.

      Huldr, the language of one of the Isle’s fey peoples (and our main character’s native language) is shown in «guillemets.»

      Hirsch, the language of the Plains Folk (one of the Isle’s First Peoples) is indicated by <chevrons.>

      Don’t feel you need to memorize these. If I’ve done my job properly, it will be apparent from context which language is being spoken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Part One

          

          
            The Drowned Forest

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay on my back in the middle of the floor, staring up at the ceiling, waiting for whatever vision or prophecy I was about to have. If I bent my neck far enough, I could press my horns into the wood of the floor and lift the back of my head, which was briefly amusing, until my forehead started to hurt.

      Once, Lord Tovarsson would have sent someone with me, to watch over me and write down anything I said. Once, my sudden uncontrollable prophetic states had resulted in useful information. Now, after years of me singing strange songs or having visions of drowning that seemed unlikely to ever actually happen, he didn’t bother.

      I was still able to fulfill my duties as Seer of the Drowned Forest by having deliberate visions – I wasn’t quite such a failure that I couldn’t do that anymore – but these unpredictable ones were mostly useless.

      At least I could feel them coming now and get myself to this cellar room where a guard would lock me in and check in on me from time to time to see if I was fit to be released. It was for my own safety, my Lord father told me the first time he’d had it done.

      It had been only a few years after I returned from my short stint as Royal Seer, sent home not quite in disgrace, but close enough. I was a good seer, and strong, well-trained, and even noble-born, and ever since I had come into my magic as a child, I had been told I would grow up to be Royal Seer.

      And so I had. Until a prophetic state came over me at the wrong time. I had begun to sing a nonsense song and dance with spirits only I could see, round and round my Monarch’s audience chamber, just when a very prominent noble came in to consult with the royal family about an upcoming festival.

      Though I usually remember outright visions eventually, my prophetic states are different. I would sometimes, much later, recall things I had done, but I rarely remembered the words I spoke. Later that terrible evening, my attendant told me I had babbled incoherently about sea people and sharp knives, about healers who enabled torture, about dry skin and bright orange scales. And the whole time, apparently, I had danced a complicated pattern around and around the noblewoman and accused her of murder.

      She had demanded my removal for the insult, and after brief consideration, our Monarch had agreed. A few days later, they came to see me in person. They had always been kind, a sort of extra parent, since I had first arrived in the Floating City to be trained by the then Royal Seer and to serve as a companion for their daughter. They sat in the chair I offered and sighed.

      «Seer Stígandr,» they had said, and I didn’t even need them to finish the sentence

      «I’ll begin packing.»

      «I know it wasn’t deliberate,» they assured me, reaching out to squeeze my knee. I managed, barely, not to flinch away, but it told me how distressed they were, that they touched me when they knew I didn’t like to be touched.

      «I understand.» I did understand. Of course I did. But that didn’t make it hurt any less.

      «I’ve sent a message to your father,» they continued. «Appointing you his personal Seer. I understand the current Seer of the Drowned Forest wishes to retire, and I’d like to grant her request.»

      I twisted my hands together in my lap. «At least in the Drowned Forest, I’m unlikely to embarrass anybody.» Though my father’s lands were large and important, his household and staff were small. The lump in my throat was hard to swallow. I’d be going home. I’d still be able to fulfill my purpose as a seer. That was no small thing. But despite Lord Tovarsson’s high status, it was not the same as the prestige of serving our Monarch directly. And I’d be leaving behind my Princess.

      «The Drowned Forest is isolated, yes,» my Monarch said, their voice even and betraying no hint of their feelings. «But it is an important post. The health of all our lands is tied to it, and you would be serving a vital function.»

      «Of course,» I said.

      They stood. «Take some time. You don’t need to leave right away.»

      «Of course,» I said again.

      I had left the next day.
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        * * *

      

      Now I was locked up for my own safety, prevented from wandering the forest as I once had, from following the magic that tugged at my mind.

      Because once I had almost died when a vision of being pulled under the sea nearly resulted in me drowning for real. I had been floating in a pond, reading portents in the drift of clouds across the black of the night sky and the brilliant points of the stars, when the vision took me. As I now looked for something, anything, in the pattern of the woodgrain on the ceiling above me that showed through the layer of paint.

      Even though I knew I was safer here, tucked out of the way where I couldn’t embarrass my Lord father; even though my confinement was voluntary; I couldn’t stop the longing, the need to be out in the forest, walking between the huge trees and the dark canals, listening to the winter birds sing and singing back at them. Following wherever the trickle of ancient magic led me.

      A rustle against the wall drew my attention from the ceiling and I turned my gaze away. A small figure crouched on the narrow cot there, pulled the soft dark wool of my discarded cloak around his narrow shoulders, and blinked large amber eyes at me.

      “Hello,” I said, speaking in Islish as I would to anyone not Huldr.

      The house spirit’s mouth lifted in a smile. He didn’t speak – I had never heard this one make any noise at all except soft taps and rustles if he wanted to get my attention – but he looked pointedly at the door. He lifted the edge of my cloak and held it out, letting his smile grow mischievous.

      Had anyone else been in the room with me, they wouldn’t have seen the house spirit. Even I couldn’t see him if he didn’t want to be seen.

      He held up the edge of my cloak more emphatically, thrusting the cloth towards me.

      “I can’t,” I said. “I’m locked in.”

      He cocked his large head at me, causing sooty reddish hair to slide over his creased brow. The house spirit looked much like a little man, if little men shrank in stature while keeping the large size of head, hands, and feet. If little men had huge eyes and large pointed ears and liked to dress in tunics stitched together from scraps of cloth with odds and ends of different colored thread.

      He hopped off the cot and crossed the floor to me, reaching out to tug the hem of my tunic.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. I’d had this conversation with this spirit before, and with many others when they came to me, singly or in crowds, as I slipped into the only-half-there state of prophecy. I didn’t know if the spirits forgot each time or if they thought maybe this time would be different. And before I’d nearly drowned, I had gone with them, had let spirits lead me through the forest to show me lost shrines and patches of juicy berries, fox kits newly emerged from the den or a rare bird seldom seen on the Isle. And visions.

      I missed those days like a constant ache under my breastbone. Magic called, the spirits sang, and all I could do now was lie on the floor of this underground room and hope to slip into a vision.

      The little spirit cocked his head at me again and his smile slipped away.

      “Don’t feel badly for me,” I said. I didn’t want pity; I couldn’t stand pity.

      He touched a bony hand to my face, his thin dry fingers like insect legs, and I smiled. For reason I could never articulate, I didn’t mind it when spirits touched me. They, and very few of my own people, didn’t cause the same cringing reaction most touch did. Maybe it was because I had been around them, had seen and spoken to them, since I first came into my magic.

      Before I had even started having visions or felt the first touches of healing magic flow into my being, I had seen spirits, had heard them, spoken to them, and followed where they led me. When I had difficulty making friends with people in the mortal world, I could always count on companionship from the spirit world, and they had been my playmates for as long as I could remember.

      Every time I locked myself in this room I felt like I was abandoning them, abandoning a part of myself.

      But I knew it had to be done. Wandering the Drowned Forest in this state wasn’t safe.

      The house spirit smiled again, as sudden as a cloud drifting away from the sun, and as bright, his eyes lighting up as if he had just had a brilliant idea. He leapt for the door and vanished through it, off to conduct some mischief on the household staff, no doubt.

      I felt very alone once he was gone, so I looked back at the ceiling, and waited.
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        * * *

      

      If I spoke prophecy or not, I didn’t know. I didn’t even know how long I lay on my back on the bare wood of the floor before I heard voices and movement. It could have been a long time, or it might only have been a few moments.

      Soft footfalls sounded in the corridor beyond my door. One set was accompanied by a quiet tap with each step, as if the walker had nails on their shoes or long claws on their toes. The other footsteps would have been inaudible except I had become very good at listening.

      “Where are you leading us?” said one voice, speaking Islish with a faint Alfar accent, though I knew the speaker was not Alfar and had only grown up among the fey of the mountains. That was Seer Tokka, the Vogel Seer, visiting from the Eyrie.

      “I’m not sure Lord Tovarsson would be happy to find us poking about in his cellars,” said the second voice. He spoke Islish with a distinct Sidhe accent, once which I knew could take on lordly tones between one word and the next, but which now was only deep and smoky. That was Prince Kiernan of Morven Forest, my near-brother because his mother and my father had once been betrothed and we shared a pair of older half-sisters.

      I rolled over and sat up, brushing dust off my clothes. I wore grey and black, like most Huldr of the upper classes tended to do, and it showed the smears of grime too easily. The house spirit reappeared beside me, grinning so wide it nearly split his cheerful face in two. I couldn’t help but smile back.

      “What have you done?” I asked, and he only shrugged.

      “I’m surprised you care what Lord Tovarsson thinks.” Seer Tokka’s light voice sounded amused.

      “I don’t, but we are guests,” replied the Prince.

      Their footsteps stopped outside my door, and I tucked my legs under me and waited.

      “Can you pick the lock?” asked Tokka.

      Kiernan snorted. “Of course I can. But should I? We don’t know what’s inside, and house spirits are said to be mischievous.”

      “Yes,” said Tokka. “But I don’t think this one had ill intent.” I felt a trickle of cool magic wash over me and away. “Seer Stígandr is inside,” he said.

      A faint scratching from the door told me that Prince Kiernan had started to work on the lock. I wondered if lock picking was a normal part of princely training for the fey of Morven Forest and decided that from what I knew of the Prince, it probably was not. He didn’t really seem all that royal, except when he pulled it over himself like putting on a costume.

      The little house spirit clapped his hands, and I felt other spirits gathering in the forest, tugging at me, pulling at my magic to follow them.

      “And why is Seer Stígandr locked in Lord Tovarsson’s cellars?” Kiernan asked. “Perhaps they don’t wish to be disturbed.” The lock clicked open with a snap.

      “I don’t know,” replied Seer Tokka. “But the house spirit wanted me to come. Perhaps they got locked in here by accident.”

      The door opened and the two visiting dignitaries peered in at me. Seer Tokka, though my equal in height, was small for a Vogel, and held his diminutive wings clamped tight to his back as if trying to hide them. I had glimpsed them when he’d first arrived, and it looked as if someone had cut the feathers away in a fit of rage. I hoped that whoever had done it suffered much worse. His pale skin and silver-white hair glowed bluish in the wisplights that hovered over him and his silver eyes were bright with curiosity. Vogel seers, like all seers among the First Peoples, didn’t just have the silver eyes that marked all of us seers, but were pale all over.

      Next to him, Prince Kiernan was short like all Sidhe. The top of his curly brown head only reached Tokka’s chin, but he was built strong and muscular in contrast to Tokka’s slenderness. He was also dark next to Tokka, his complexion bronzed brown, and his eyes deep forest green. A pair of smallish antlers sprouted from his brow.

      I grinned at them. “Hello!” I said, hearing the sing-song tones of my prophetic state take over as the magic of the spirit world became more real than reality to me. Soon, I knew, I would probably be making no sense at all.

      I knew, too, that I needed to stay here, and that soon that knowledge would be overwhelmed by the need to be in the forest, where the spirit world was closer.

      “Have you come to rescue me?” I asked. “How kind of you.”

      I looked up at them from my seat on the floor and when the house spirit crept close I put an arm around him, letting him nestle against my side. He reached up to touch the pearl that hung from a chain around my neck. My rational thoughts were slipping quickly away, and I didn’t even care.

      “Why are you locked in here?” asked Seer Tokka, pushing the door farther open and stepping into the room. When Prince Kiernan reached for his hand, he twined their fingers together.

      I felt a momentary flash of envy, remembering how my Princess had once laced our fingers together like that, but then it was lost in the singing of the forest spirits, calling to something so deep in my being that I couldn’t ignore it.

      “It’s for my own good,” I said, getting up and trying out a sequence of dance steps.

      “Your own good?” said Kiernan. “I find that when people say something is for your own good, it’s usually about their comfort.”

      I laughed. It felt good to laugh. I liked laughing. I had tried not to laugh too much since I came home from the Floating City. How long ago had that been? Years? Decades? A long time. And only yesterday.

      “I can be embarrassing,” I said, and held out my hand to Seer Tokka. “Will you dance?”

      He bit his lip, and his pale eyebrows drew together. “There’s no music,” he said, though I had thought he would say something different. I liked that he chose those words.

      “I can sing,” I said. “Prince Kiernan? Will you keep time?”

      He let out a breath of air, something halfway to a laugh, and let go of Tokka’s hand to lean against the doorway. He tapped the open door with his knuckles, setting up a stately rhythm.

      “Faster, if you please,” I said. “I want to dance.”

      He shrugged when Tokka looked at him and increased the tempo a little at a time until I nodded.

      Then I began to sing. I hadn’t sung for an audience in a long time. Not since I sang the Princess a Hirsch folk song, and she told me my voice had changed too much to be beautiful anymore. But Kiernan smiled wider and hummed along in his deep rumble, and Tokka took my outstretched hand. I whirled him around and led him in a lively dance, something I had learned by watching the peasants in one of the nearby villages.

      As we stepped and twirled, Prince Kiernan kept speeding up the beat until I whirled Tokka in a mad spiral, and finally I let go and we each fetched up against an opposite wall, laughing.

      “Oh, I needed that,” I said. Tokka flushed as if I had said something suggestive, and if he hadn’t been so young and so in love with Prince Kiernan, I’d have invited him to share my bed. Quite possibly right then and there, because something about his presence made the intensity of the forest’s magic ease away a little. And the idea of him touching me did not feel uncomfortable.

      “What is Tovarsson protecting you from, that he locks you up here?” Kiernan asked.

      I spread my hands wide, palms up. “Myself, I suppose,” I said. “When I’m in this state, I’m unpredictable. You’d need a seer to have visions to guess at what I might do, and I am the Seer.” I laughed. “I wander the forest, spouting prophecy. I sing.” I smiled wide. “And I dance.”

      “If it’s prophecy,” said Tokka, “a vision state, shouldn’t you have someone with you? Or do you remember your words after?”

      He, being a seer also, would of course understand what it meant to be in a prophetic state, though he’d not told me if he experienced such things, too, or only had normal visions, as seers were supposed to.

      I did know that he often couldn’t control his visions, but he had seizures and muscle spasms instead of mindless wandering in the wilderness.

      I shrugged and danced a few steps humming a Huldr lullaby to myself. “Once, perhaps. Now they tell me everything I say is useless. Meaningless.”  I met Tokka’s eyes. “It’s a wonder I’m making sense right now.” I put my finger to my chin and tilted my head. “Or am I making sense?”

      I whirled around for a few steps and the house spirit danced with me.

      “Your house spirit wanted me to find you,” said Tokka.

      “He wants me to join the spirits of the forest,” I said. “I feel them calling.”

      I sighed and slouched against the nearest wall. “It pulls and tugs, the forest does.”

      “Like it did to me, to both of us, when we first arrived?” Prince Kiernan gestured between himself and Seer Tokka.

      Of course, they had been called by magic to the huge fir tree that we call the Heart of Tronven, and Tokka had healed Kiernan with the help of the Lady of the Forest and all the spirits, returning his antlers and his magic, and – but that was a different story and it slipped away as quickly as it had sprung to mind.

      “The forest calls,” I said. “The spirits call, and as you can see –” I spread my arms “– I am half in the spirit world already.” I looked around the room, lined with rough wood, let my eyes drift over the cot against the wall, the chamber pot behind a screen in the corner, the bins that had once held apples and still emitted a faint scent of sweetness and autumn.

      “I should stay here,” I said, some small mote of sanity managing to creep through my thoughts. “But it pulls so strongly. I have not felt it so strong in a long time.” I shook my head, willing it to clear, but it was no use. “I’m supposed to stay here, to stay safe.” I met Prince Kiernan’s eyes, and he was frowning at me, as if he was puzzling through my existence. It was an expression I had seen on many faces for most of my life.

      I was a seer, and therefore to be respected. I was a healer, and therefore to be valued. And I was a Lord’s offspring, and therefore to be… what? Bowed to? No, that was nonsense.

      I was all those things, and all of them overshadowed the fact that I was only me: Stíga, a strange person struggling to make sense of the world when I was caught half in and half out of it most of the time.

      “At least my Lord father wants the best for me,” I said, though I’d forgotten what we were talking about.

      “Of course he does,” said Seer Tokka. I looked at him and for a moment I thought I saw the hated pity in his eyes. But no, it was… understanding?

      I looked back at Prince Kiernan and decided he wasn’t looking at me the way all those others had, after all. He was only trying to understand me, too.

      My mind drifted and for a moment I slipped into full seersight. The whole world went grey, and I could see those around me as the bright lights of their spirit nature.

      The little house spirit was a shadowy thing, magic too bright to look at unless hidden. The edges of him blended into the substance of the house itself. Seer Tokka was silver fire, pure and strong; I wondered if he knew how beautiful he was. Near him hovered two orange-red sparks that made me smile. His feathered tree serpents were coiled around his neck, so still and quiet I hadn’t even noticed them with my eyes.

      A similar spark near Prince Kiernan was a third serpent, hiding under the collar of his shirt. Kiernan himself was intense green fire, twined around with shadows and laced with brown like roots. A dark orange flicker appeared and was gone again.

      This was something to think about later, to study, assuming I remembered.

      I blinked and the world returned to normal, or as normal as it could be when I was half gone.

      “Hello, little friends,” I said, and three small dragon-like heads raised to look at me with bright, curious eyes.

      Magic tugged at me, harder, and the house spirit tugged at my hand.

      “Oh,” I said. “I’m to go now. Thank you so much for letting me out.” I picked up my cloak from the cot and slipped past them and into the dark corridor. I didn’t bother to conjure wisplights; I knew where I was going.

      “I wonder if we should have done that,” said Prince Kiernan, his voice going quieter as I danced down the hall and up the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The Drowned Forest can do that, to those who feel its currents. I had said that, a mere few days past, when the Prince of Morven Forest and the Seer of the Eyrie first felt called out into the darkness by a restless sense of magic.

      Now I was the one who couldn’t find peace, though that was hardly an unfamiliar sensation for me. That feeling of needing to be somewhere else tugged at me, at my mind and at my magic, the voices of spirits becoming more insistent the closer I got to the door. I pulled on my cloak as I slipped out of the shadows of the stairway and into the main halls of the house, to make my way towards the grand entrance.

      The guards who flanked the door nodded and stepped aside as I passed. They were used to my ways, or they had been, when I still regularly left at all hours of the day and night, and so what if they found me odd? They respected my authority and my skill as both healer and seer. And besides, everyone I had ever met found me peculiar. I had been touched by spirits so often I was stronger – and stranger – than most other seers on the Isle, and since many seers are… unique, let us say, that made me very strange indeed.

      They thought they were whispering only to each other, the guards and staff of Tovarsson House, because they would never have said such things to my face. Not when they needed me to heal their injuries and sicknesses, and to scry the best times for planting and reaping, for wedding and building. But I knew the things they said of me, and I had heard one tell another they had spied me one full moon night, swimming in the moat-pond. I had heard that I had been observed standing and staring into the dark for hours without moving, that I had once climbed to the very top of the Heart of Tronven and perched in the highest branches where I was convinced I would find a magical bird.

      These things were all true, though none of them were recent. They had been passed down from older guards to new, until everyone knew about the peculiar Seer of the Drowned Forest.

      I suppose I would have found myself odd, too, had I been a normal person like they were, a guard, or an attendant, a cook, or a minor noble. Even other seers found me strange. Except Seer Tokka of the Eyrie, perhaps, who was unique himself.

      Now, deep enough at night that all save the most nocturnal of the house’s inhabitants and guests were asleep or at least shut in their rooms, the call of magic was too strong to ignore, and I was too deep in a prophetic state already to care. Something was awake in the forest, and it wanted me to find it.

      I pretended to ignore the whisper of one guard to the other. «There they go again.»

      «It’s been years, hasn’t it?»

      «Can anyone say for sure?»

      «I wonder what they do out there in the dark,» said the other as he moved to close the door behind me.

      «Nothing normal,» said the other. «Nothing safe.»

      I pretended, too, that it didn’t sting to hear them talk of me that way, as fresh as when I’d first come home, because it had been so long since I’d overheard anything. So long since I’d followed the spirits. But as I crossed the winter-dead grass of the lawn and drew in a deep lungful of cold, crisp air, I forgot their words entirely. I headed away from the dock that arrowed out into the moat-pond that surrounded the house and went around the back where a hidden causeway led away from the knoll on which the house perched, knee-deep in frigid water that was only unfrozen because of the ancient spellwork that protected the house.

      I waded, thankful for my tall waterproof boots, and headed along the secret path towards a narrow gap in the reed palisade. Beyond was drier ground, hummocks and hills thick with willow and fir, separated into tiny islands by streams and pools of ice. Here and there, an open channel cut through, kept ice-free by the same spellwork that protected the moat-pond. It was cold out, the air so frigid it iced my breath to frost that caught in my eyelashes and eyebrows and stung my throat with every exhale and inhale. In spring, the forest at night was full of noise, but in deep winter the night was silent, hushed, as if waiting in anticipation of warmer weather. Or in anticipation of magic.

      My own magic was tied to water, of course. I had been born in Tronven, and Tronven itself was suffused with it, streams and ponds, a huge salt-bay, and canals. But I could also call air magic, and as a seer my healing was strong. And now, I drew heat from the earth deep below and gathered it around me, making a layer against my skin to keep me from freezing to death. I didn’t even need to think about it, which was good because I wasn’t really thinking at all by then.

      I followed a path not visible to the eye, but which I had first discovered in childhood, when magic kept me up long past when I should have been sleeping, teasing me, haunting me with promises of wonder. It led me on a meandering journey through the night forest, across frozen streams, over bridges that spanned open canals, through narrow gaps in the undergrowth, and finally, to a rounded hillock surrounded by open water.

      I hardly slowed my steps as I reached the edge; I was welcome here, and ice formed beneath my feet and disappeared behind me as I crossed. When I reached the other side, three spirits swirled around me, and I laughed as they tickled the edges of my magic. I climbed the hill to the top, where an ancient standing stone and a twisted old tree leaned over a spring, burbling merrily up out of the ground when logic said it should have been frozen solid.

      I stopped there and the spirits circled a few more times, then settled, three almost human shapes of white mist. One hovered in front of the stone, one leaned on the tree, and one dipped its toes in the spring. They were the spirits of this place, and they seldom showed themselves except to me, and even to me it was a privilege.

      “Greetings, spirits,” I said. I reached for a pocket in my cloak and pulled out three pieces of bread. I laid one at the base of the stone, one at the roots of the tree, and one I dropped into the spring.

      I felt the spirits greet me in return inside my head and knew that though their voices had been among those of the other forest spirits calling me, it had not been they who tugged at me most insistently.

      They drifted apart, then coalesced briefly in a single larger shape that said, She awaits. And then they were gone and the bread with them.

      I traced the spiral carved into the face of the stone thoughtfully, then murmured my thanks and turned away. I knew I could end up wandering for days before I found what called me – it had happened before, when I was still allowed out in this state. So I did the one thing that sometimes worked. I closed my eyes, breathed deep, and shut off what was left of my conscious thoughts.

      It was a trick taught to me as a timid young seer sent to study with a strange people who rarely initiated contact with other peoples. Yet the Hirsch Elder Seer had sent for me, and so I went, and learned a new language and how to see the world from a very different perspective. The Seers of the Plains had techniques of healing and seeing that no other peoples of the Isle used. Some of them I was never able to learn, and some came to me easily. This was one of the easy ones. My mind was prone to aimless wandering anyway, learning to wander aimlessly with purpose had been a new concept, but a natural one.

      I paused to brush fingers over the branches of the tree, to stoop and dip into the frigid water of the spring and brush drops over my eyelids, and then I let my feet carry me while I sang a Hirsch song softly inside my head. Perhaps I sang it aloud, as well; I couldn’t have told you. I let my awareness of the forest slip away until there was only the song in my head. Even my knowledge of time vanished, and my sense of having my feet on the ground.

      Briefly, I wondered if this technique was something Seer Tokka would want to try. His early education had been neglected, and he was so eager to learn anything he could that I felt even a person like me might have something valuable to impart. I pushed the thought away again and sang. It was a song about the wind and all the different ways it could blow across the Plains. Then I changed the words, and made it about water and all the forms I knew it in. I sang of streams and rivers and canals, ponds and moats and lakes, and I sang of the sea, though I had never seen it except from a great distance, a glimpse to the west from a tall building in the Floating City, or far to the north from the head of the Great Delta.

      Eventually, my song ended, and I opened my eyes. My feet were still, and I swayed a little, feeling the magic that tugged at me very nearby. I knew this place, as I knew all of the Drowned Forest, but for a moment it seemed new and unfamiliar in my eyes. I stood on a slope that in spring would be carpeted in moss but was now softened by snow. At its foot stretched a frozen pond, smooth and glassy and almost perfectly circular.

      I walked down the slope and out onto the ice, letting momentum pull me into a slide, a glide across the smooth surface, until near the center I lost my balance and tumbled to the ice, laughing. My voice was loud in the cold silence, but it didn’t seem disruptive. I felt observed, but that was the life of a seer; there were always spirits around, watching.

      In spring we brought boats here and held floating festivals by moonlight. I had tossed gemstones into the water in autumn and read signs in the ripples they made, and once in summer when the moon was dark, I had floated on my back in the water and used the night sky as a scrying bowl.

      That summer night I’d had a vision of being pulled under dark waves of salt water. I was lucky that someone had seen me go into the pond that time, or I might have drowned from thrashing against whatever had caught me in my vision. I had been pulled from the pond and my father had pounded my back until I coughed up water and could breathe properly again.

      The ice creaked softly beneath me, and I spread out my arms and legs and lay looking up at the sky. Clouds had gathered and made a flat grey ceiling high overhead, and there was no moon to brighten it so I might have been staring into nothingness.

      Though I had learned to call visions when I wanted them, as all seers did, I had never outgrown the tendency for them to also overtake me suddenly and without warning. I could call them when I wanted them, but when I didn’t want them they might come anyway. My magic was strong, my seeing was strong, but my visions were unpredictable, and even the strict discipline the Hirsch Elder Seer had taught me never overcame that deficiency.

      I suppose I should have been grateful that however unpredictable my visions, they weren’t accompanied by seizures, like the Seer of the Eyrie. I had witnessed Seer Tokka twitching and flailing as he saw, while Prince Kiernan held his head to keep it from bashing on the floor and lovingly wiped drool from his mouth.

      All I could think then was not gratitude, but envy. I wanted to have someone look at me with such adoration as the Prince of Morven Forest looked at his seer lover.

      And I suppose I should have been grateful that my father, Lord Tovarsson of the Drowned Forest, had a place for me here, in my childhood home, where I could do meaningful work. Instead, I had always felt like a failure.

      All this fluttered through my mind as I lay on the frozen pond and watched the clouds slowly break up into pale wisps and drift away, leaving a sky full of brilliant stars. It was not mere memory, but the beginnings of a true vision. I was being reminded of my past for some purpose. The boundary between memory and seeing was uncertain and I knew it was useless to resist, so I waited, as I had waited on the floor of the cellar, and I drifted.
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        * * *

      

      I found myself standing on a beach, firm sand under my feet and the sky growing pale as the sun rose slowly behind me. I pulled my gaze away from the magnificent sky to look around and beheld a wide bay full of white-capped waves and rocky islands. A cloud of pale birds suddenly lifted away from the surface of the water and swirled through the air on silent wings.

      I let my magic flow out around me and sensed the birds as tiny bright sparks of life. I sensed fish in the sea, and small mammals in the forest, more birds, reptiles, and insects. And out among the islands, there were brighter sparks, sentient beings who used magic not so differently from the way I did.

      I sat on a driftwood log and pulled my boots off, then ventured to the edge of the water to dip my toes in. It was cold, but not the bone-numbing chill of a pond in winter. I rolled up the hems of my trousers and stepped deeper into the water.

      You will come here. It was not so much a voice as the idea of a voice, speaking in my head. The Lady of Streams, we called her in the Sunken Lands, though I suppose the people of the coast knew her as the Lady of the Waves. The whole Isle called her the Goddess Around.

      I will do as you will, I answered, and I stepped deeper into the water, feeling the sand turn to smooth stones beneath my feet. I had heard the voice of the Goddess Around before but had never been given a directive.

      I felt her observe me and then withdraw and the vision wavered, so I saw dark sky again. Then early morning and my ankles ached with the cold of the water. I couldn’t resist wading deeper; the ocean seemed to pull at me the way the magic of the forest did. There was something here for me to find.

      And then the bottom dropped away between one step and the next and I plunged in over my head and came up spluttering. I laughed at my clumsiness and turned for the beach, fighting the pull of my sodden cloak.

      A tug that was not merely the weight of wet clothing answered my efforts, and I was yanked backwards. The sea closed over my head again. For too long I watched, fascinated, as the surface receded, caught by how the rising sun turned the water to jewels. It was so beautiful I could have wept. Then I needed to breathe and the pressure around my throat still pulled me downward.

      I panicked then, thrashed and twisted, and looked behind me and down, directly into a pair of wide dark eyes in a deep brown face scattered with tiny bright gems of orange that glistened in the light. Magic, deep and strange and grey, brushed against my own, and I felt anger and hatred batter me.

      I screamed a cloud of silent bubbles as the ocean went dark and became a sky full of stars. My voice echoed in the held-breath silence of the winter forest as it had not under the sea in my vision.

      I was numb with cold, and getting to my feet took longer than it should have. I kept slipping between mere breathlessness of the forest and the suffocating cold salt water of the sea. “Only a vision,” I told myself. I made it a song and let my feet carry me off the ice. But “only a vision” was not as comforting a thought as it might have seemed it should be.

      Visions were sometimes of things that had already happened, and sometimes of things that were happening now but somewhere else. Those visions I saw as if watching a play, as an observer. Visions of things that might yet happen could also be seen that way, if they were to happen to someone else.

      But visions of the future that might happen to me, I lived as if I were there already, and my only comfort was that future visions were things that could happen, not things that would happen. The future was always changing, so my visions of it changed also.

      I sang to myself and walked and tried to convince myself that I had seen a possibility that I might avoid.

      Except the Lady of the Waves had told me, “You will come here,” and that felt like… not an order, but a directive. She wanted me to go to the sea. She had a purpose for me, and though I could refuse it, doing so might have consequences. Gods and spirits seldom meddled in the lives of mortals these days, but stories of the past told me they could, they used to, and they might again.

      I put that thought out of my mind and tried to bring myself back to the present, to leave the lingering remnants of the vision behind and find my way back to the house.

      Instead, I walked into a clearing and almost tripped over two men who were clearly not dwellers in the Sunken Lands.

      They rose from where they crouched next to a tiny smokeless fire and drew their swords. They were dressed in dark clothing, similar to what my people usually wore, but just subtly different enough that I knew they were not Huldr. Hoods over their heads shadowed their faces so I couldn’t tell what people they were from.

      I opened my mouth to ask who they were and why they were here, hiding in the forest instead of presenting themselves to the Lord of these lands, but those were not the words that came out. Instead, I said, “It’s silent, the wind.” My voice was sing-song cheerful, and I shook my head. Now was not the time to be taken by prophecy.

      “What?” said one of the men, and the other smacked his arm, but not before I caught his accent. When you pay close attention, even a single word can say a lot more. He was from Aven, lower class, probably a hired blade.

      I meant to ask what they wanted and why they drew steel on a member of Lord Tovarsson’s House – because I could see from the gleam that their swords were not moonsilver. Instead, I sang, “Even the waves of the ocean do not crash or even whisper.” And I laughed, my feet carrying me across the small glade where they hid and onto the path beyond.

      One of them grabbed the hood of my cloak and yanked me back, so like my vision of being pulled under the sea that I twisted until I could look into the man’s face. He had pale eyes, not dark like the Sea Folk man in my vision, not so captivating. I opened my mouth to scream and laughed instead.

      “Will you dance?” I said.

      “Oh, we’ll dance all right,” said the one who had spoken before, the one who stood to one side and watched me half-struggle, half-sway in the other man’s grip.

      “We’ll dance with blades, and you’ll tell us what you know of the bird seer and why the royals of Morven Forest have paid your Lord a visit.”

      “Who would visit so far from home in the dead of winter?” I sang, trying to take the hand of the man who held me and pull him into a round-dance. I decided he must be handsome under his hood.

      He batted my hand away and shoved me back into the clearing, where I tripped and scattered the embers of their little fire. I danced away from him, unable to convince my mind to take the threat seriously, to leave the visions aside for a time so that I might escape and alert my father to enemies in his realm.

      The other man said, “Tell us why the Queen of Morven Forest herself is here, now, when the whole Isle is frozen and she should be in her palace tormenting her own citizens.”

      I found my hand on my belt, resting on the handle of the little knife I used for eating. It was familiar and I wrapped my fingers around it, even as my feet carried me around the clearing again.

      “He’s a lunatic,” said the man who had grabbed me. His voice was more refined, a minor Alfar noble’s youngest son, perhaps.

      “He?” I said and sang again. “You’re a he, and he’s a he, but as for me I am no he at all.” I bowed. “Nor she, either. Will you dance?” This was, I suppose, a perfect demonstration of why I had been dismissed as Royal Seer to the Huldr Monarch. I couldn’t even keep visions and prophecies at bay long enough to save my own skin, let alone serve in a royal court.

      It wasn’t just the unpredictability of my visions, it was the way my Seer magic made me behave when it overwhelmed me. I was unseemly. Worse, I was an embarrassment. I could hardly blame my Monarch for not wanting me next to their throne, no matter how strong my magic, how good my seeing, how effective my healing.

      I was lucky my own father gave me a place in his household. I was even more lucky that he hadn’t disinherited me, when our laws said any deficiency in my person was reason enough to do so.

      “Tell us what Tovarsson and the Morven Queen are up to in the dead of winter,” said the first man. “And we’ll let you go, Seer.”

      I was fully aware it was a lie. They couldn’t risk my Lord finding out they had been here, that the Alfar were interested in their doings. Even being a seer couldn’t protect me. But that told me at least one of the men had human ancestry, because full fey can’t outright lie.

      “This freak doesn’t know anything,” said the second man.

      “They used to be lovers,” I said, and twirled in place. I pulled the knife from my belt and held it low.

      The first man said, “Enough of this. We’ll find some other sap to tell us what we need to know.” He stepped closer and I danced away, humming a tune to keep time as my feet skipped over the dying embers. I ducked a branch and flung out a hand to the second man.

      “Dance,” I said. He said nothing but swayed where he stood.

      “You?” I said to the first man, slipping around him when he tried to get close. I wrapped an arm around his neck from behind and he went still.

      I finished the tune that had swirled through my head and laughed. Then I turned back to the men. The one I thought must be handsome swayed again and his hood slid back. He wasn’t terrible to look at, except for the blood welling out of his eye socket. He toppled over and was still.

      The other man turned his head to look at me, the movement opening up his neck still more, until blood sprayed out violently and he, too, fell.

      I felt dizzy. I looked down at the knife in my hand and found it bloody. Then I staggered and reached for a tree to hold me up. The second man’s sword hilt protruded from my belly. I hadn’t even felt it go in.

      “Oh,” I said. “That’s inconvenient.” My fingers lost their grip on my knife and then on the tree and I slid to the ground. I tried to sing the Hirsch Wind Song again, to get my feet to carry me home, but it didn’t do much good when I was on my side on the ground.

      I pressed my hand to my belly, but no healer alive has the ability to heal their own self that I had ever heard. I certainly didn’t have that magic. So instead I screamed, only there was no sound.

      The darkness that washed over me felt like the ocean, cocooning me and killing me, stealing my breath and my heat. I tried one more time to stand, and when that failed I screamed again. Still no sound came, and I let darkness find me.
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        * * *

      

      Hands shook me and I tried to pry open my eyes. When I blinked away the blurriness, I saw dark eyes and dark hair under a grey hood. One of the House Guard. His lips moved but shadows were gathering again, and I hardly felt it as he lifted me. I knew I should feel pain. I should be afraid, but instead there was only a muffled sort of emotion, a vague sense of something being very wrong.

      The world was black and grey, and I couldn’t have said if it was because I was being carried through the dark forest in deep winter or if it was because my vision was fading in and out. Perhaps it was both.

      Then I felt a surface beneath me, and hands pulling my clothing away. I forced my eyes to focus and found myself looking into bright silver eyes, paler than my own looked in the mirror. A seer. Why was there a seer?

      But of course. Seer Tokka of the Eyrie was a guest in the House. I liked him, he was kind and handsome and he didn’t seem bothered when I said strange things. I tried to smile at him.

      Then it occurred to me to wonder why he was undressing me. He was so in love with his Prince of Morven Forest I had assumed he would have no interest in me. But then I caught movement and met a second pair of eyes, deep green in a nut-brown face.

      “Prince Kiernan,” I said, or tried to. He lifted my shoulders to help his beloved pull my shirt off. “I’d love to join you.” But no, the Prince was very nearly my brother – that would be wrong.

      He laughed without sound and without looking very amused, and when I looked back at Tokka, the other seer was blushing.

      He didn’t reply but wiped my chest and belly with a wet cloth and then I felt healing magic surge through me and wanted to cry.

      Tokka and Kiernan were not trying to seduce me, they were trying to save my life.

      “He ran me through,” I said, and I must have been hurt indeed, because no sound came out of my throat.

      Prince Kiernan laid his hand on my forehead and his lips moved. Seer Tokka glanced at him and nodded, and the healing magic grew, stronger than any I had ever felt before. Pain flared up in my belly and before I could even react, it faded, and I only felt weariness.

      “You’re the most powerful healer I’ve ever met,” I said. “Imagine what you could do if you were trained properly.” I bit off my words at the end, because I still couldn’t seem to make sound come out.

      Seer Tokka met my eyes and smiled. After a moment, Prince Kiernan reached over me and gently took Tokka’s hands away from my belly, then stood and lifted the seer off his feet entirely. Tokka didn’t protest; instead, he curled into Kiernan’s arms. I caught one more glimpse of his face and he looked exhausted. Healing took a lot of magic and a lot of energy, and if I’d been run through with a sword, I would have needed a lot of healing. I’d probably need more before I was truly well.

      I reached out my own magic to examine my wounds and found them closed, the bleeding stopped, and at least some of the affected area repaired.

      “Thank you,” I said, and they paused in the door.

      Seer Tokka’s lips moved, but all I heard was rushing in my ears.

      “What?” I couldn’t even hear myself. I put my hands to my ears and shook my head.

      Seer Tokka slipped from Prince Kiernan’s arms and bent over me again, a concerned look on his face. His lips moved and my breath came out in choppy gasps.

      “I can’t hear you,” I said. I couldn’t hear myself.

      Prince Kiernan put a hand on the Seer’s shoulder and said something silently. Tokka glanced at him, horror on his face, then bent over me and reached out for my head. I felt his magic touch me, touch my ears, touch my mind. He spoke.

      “I can’t hear you!” I didn’t mean to yell, but I did, and Seer Tokka flinched away. I started to say it again, only a scream came out, or so it felt; like everything else, it was silent.

      Tokka shook his head sadly and shifted a hand to my forehead, and darkness came, comforting this time, and I slept.
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      I watched the surface recede, not afraid this time. I couldn’t say what had changed, only that I was at peace.

      My sleeping tunic fluttered around me and the tie of my undergarment fell loose and the fabric slipped off my legs and drifted away.

      An arm curled tight around my waist, pulling me down. It was warm and comfortable, and I didn’t resist. Deeper I slipped into the sea, and I let out a slow stream of bubbles to watch them ascend and catch the light like transparent pearls, silvery to match the pearl I wore around my neck.

      Then, with a sudden swirl of water, he was no longer below me, pulling me down, but instead blocked the light above me. His forehead puckered over his dark eyes, puzzled, frowning as if I was a thing that didn’t make sense.

      I laughed, and the last of my air streamed out, bubbles catching in his rope-like hair and glistening like jewels. He was beautiful, terrifying, but I was detached from the fear and felt only emptiness where it should have been.

      Then, just when breathing was about to become urgent, when I was prepared to take in lungsful of salt water, prepared for the temporary pain and discomfort before the shadows claimed me for good, he shook his head sharply. His hand cupped the back of my neck, and he leaned close and pressed his mouth to mine, breathing into me and filling my lungs with air.

      Impossible as it seemed, his aim was not to drown me. Unless he wanted to drag it out, to make me afraid again, to make me fight because it would be better sport.

      I didn’t pull away. His lips were thick and wide and strong, and I’d have been happy for him to consume me. I opened my mouth, and he started to pull away. But then his hand on my neck tightened and he leaned closer, tilting his head to one side to fit his mouth more deeply on mine. His other hand slid up my back until my sleeping tunic bunched under my arms and then, with a sudden motion, he broke the kiss and tore the cloth away.

      Then he just looked at me. The salt stung my eyes so I drew on my magic and made a layer of air over their surfaces so I could see him clearly. It occurred to me that I could pull air from the water to fill my lungs, too, if I wanted to. I couldn’t likely sustain it for long, but it would be enough to get me to the surface, enough to keep me alive. But I didn’t want to.

      I breathed out all the air he had pushed into my chest at once, smiling at the bubbles, darker gems now that the surface and the sunlight were so far away. He scowled and leaned close again, breathed into me again – and how he had so much extra air to give I couldn’t say – and let the action turn into another kiss.

      I didn’t let myself think, didn’t try to stop myself when I twined my arms around his neck and hooked my legs over his flippers to curl them around his middle. I felt a vibration in my head, as if he’d made some sound that didn’t reach my ears, but he didn’t push me away as we sank slowly into the depths.

      Where a fey or human man would have had tackle, he had a bulge, a sheath to hold his parts beneath skin and muscle. I felt his opening part, felt his hardness slide out, and felt him jerk away in surprise as if he hadn’t expected kissing me to be arousing. Then he pressed against me more firmly, sliding against my nethers and pressing against my belly. I moaned but his mouth stole the sound away.
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        * * *

      

      There was a swirl of black and grey and blue-green and I was lying in my own bed, blinking, groggy and aching all over. I was cocooned in familiar deep green and midnight-blue sheets, pillows soft under my head, and except between my legs, I was dry. There, I was swollen, aroused by a strange man in a dream.

      I sighed and moved a hand down my belly towards my crotch. Except for the soreness, I felt relaxed, safe, and I might as well satisfy the ache in my nethers.

      I almost shrieked when someone appeared silently at my bedside and leaned over me to put their hand on my forehead.

      “Seer Tokka,” I said. “I didn’t hear you.” I didn’t even hear myself, but I pushed the thought aside. At least he had come into my line of sight before I began to pleasure myself. He probably wouldn’t have cared except to blush and leave me to my privacy, but I would have been mortified. I had not shared my pleasure with another for some years.

      His lips moved and I frowned. “I’m having trouble hearing,” I said. “Perhaps since you’re here anyway, you can examine my ears.”

      His bit his lip and sat on the edge of the bed.

      “Why are you here, anyway?” I tried to remember if I’d injured myself and called for healing, but nothing came to mind. I had probably had a prophetic turn and would remember fragments later.

      Can you hear me this way? His voice wasn’t audible, exactly, but I did hear it, inside my head. I had of course used mindspeech before – as a seer it was part of the training – but it was tiring and difficult to do without baring your whole self to the person you were speaking with. We seers tended to use it only when absolutely necessary.

      I nodded. “Why am I in bed?”

      You don’t remember. He didn’t ask it as a question, because the answer was obvious.

      I shook my head, and he leaned away to pick up a warm wet cloth to wipe my face. I closed my eyes and didn’t protest or try to move away from the touch; Seer Tokka was so kind that I didn’t mind.

      A guard found you in the forest not far from the House. You’d been attacked. Impaled with a sword.

      I pushed the blankets down when he leaned away again to put the cloth in a basin. I tugged up my tunic and sat up a little to look at my belly. A raw pink mark decorated my skin, just where a sword would have done the worst damage.

      The guard brought you back just in time, Seer Tokka said. I was able to stop the bleeding and heal the worst damage, but you’ll need more healing before you’re fit to get out of bed.

      “And my hearing?” Even though I couldn’t hear my own voice, speaking aloud was easier than mindspeech. Mindspeech was one of the things I had wanted very badly to be good at but had found difficult. It was a quick way to a stabbing headache.

      Seer Tokka bit his lip again, then laid his palms gently on my belly, avoiding the answer by sending healing magic into me. I felt its cool touch brush against my own magic, and then the tingle of almost-pain as he worked to knit me back together.

      Then he said, You really don’t remember.

      “I was…” I sighed and let myself relax under his healing. “Sometimes I… I slip into a state that’s not quite a vision but isn’t really my… right self.”

      Like the prophetic state you mentioned last night?

      “Sometimes I say things that make sense, sometimes not. Sometimes I remember what I’ve said, but often I only recall vague impressions.” I met his eyes when he looked up from his work and his were kind and gentle but held no pity. Of all people, Seer Tokka would know what it was like to have visions that were not under one’s control.

      He watched my face carefully, and then said, I can’t heal your hearing because it isn’t an injury.

      A cold feeling collected in my gut. “What do you mean?” I thought my voice must be a whisper, but not being able to hear it I had no real way to tell.

      You know seers mustn’t take life?

      “Of course. We all learn that before we even come into our magic.” The feeling in my gut grew even colder. Vague impressions came into my mind of freezing air and darkness, stars and ice, two men huddled over a stick fire, swords drawn. And dancing, blood, and shadows.

      When the guard found you, he also found two men. Alfar, he thinks, or from Aven at least.

      I stared at him, my breath coming short. He leaned over and rested a hand on my forehead and somehow, it helped. It calmed me, but I wanted to laugh. He was barely more than a child – just past his majority – and had never been properly trained, yet already he seemed to have learned a lifetime’s worth of good bedside manner. Or perhaps he was just naturally good at dealing with people, as I was naturally bad at it.

      The men…

      “They were dead,” I said, an image of blood on snow returning to me, of bodies toppling slowly, as if they had not yet realized their own demise.

      He nodded. And your knife was found next to you, covered in blood.

      I turned my face away. “Seers mustn’t take life,” I said. “And I did and lost my hearing because of it.” My voice must have held some anger or reproach, some petulance at the unfairness of it, because he sat back suddenly. But instead of leaving me to my misery, he squeezed my shoulder. I wanted to hug him, to seek comfort in touch in a way I seldom did, but I didn’t quite dare.

      Seer Siona of Morven Forest killed an assassin to protect Prince Kiernan when he was just a child, he said, the brush of his mind soft against mine.

      “I heard she had lost her sight,” I said, “But not why.”

      She is still her Queen’s Seer and lives a full life.

      “Of course,” I said. I did not add that Seer Siona of Morven Forest had people who loved her, including the aforementioned Prince, who saw her as an adoptive mother. And I did not add that Seer Siona was not her Queen’s heir, nor did Morven Forest have the same laws regarding succession as the Sunken Lands did. Emptiness echoed in my spirit. I knew there was more to life than hearing, of course. But when your life is already lacking, one more loss hits harder.

      You will adjust.

      “Most people I meet aren’t going to be capable of mindspeech.”

      I had a vision once, he said, and looked at my wound. I saw his eyes slide away to study my tattoos, curling up my belly from under my nether hair. The sword had, by some fluke of luck, missed ruining the design.

      The last Vogel Seer, at the Founding, was married to a person who had no speech. They conversed with their hands. He made shapes with his fingers. I’ve been trying to remember what I saw, and to find out if there are people who still do this. He looked at me, a soft sort of hope in his eyes. If not, perhaps you can help me make a new finger language.

      “In the meantime, it does me no good.”

      No, of course. He sounded disappointed and looked away to touch the scar on my belly gently. It was less angry, less obvious now than it had been when I first pushed back the blankets. He took his hand away. Does your tattoo have meaning? Prince Kiernan has leaves on his arm that grow when his magic gets stronger. He touched his own left arm, then brushed a finger under his eye. And his eyes look like green makeup, but it represents his connection to the forest.

      He smiled tentatively and I knew he was trying to distract me, though maybe he was also genuinely curious.

      And he has his family symbol on his back.

      “All fey royals have that,” I said. “Our Monarch’s symbol is three undulating lines.” I made a gesture like rolling waves with my hand. “With a sort of double arrow representing a tree.”

      Oh! For the Drowned Forest! He smiled and I think his delight was real.

      “The Sunken Lands as a whole, but yes.” I didn’t say that I had such a tattoo in the middle of my spine, small because my father was my Monarch’s cousin, so I wasn’t in the direct line. Soon, it wouldn’t matter anyway.

      But this tattoo? He gestured at my belly.

      I shifted on the bed and pulled my tunic up to my armpits. The motion left me momentarily disoriented until I remembered the dream I’d had before waking. But here, now, I was not in the water and the man in front of me was not a Sea Folk man, but a Vogel seer.

      His mouth formed an “O” as he saw the rest of my tattoos, laboriously pricked-out shapes and letters from a nearly lost language that curled beneath my pectoral muscles.

      They’re beautiful, he said. Will you tell me about them?

      When I nodded, he stood up and went to my hearth, where he poured two cups from a steaming teapot and brought them back.

      This will help with the pain, he said, as he handed me one of the cups.

      “You’re a good healer, Seer Tokka. There isn’t much pain.”

      He smiled and perched on the edge of my bed again.

      “I’m not used to being the patient.” I sipped my tea. I tasted something different in it from the blend I used but I knew if I asked, he would think I was evading his questions. I didn’t want to tell him everything about me, but I did want to tell him enough that he could feel I was being open. I wanted him, selfishly, to think of himself as my friend.

      I took another sip and decided the extra flavor I detected was a sweeter variety of winterleaf than the one we had available in Tronven and made the tea taste better. “The designs are Hirsch,” I said.

      You said you studied with the Plains Folk.

      “I did. Goddess Around knows what caused them to send to Tronven for me, but somehow they knew I existed and they asked for me to be sent to study with them.”

      Someone must have had a vision, he said, and his voice in my head was sad. I had perhaps chosen my words poorly. The Hirsch has somehow known I had existed, but no one had known of his presence, raised in secret at the Abbey of the Moon. Even his own people, his own parents, hadn’t known he had lived.

      “I suppose someone must have. They never told me.” I sipped my tea again. “And so, I was sent to the Plains to live with a people so unlike my own I hardly knew how to act. I didn’t know their language and they didn’t know mine, but somehow their seers knew me.” I paused again, unsure of how to continue.

      The Hirsch are… They have four legs like an antelope, and torsos like fey or humans, and great twisted horns. He wasn’t asking, exactly, so I suppose he had read of the Plains Folk, seen pictures, perhaps.

      “Yes,” I said. “And somehow I was to keep up with them, because they have no fixed dwellings.”

      What did you do?

      “I had a horse.” I laughed, finding a little gladness after all. “I think I lived on horseback for nine years. I’ll be glad if I never have to sit on a horse again.”

      He smiled.

      “Not long after I arrived, I met a person… a between like me.”

      He nodded and cocked his head slightly, waiting for me to continue.

      “Some of the first words, the first concepts, I learned in Hirsch had to do with the body, with sex organs and… well, with how sometimes the body and the mind don’t match.”

      They knew you were between?

      I nodded. “I didn’t even have to tell them. They just knew. And they told me they have an ancient and seldom-practiced ritual for betweens, to, well, help them find happiness in their bodies, to help the body match the mind.”

      Using tattoos? He frowned, but he sounded intrigued.

      I touched one of the designs on my ribs. “It’s a form of spellwork, performed on the body instead of on objects. They combine it with intense healing over many sessions.” I tugged my tunic back into place, suddenly not so sure I wanted to be that open.

      That’s wonderful, Seer Tokka said.

      I nodded. “It’s only a shame it can’t be available more widely.”

      I was saved from having to continue the explanation by a knock at the door. Seer Tokka got up to answer it and I tucked my blankets around me. When I looked up again, he was returning, following just behind my father.

      “My Lord,” I said. “Forgive me for not bowing.” Because Seer Tokka was present, I continued to speak Islish.

      Lord Tovarsson scowled at me, and moved his lips, then glanced at Seer Tokka uncertainly. I didn’t think I’d ever seen my father look uncertain before.

      He says you needn’t bow to him, as you well know. Seer Tokka sounded unsure about whether he should be amused or not.

      My father’s lips moved again. He asks how you feel, said the Seer.

      “As well as can be expected,” I replied.

      He wants to speak in private, Tokka said. But his talents don’t include mindspeech. He hesitated. I’m willing to interpret, but perhaps pen and paper? His lips moved as he, presumably, repeated the words to Lord Tovarsson.

      Then he nodded and bowed and left me alone with my father. My Lord. My employer.

      He went to my desk and returned with paper and a stick of charcoal. It would be easier than pen and ink, I supposed, though a lead pencil would have been tidier. Then he perched on the side of my bed where Seer Tokka had sat.

      «I’ll be healed soon enough,» I said, switching back to Huldr, when he let his expression go soft and laid his palm on my cheek. I wasn’t used to that kind of touch, not from him, and I almost jerked away. It was strange how the same sort of gesture from Seer Tokka had felt comforting, while from my father it felt… odd.

      He shifted the paper on his lap and wrote something, holding it up for me to see.

      There was a lot of blood. I’m glad you’re well.

      I didn’t know how to reply, though I had grown up here and knew the forest like I knew my own body, my father had always been distant. My mother had returned to Aven as soon as I was weaned, and I knew her only through infrequent letters. I was not used to familial love, and I didn’t think my father was, either.

      «You identified the men?» Asking about my attackers seemed a safe topic.

      He wrote. An Alfar and a half-human soldier. Spies, no doubt.

      I nodded. «So I guessed.» A memory cleared in my head as I said it. «They wanted to know why the Queen of Morven Forest was visiting you.»

      He shrugged and wrote. The Alfar always suspect our two Monarchies to be plotting against them.

      He looked away, towards the window that showed a view of the forest. The shadows were gathering again, so I must have slept most of the day. Or possibly even more than one day.

      When he looked back at me, he gestured to his ears.

      It was my turn to look away. «Seer Tokka tells me I killed those men.» I blinked as tears threatened to come. I would not cry, not in front of Lord Tovarsson. «And it’s known that seers mustn’t take life.»

      He scribbled on the paper, and I had difficulty reading what he had written, though I had always before known my father to have perfect penmanship. It is punishment? For killing?

      I shrugged. «I suppose it must be. Seer Tokka says he cannot heal me. He says he tried, and he is a very strong healer.» I met my Lord’s eyes and hoped the moisture stinging mine didn’t show. His irises were so dark they were indistinguishable from his pupils.

      My child, he wrote, then paused, as if he didn’t want to say whatever came next. He shook his head. I’ll come back. We can discuss this later.

      I grabbed his arm as he began to stand, and he stopped and sank back onto my bed. He shook his head again but turned back to the paper. He wrote for what felt like a long time, then stopped, leaned forward and embraced me suddenly. Then he stood, folded the paper in half, handed it to me, and strode out of the room.

      I stared after him, confused by his sudden intensity. He seemed upset. Angry and… something else. Sad? Was he sad for me?

      I unfolded the paper and read, and then I laughed. It wasn’t funny, not really, and yet it was. Because getting stabbed and losing my hearing weren’t all the spirits had in store for me, it seemed.

      My child, he had written. Stígandr. You have been my heir and the hope of our House. You are intelligent and canny, and though our people find you strange, they respect you. You are a good Seer and a good healer, and you would have been a good Master of the Drowned Forest when I am gone.

      I read on, as his writing turned choppy and so did my breathing. But you know our laws. A Huldr Lord must be perfect. Your visions were overlooked because you are a Seer. Your loss of hearing cannot be. I do not wish this, but I must follow our laws. Stígandr Tovarsson, I hereby disinherit you from the House of Tovarsson. You will always have a home here, and a place as my Seer, but you cannot be my heir. The House and the Drowned Forest will go to your cousin.

      I’m sorry.

      I didn’t hear it, but I felt my scream vibrate in my skull as I crumpled the paper and hurled it at the fire.
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