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      On the northern approach to Ragnor barony along the old imperial highway, you cross a fine stone bridge over the Temby, a tributary of the River Rag, and almost immediately enter the dark and dim fastness of the Arguty Forest.

      An ancient woodland of that sort seems wilder, at least to a country boy such as myself, than the true unpeopled wilderness of the mountains. The Arguty Forest is not merely thickly wooded: it is dark.

      In Ragnor barony and those lands around, you once could reach Astandalas the Golden and still can reach Fairyland through the Woods Noirell in the south. There, if you stray off the path, you might find yourself caught in a faery circle or lost in the woods between the worlds.

      In the Arguty Forest, you are much more likely to find yourself in a pit trap, caught by any of a variety of gangs of highwaymen, tumbling into the Magarran Strid, or visited by a hermit saint.

      Or perhaps that’s just me.

      On our way back from collecting books, sundries, and my best friend Mr. Dart’s niece Jullanar Maebh from Orio City, we had given a lift to a highwayman dressed as the Hunter in Green—to ignore, at least for the moment, all the other events that happened between collecting said books, sundries, and niece, and actually arriving at the edge of Ragnor barony.

      (There had been two deaths, a resurrection, and a unicorn. Amongst other things.)

      I had discovered during the past week that the ostensible Hunter in Green was actually the Honourable Roald Ragnor, Baron Ragnor’s son and general aristocratic layabout. I had yet to determine the point of his masquerade.

      Whatever his purpose, he bade us halt the coach just inside the woods so he could go on his solitary way.

      “As you wish,” Mr. Dart said; he was sitting with his back to the driver, and he rapped smartly on the dividing shutter to inform the coachman of our plans.

      Mr. Fancy, my grandmother’s coachman, had taken a fancy to Mr. Dart when he’d picked us up after our precipitous escape from Orio City’s infamous prison. If I’d tried to persuade him to stop at the edge of the forest he would have been most sarcastic in manner. He merely tipped his hat to Mr. Dart and muttered something that could be taken as polite.

      The enormous falarode groaned under the weight of all the books, Winterturn supplies, and passengers as it slowed to a ponderous halt. Thankfully, the old highway was well-laid stone underneath a scattering of dead leaves and dirty slush. I regarded the slush thoughtfully. On the other side of the Crosslains there had been a blizzard, which had trapped us in the country house of the eccentric and somewhat murderous Master Boring and forced us to go quite around rather than over the pass between Lind and south Fiellan. On that side of the mountains they held that snow before the Lady’s Day—the winter solstice—was bad luck.

      On our side we said it was sign of a good winter. Good, for us meaning a season of a fair snowfall that stayed and protected all the overwintering crops and nourished the ground. The solstice was not even a week away now, and it appeared the snow had begun to settle. There were ample signs that the coming winter would be a hard one politically, so I was cautiously hopeful that the weather would prove less catastrophic.

      A little before we reached the unremarkable path where the Hunter in Green had requested we deposit him, the coach slid to a halt in a sudden wild whinnying on the part of the six horses drawing it.

      We jerked and swayed with the abrupt cessation of movement. Jullanar Maebh, who was sitting next to Mr. Dart opposite the Hunter in Green, shivered and drew her shawl closer about her shoulders. Hope, my friend from Morrowlea and the most recent addition to our party, was sitting next to me, and she put her hand on my knee for balance.

      “Why are we stopping, Jemis?” she asked softly.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted cheerfully. “Shall we go see?”

      The Hunter in Green scoffed. “I’ll go see. You stay here.”

      Jullanar Maebh, who had not been entirely pleased with any of us, and certainly not the addition of a man pretending to be the Lady’s Hunter, scoffed in turn, more loudly and sincerely. The Hunter swung his masked face around, his entire bearing suggesting amusement; Jullanar Maebh merely said, “We await your report, sir.”

      He actually laughed before swinging himself out of the carriage in a blast of chill air. I took my hands out of my pockets and wished I’d thought to buy a pair of good gloves when in Orio City. Theoretically I had three pairs on order in Ragnor Bella, but there was no telling whether I would return to find one, two, or all of them ready for the winter.

      From outside came a jumble of words, the Hunter’s strange accent—a mimicry, I now knew, of the Solaaran accent of Zunidh—and robust timbre rumbling through the horses’s continuing noises. Mr. Fancy’s voice raised up sharply, followed by another man, whose voice was so fruity and rich we all turned with one accord to tilt our heads in curiosity.

      Even Ballory the unicorn foal left off her drowsy communion with Mr. Dart’s side and the remaining three kittens to prick her ears forward and listen. The Hunter had left the carriage door ajar, letting in both a draught and their voices.

      “Ballory, no,” Mr. Dart said, half a moment too late—the unicorn had scrambled to its feet, unceremoniously dumping the kittens, and clattered out through the gap. I reached down to collect the kittens, knocking my head against Mr. Dart as he made to stand.

      We both tumbled backwards into our seats. Jullanar Maebh made another savage scoffing noise and Hope said, “Oh dear, are you all right?”

      “Yes, thank you,” I said, even as Mr. Dart nodded hastily, said something that might have been, “Just fine,” and clambered out.

      The carriage was intended for ten, but Mr. Dart’s valet Cartwright and the coachman had rearranged the seating to permit the inclusion of large quantity of books and other items I’d acquired in Orio City.

      We had been expecting Jullanar Maebh and her mother, so they had left enough space for four passengers; the addition of the Hunter in Green, who was a large man, had been something of a squeeze. With him gone, however, and the ladies’ feet and skirts drawn back, Mr. Dart was able to exit without having to do more than duck his head.

      I glanced at the two women and then, when they both shrugged, followed suit. Hope had mentioned she’d not slept well the night before, and Jullanar Maebh had contracted a cold at some point along our journey, and was quietly sniffling into a handkerchief.

      Outside the carriage it had started again to snow, a fine sifting powder that could likely keep up all day. It washed out the forest around us and eliminated shadows, so we and the carriage seemed to stand in a ghostly wood: all tall oaks, their bark darkened by humidity, their rusty leaves rattling above us.

      Roald Ragnor stood foursquare, his costume a viridian mass bright against the black carriage. Mr. Dart was in deep grey, as if he’d strayed out of the woods himself. Mr. Fancy and Mr. Cartwright were in heavy black greatcoats, Mr. Cartwright’s almost as rusty as the oak leaves with age and wear.

      Ballory stood out against the snow as if she were formed of pure moonlight. She was rubbing her nub of a horn against the knee of the man who had stopped the coach.

      A soft wisp thumped over my foot; I looked down to see the orange kitten had made its way out and was now trotting unconcernedly across to join Ballory in fawning over the man’s feet and twining around his legs.

      The grey kitten sat at the top of the carriage steps and mewed imperiously until I picked it up and pet it. The tabby had claimed Hope’s lap and was purring audibly.

      The man before us, caressing the unicorn’s ears with an expression almost as wondering as the rest of us sported, was undoubtedly the Wild Saint of the Arguty Forest.
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      I had grown up—Mr. Dart and the Honourable Roald Ragnor and I had all grown up—hearing stories of the Wild Saint. He asked for nothing, people said: he received all gladly, and gave what he received even more gladly still.

      He had been an ordinary enough monk in his youth, my father had said, belonging to the order whose chapter house was in Temby in middle Fiellan. Like so many, the order had become corrupt and worldly, seeking their own aggrandizement over their spiritual duties.

      The monk who became the Wild Saint had been travelling, my mother had told me, between Fiellan and Lind, through the passes in the Farry March, when he had a vision of the Lady.

      She had told him to mend his ways for the good of his own soul, and when he asked the goddess how he might, she laid upon him the instruction that he needed to learn what a gift the world was; that he should seek for nothing, but receive with joy what was given, and give with abundance in his turn.

      He had, so everyone said, wandered in the mountains for many days until he found himself in a glade deep in the heart of the Arguty Forest, not far from the Magarran Strid or the caves where they found the tippermongeramy.

      There he came to a wild crossroads.

      The wild crossroads, in fact.

      Crossroads are a matter of great superstition and deep lore in my part of the world. Long before the Astandalan Empire came with its roads and its binding magics, we held that crossroads were places of fear and wonder: places where the dead might walk, or the Dark Kings come calling.

      Places where you might meet the Lady; or find a path opening to another world, or the Lands Beyond.

      At a crossroads you might find grace or disaster, adventure or any form of a change of direction.

      Most of the crossroads in southern Fiellan had long since been anchored into the Schooled magic of Astandalas, the old tracks covered over with the great slabs of stone and linking chains of the wizard-engineers of the empire. The crossroads were still marked by standing stones, and the superstitions lingered, but it had been said—it had been believed—that much of the old, deep magic of Alinor before the coming of the Empire was gone.

      The Fall of the Empire had made it clear that that magic was only quiescent, bound by the Schooled wizards. When their bindings broke, that terrible day when the lights went out, our crossroads … woke.

      But never mind that.

      Of the three baronies that comprised Southern Fiellan—Temby, Yllem, and Ragnor—Ragnor was the most isolated and the most … shall we say, traditional.

      It was the one where the cult to the Dark Kings had progressed to the point of sacrificing people. Or at least attempting to do so; I owed my life to Mr. Dart twice over on that account.

      Only the fact that the imperial highway to Astandalas cut through the middle of the barony, on its way to the passage between worlds on the other side of the Woods Noirell, meant that we were not entirely backwards. We had had travellers passing us by, everyone from half the armies of Astandalas to the Red Company themselves.

      Few of them made the two-mile detour to visit Ragnor Bella itself, unless they’d mistaken their stages and instead of stopping at the Horned Man Inn just north of the Arguty Forest and then the Bee at the Border in St-Noire, they found themselves needing a rest-halt in between. Even then the Green Dragon was closer to the road, if in those days nearly as obviously dangerous and wild as at present.

      Nowadays, the highway leads nowhere. It stops unceremoniously in a field, the circular arch that once marked the passage a haunted relic. The Woods Noirell (my mother’s legacy to me) are as full as twisting and convoluted magic as they ever were, and the Good Neighbours press ever closer. But the Bee at the Border has shut up more than half of its great wings, as no travellers come there now.

      And the Arguty Forest, that deep and dark forest full of mortal dangers, is wilder and darker and deeper than ever it was during the days of the Empire. Even in Imperial days the forest was not safe. The highway was patrolled by companies of soldiers, because no one could ever plumb every cave and every gorge and every millennium-oak’s canopy.

      The places where trails cross in the Arguty Forest were never caught and bound by Imperial wizards. I had read, in a class on History of Magic at university, that most Schooled wizards intensely disliked the forest precisely because it was so alien to them and their magic.

      There is, deep in the forest, a crossroads where two ancient roads meet. It is called, by traditional immemorial, the Savage Crux.

      The roads are so ancient no one now knew who had made them. They are not paved, not bound in chains of iron and magic and stone, but their tracks scar and shape the landscape.

      The east-west path is said to have been made by giants, long and long ago when the world was young. The eastern terminus is in the Farry March, up in the long narrow valley between Fiellan and Lind, where a huge monolith, fifty feet high, stands on the brow of a hill, marking no one knows what. To the west, on the other side of the valley of the River Rag, is the Gap of the Gorbelow Hills, which was said to have been broken by giants.

      The Giants’ Road is still visible, if one stands on certain heights in the barony, as a raised dyke running across the valley. There is a ford across the Rag where that line crosses it, requiring a portage for any boats that might want to go downriver from Ragnor Bella, and a huge tumbled pile of stones that people call the Giant’s Castle occupies the entire pinch of the valley floor between the river and the trees: that is why the highway had to go straight through the Arguty Forest.

      If the Giants’ Road seems to run across the general line of the valley, the north-south track that crosses it at the Savage Crux defies common human or animal practice entirely. It runs along a clear line that does not quite follow any magnetic compass direction, ignoring cliffs and mountains, gorges and waterfalls, bogs and sinkholes and all the other mass of miscellaneous terrain that is tumbled across the foothills of the Crosslains.

      This route—it is hardly a path; no one has ever actually been able to follow it, certainly not on horseback or even on foot—is called the Lady’s Way. It is said that it was made by Sir Peregrine, the Lady’s first Champion, when he chased the Good Neighbours out of Fiellan. He rode his unicorn companion along the route, harrying those whose steeds were made of wind and shadow when the Wild Hunt came hunting in the mortal countries.

      I looked at the six Ghiandor horses drawing my grandmother’s falarode, which had a certain viridian sheen to their flanks and which could travel far faster and longer than any truly mortal horse of my knowledge; and then I looked at Ballory, barely larger than a cat, more real than anything else in that shadowless light of a snowy day, and I wondered.

      There had been a fair amount of time, driving up the length of the Crosslains to the northern pass and then back down through Fiellan again, to think about what it meant for my friend, Mr. Peregrine Dart, to find and befriend a unicorn.

      He stood there, auburn-bearded and dressed as befit a young gentleman not so lately up from university, in grey and sober plum, and nothing but the unicorn now gamboling at his feet suggesting anything was odd. No magic was apparent around him; even his stone arm was hidden in its sling.

      Facing Mr. Dart, the Wild Saint wore brown leggings and a long green woollen habit over it, and over that a great cloak made apparently of mink pelts. He held a long wooden staff in his hand, which he was leaning on as if it were a walking aid but which I thought was actually a hefty quarterstaff—if the nicks and flattened spots where it had clearly hit things heavily were any indication—and his hood was down, showing him both fully bearded and with the sort of baldness that looks like a tonsure. His hair and beard were both rich brown; his skin was ruddy and tanned rather than naturally dark.

      He lived, so barony rumour had it, in a small hut right at the Savage Crux.

      It was not done to build at crossroads, not in southern Fiellan. Inns and pubs and churches and villages alike were all built at least a furlong away from any crossroads, safe from the walking dead or the Dark Kings or the Gentry’s interest.

      The Wild Saint had been sent by the Lady to learn what a gift and a grace the world was, and at the Savage Crux of the Arguty Forest, it was said, he had found a man so injured he could not be moved at all.

      This being the first Finding, the man who would become the Wild Saint listened to the Lady’s words and worked to heal the injured man where he was. The man recovered, in a way quickly hailed as miraculous, and in return gave the Wild Saint a pot.

      He was a tinker, so he’d seemed; but the pot was enchanted, and no matter what was made in it, there was always enough for all who were there to eat from it.

      After the so-called tinker left, the Wild Saint was preparing to leave from the Savage Crux when a tree fell across one of the roads. He was perforce obliged to clear it, but he had no tools—no axe or saw—and so he built a fire to burn through the trunk.

      Long before he had been able to cut the tree in half, another traveller had come by, this one with a handaxe they left in return for the meal and directions and some unspecified advice.

      And so it went. Each time he might have continued, something happened: a gift was given, or needed to be given on.

      It was said that he was still working through the great oak, though the road was now cleared, and still living at the Savage Crux, the only person in the whole of southern Fiellan who dwelled at a crossroads.

      “So this,” the Wild Saint said out loud, “is Ballory.”

      I was startled out of my thoughts and looked again at the man in front of me. Ballory was regarding him with not quite as adoring an attitude as she showed to Mr. Dart, but with clear affection.

      It occurred to me, not for the first time, to wonder just how intelligent the unicorn foal was.

      Mr. Dart was regarding him with little less intrigue, if less outright pleasure. The Hunter in Green had his arms folded in a gesture of definite smugness. I decided to ignore him for the moment and, since no one else was saying anything in response, asked, “Were you expecting her?”

      The Wild Saint lifted his head from gazing down at Ballory to pierce me with striking blue eyes.

      “This is Jemis Greenwing, the Viscount St-Noire,” Roald said.

      The Wild Saint nodded, his eyes not leaving my face. “The son of Mad Jack Greenwing, recently come home out of durance vile. The son of the Lady Olive, a fine lady and a finer woman, friend to all. Yes, I know who you are, Mr. Greenwing.”

      I bowed to the saint, deeply as if for Hal.

      He laughed, richly and royally. “Yes, you have your parents’ blood in your veins,” he declared. “In answer to your question, young sir, all of us on the Lady’s side have been waiting this long age for the coming of a unicorn to the world. All the signs were pointing towards an imminent change: for that is what a unicorn portends, you know, here in Northwest Oriole. Change.”

      I nodded, but I refused to let the question go unanswered. The Hunter in Green (the Honourable Rag) had also known the name Ballory.

      “By name?” I persisted.

      The Wild Saint settled back on his heels, his hands sliding on the quarterstaff until he was completely and fully balanced for movement in any direction.

      I watched him but did not shift my own position. I was well enough balanced to respond to an attack if one proved forthcoming, but I could hardly see myself attacking a saint of the Lady. Now that I was looking at him I could see quite clearly that he had seen the Lady in truth. There was an air about him—something in the look in his eyes, perhaps—that was … not exactly fey … but …

      Perhaps the word I was looking for was holy.

      He said, “Who are you to ask?”

      The Lady’s voice was in my ear, that laughter that had caused all the trees in the Wood of Spiritual Refreshment to bloom, all the faces of the souls of the waiting dead to blossom. I smiled at the Wild Saint, certainty falling into my voice, my mind, my bones.

      “I died in sacrifice and came back to life by the Lady’s grace and the work of her Champion.” I put my hand on Mr. Dart’s shoulder, just above the knot of his sling. “I stand behind and beside him.”

      The Wild Saint started to laugh, a booming noise that echoed in the silent, still, grey trees. Somewhere not far away a jay cried out, answered by another. Grey jays, I noted, remembering another passage through the Arguty Forest, and the Whiskeyjack gang. They were not close, not yet, if the jay-calls were theirs.

      “Then I will tell you, young sir,” the Wild Saint said, “that if you truly want to know the answer to that question, you must follow your champion where he leads. We are nearly come to the Lady’s Day, the shortest day of the year, the longest night, when the world turns on its axis. Are you patient enough to await what comes?”

      Mr. Dart gave a short hitch of his shoulder, which I interpreted—possibly incorrectly, but I did know him quite well—as a request to say nothing further, so I merely stepped aside and bowed again to the Wild Saint.

      “Thank you for the lift, Lord St-Noire,” the Hunter in Green said, and I could hear the grin in his voice.
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      The rest of the journey to Dart Hall was uneventful.

      We climbed back inside, minus the orange kitten—which the Wild Saint had scooped up with apparent delight, kissed on the nose, and declared a gift of the Lady—which asseveration I did not in the least deny—and settled ourselves into our seats.

      “Any trouble?” Hope asked tentatively.

      “No, just the Wild Saint,” I replied. Jullanar Maebh sighed in extravagant disbelief and turned her head firmly to look out the window as we scrunched back onto the main highway and started off again.

      Despite a week in Mr. Dart’s and my company she had yet to reconcile herself to the mad adventures befalling us. Mind you, six months of them had not fully led me to reconciling myself with them, so I could not entirely blame her.

      We arrived at Dart Hall just as the grey was gradually becoming the deep, luminous blue of a snowy evening. The windows in the Hall were well-lit, and it looked greatly welcoming as we trundled up the long drive at a smart trot. I brushed my hand down my coat, wishing I had not lost my hat, and smiled encouragingly at Hope, who had expressed her concern at imposing on the Squire.

      Jullanar Maebh was very pale and still. She had braided her copper hair back tightly, so only a few tendrils framed her face. Mr. Dart patted her hand gently. “All will be well, cousin,” he said softly. “My brother is eager to meet you.”

      She jerked her head in barest acknowledgement. She had not been willing to share the impetus behind her mother’s pleas for sanctuary, nor explained why her mother had not accompanied her to meet us, except that it was not due to her death. I had been sufficiently preoccupied with my own affairs—not to mention the small fact that she disliked me—to have not pressed. It was mere inquisitiveness on my part; if it were more important than that, Mr. Dart would tell me.

      Someone in the house had clearly been looking out for us, for by the time Mr. Fancy drew the falarode up before the entry the great oaken doors had opened, and the Squire, Sir Hamish, and my own father had gathered at the top of the steps to meet us.

      Mr. Dart and I looked at each other, and then down at Ballory.

      “Why don’t you and Hope go first, Jemis?” Mr. Dart suggested.

      It was his family, so I nodded agreement and exited the carriage first. Mr. Cartwright had already moved around to the side to start handing the luggage down to some of the Hall servants, while Mr. Fancy remained perched on his seat like a large crow.

      I ensured the steps were locked into position and turned to hand Hope out of the carriage. She was dressed in a heavy wool cloak lined with fox fur, and looked with a mixture of apprehension and curiosity at the Hall and the men assembled to greet us.

      I glanced back in, but Mr. Dart was whispering to Jullanar Maebh, so I took Hope’s arm and led her up the stairs.

      “You’re back safely, then,” Sir Hamish said when no one said anything at first.

      “Yes,” I replied, smiling thankfully at him. “Master Dart, this is a friend of mine from Morrowlea, Hope Stornaway—the Ironwood heiress. She agreed to act as chaperone for Miss Dart, as it happened that … Mrs. Dart was unable to join us.”

      All three gave me a sharp look. I smiled back as guilelessly as I knew how, which wasn’t particularly. Hope gave a small, nervous curtsey. “I hope you don’t mind the imposition, M-master Dart.”

      The Squire started and then gave her a kind smile. “You are welcome, Miss Stornaway. I look forward to knowing you. Jemis’s friends from university have all been … most interesting.”

      Hope gave me a puzzled look. I grinned at her. “Hal, Violet, and Red Myrta.”

      Hope stifled a giggle, no doubt for that combination: Hal, the Imperial Duke of Fillering Pool; Violet, an Indrilline spy (albeit truthfully the Lady of Alinor’s daughter and loyal agent); and the daughter of Myrta the Hand, chief of a gang of brigands.

      The Squire grunted an acknowledgement, and managed not to stare longingly at the carriage for a moment longer.

      “This is Sir Hamish Lorkin,” I added to Hope, and then indicated my father. “And this is my father, Major Jack Greenwing.”

      “Sir Hamish. Major Greenwing.” Hope curtsied again as the two made short, polite bows in return. My father’s eyebrows had gone up, though I couldn’t imagine what there was in my polite phrasing to astonish him so.

      Hope and I shuffled over to stand next to my father. He set his hand on my shoulder and gave me a quick, comforting squeeze. I felt for a moment as if my heart would overflow entirely.

      “There they are,” Master Dart said, eager as a boy, as the carriage door swung open again.

      Mr. Dart came out first, followed by Jullanar Maebh. She was still pale but it was less pronounced than earlier. Her cheeks flushed as she came up the steps, and her eyes skimmed anxiously over Sir Hamish, the Squire, and my father before settling on the Squire.

      There was no doubt they were related. Her hair was a brighter copper and far curlier, but her nose and the shape of her jaw and her eyes were all clearly derived from his side. She walked up beside Mr. Dart to stand uncertainly before her father.

      She curtsied, as politely and impersonally as Hope had not five minutes before. The Squire responded with a curt bow, then his face changed and he stepped forward, arms wide, expression suddenly beseeching.

      “May I?” he said, and at her tremulous nod embraced her.

      Beside me, Hope was sniffling back tears. I pulled out one of my store of clean handkerchiefs and offered it to her silently. She took it with a small smile, no doubt remembering my absurd collection of handkerchiefs from Morrowlea.

      Mr. Dart stood next to Sir Hamish, who put his hand on my friend’s shoulder in just the way my father had done for me. For the first time I did not feel a pang of envy for Mr. Dart. I smiled over my shoulder at my father on that thought, startling him again. My father smiled slowly, and his hand gripped me, just as if he understood exactly what I was feeling.

      The Squire released his daughter, and they stood back, teary-eyed and smiling brilliantly. All of Jullanar Maebh’s fears seemed to have fled, and Master Dart himself’s uncharacteristic bout of anxiety had passed.

      “Come inside, daughter,” he said, his voice warm and welcoming. “Come in and be welcome to your new home.”
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      Inside, we doffed our various outer garments, stamped the small bits of snow acquired on the stretch of drive between carriage and stairs on the doormat, and were guided into the friendly morning room.

      I’d always felt Dart Hall to be a second home, far more welcoming than my uncle’s house. I had a bedroom here, where I kept a few books and a change of clothes. The morning room was my favourite of the daytime rooms: it was a snug space, the walls covered in wallpaper striped in pale blue and cream.

      Sir Hamish’s portraits of his parents and those of Mr. Dart and the Squire were the most prominent artwork, along with landscapes from their collection. I went to examine the portraits, seeking the Petronelle and Master Ricard I had met in the Wood of Spiritual Refreshment.

      These had been painted when they were older than in that life after death, but I could see the Petronelle I had met in the portrait’s eyes and mouth. I had seen that Master Ricard’s face had relaxed from stern lines; his frown was much more obvious in the painting.

      “You’ve never been so interested in those portraits before,” Sir Hamish said from beside me.

      “I met them,” I said without thinking.

      Sir Hamish gave me a penetrating, considering stare, as if he were looking not just with a painterly regard—something I had always found unexpectedly difficult to bear, for how naked it made me feel—but deep into my soul.

      For all that he was my father’s cousin and my dear friend’s honorary father, I had never truly talked with Sir Hamish. I had always felt uncomfortable with him, able to feel how my social status was slipping, unable to tune out my uncle’s and his wife’s dripping poison enough to believe that Sir Hamish would himself ignore the slander against my father’s name.

      I shivered. There had been a holy light in the Wild Saint’s eyes. Was there something … fey … about me, now that I had visited the Lady’s country and come back myself?

      “Something happened,” Sir Hamish said quietly. Behind us, I could hear a murmur of voices as Master Dart introduced my father to Jullanar Maebh and they made all the proper greetings to each other.

      “Yes.”

      He held my eyes a few moments longer. I looked back steadily. Was it three days since I had come back from the Lady’s Country? Four? Already the subtle inward changes were settling into normality. It was hard to remember why I had been so anxious and doubting of Sir Hamish’s opinion. Looking at him now I was absolutely certain that he cared deeply for me.

      How many people had I pushed away in my fear of being rejected by them?

      Was it magic or simply my own too-cautious nature that had done so?

      How insidious had been that curse?

      “I met a woman once who had witnessed a miracle,” Sir Hamish said, even more quietly. “What lay lightly on her is shining in your eyes.”

      “I died,” I said quietly, but not quietly enough, for everyone else had stopped talking and my words fell straight into that silence.
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      The explanations were complicated, to say the least.

      Before we’d even finished describing crossing the Arguty Forest on the way to Orio City, my father was trying valiantly not to laugh. The account of how Moo the highwayman from Nibbler’s gang had dumped half a dozen kittens on us made him screw up his face in the effort to keep his composure.

      “I see you still have one of the kittens,” he observed. The second grey—now the only grey one—appeared to have adopted me, and was currently investigating the corners of the room, whereas the tabby was—

      I frowned at Mr. Dart. “Where’s Ballory?”

      Mr. Dart was sitting on a chair between the settee where Jullanar Maebh and Hope sat and the fireplace. There was a distinct lack of unicorn foal, however.

      “You named one of the kittens Ballory?” my father said, giving up on the struggle and letting himself laugh freely instead.

      I glanced at Mr. Dart, who gave me a blandly challenging expression.

      “Why does everyone except me know that name?” I asked in exasperation.

      “How do you not know it?” Sir Hamish said. “It’s the name of Sir Peregrine’s unicorn!”

      “He was an ancestor of ours, you know,” Master Dart said to Jullanar Maebh, his voice rounding with pride. “Perry here is named after him.”

      Jullanar Maebh, Hope, and I all swivelled to stare at Mr. Dart. I’d already heard some of this from the Lady in the Wood of Spiritual Refreshment, but it had gone out of my head like the details of a dream in all the hurly-burly of the subsequent events.

      “I thought we could leave Ballory until a bit later in the story,” Mr. Dart said. “As there are some important matters to discuss first.”

      “Yes,” Sir Hamish said, “like why exactly Jemis said he died.”

      “He’s not allowed to explain,” Mr. Dart said firmly. “He’s disturbingly glib about the whole thing.”

      “I came back.”

      “That doesn’t make it any better, Mr. Greenwing.”

      Jullanar Maebh suddenly sat forward, folded her hands tightly together on her lap, and stared intently at her father. “May I? I am not certain I can take their—their whiffle!”

      “My son does have the gift of talk,” my father murmured. He was standing next to me, his hand on my shoulder when he wasn’t overcome with laughter. He squeezed my shoulder again; I was once again struck by how comforting it was. “Please, Miss Dart.”

      “I was waiting for you to meet me in Orio City,” Jullanar Maebh said, her eyes on the Squire. “I met these two the night before, in a student pub.”

      “Oh, Perry,” the Squire sighed. “Must you?”

      Mr. Dart shrugged, unrepentant. “We met Jack Lindsary, and Jemis very valiantly refrained from punching him.”

      “He’s got a new play coming out this Winterturn,” I said, remembering anew. It felt so very removed. “About the dragon, apparently.”

      “Excellent,” Sir Hamish said. “I’ve been making notes to what you might do about it, Jack.”

      “Even more splendid,” my father said. “Do continue, Miss Dart.”

      “I had not heard their names correctly, so I was most surprised to discover them there to meet me. Nevertheless, we made our arrangements to meet the next morning after they had completed their other commissions and I finished my preparations. I was … discomposed to discover that Lord St-Noire here was wanted by the Governor-Prince of Orio City and that we were all four of us arrested and thrown into the prison as a result.”

      My father dug his fingers into my shoulder despite the incontrovertible evidence that we were not stuck in the infamous prison.

      “I wasn’t there,” Hope said tremulously, raising her hand. “I … encountered them later.”

      “Hal was instead,” I explained.

      “Hal—the Imperial Duke?” Sir Hamish frowned and looked meaningfully at my father. “They arrested you and an Imperial Duke?”

      “They had hostages from half of Northwest Oriole. Or rather Lark did.” I discovered I had not progressed quite so far in forgiveness and divine charity as all that: I was still rather angry at my erstwhile lover.

      “Lark being …”

      “Jemis’s sweetheart from Morrowlea,” Hope said.

      “The bride of the governor-prince,” Jullanar Maebh said.

      “A dark witch,” said Mr. Dart.

      I shrugged when everyone looked at me. “The successor to The Indrilline.”

      My father swore with such pungency I didn’t know any of the words. We all regarded his prowess with amazement. It was clear he was much quicker to figure out the political ramifications of the situation than I’d been.

      “Sorry,” he concluded weakly, nodding apologetically at the ladies.

      Hope’s eyes were shining with admiration, and she merely shook her head and said, “Please, don’t worry about it.”

      Jullanar Maebh shrugged. “My mother is an Outer Reaches spákona. She can scale fish with her tongue when she gets going.”

      Sir Hamish laughed abruptly. “I’d forgotten that—do you remember, Torquin, when Ingrid brought that moonshine from home for us to try, and then insisted she could drink everyone under the table …?”

      “Which she did,” the Squire said.

      “It’s true,” Sir Hamish nodded.

      The Squire scoffed. “Like you remember any of that evening.”

      “I remember that evening,” my father put in. “I was on leave and we all ended up swimming naked in the fountain in Kinglode—“

      The Squire harrumphed and hastily said, “So, you were thrown into the infamous prison of Orio City. Did they let you out when they realized who you all were?”

      “No, we escaped,” I said proudly. “Everyone made fun of my final paper at Morrowlea, but I was right, you know. Ariadne nev Lingarel’s poem is a cipher describing the architecture and how to get out.”

      My father started to laugh again. “You successfully escaped the Orio City prison by means of a poem interpretation? Oh Jemis, Jemis!”

      “Unfortunately there was some messy business with wireweed again,” I explained. “Lark forced me to take some … which was probably good because that was how I’d understood the poem in the first place … but it meant that when we came to the last part of the riddle—it was a complicated magical riddle, you see—I had to sacrifice something … and I sacrificed my magic … but with the wireweed overdose, I … died.”

      “And yet,” my father said slowly, “you are here now.”

      “That was Mr. Dart,” I said, turning to smile brilliantly at him as my gratitude suddenly surged forth again. Mr. Dart himself stared fixedly at the floor, his cheeks and the tips of his ears scarlet.

      “He’s the champion of the Lady,” I said, “and in a house in Lind he found a unicorn.”
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      Ballory was brought forth from the kitchen, where she had undoubtedly converted the cook and scullery maids and footmen to the meet and right adoration of her being, and promptly won over the hearts of Master Dart, Sir Hamish, and my father alike.

      Once that marvel had settled into—not normalcy, but a kind of more homely wonder—I felt an increasing urgency to pass on the messages with which I had been entrusted, and begged their leave to tell them.

      Sir Hamish bravely agreed to go first, and so we went to the small study on the main floor which they usually used for the business of the estate. I told him whatever I had been charged to say, the words coming clear and clean out of my mind, received by him with astonished, astonishing gratitude. At the end he looked at me with a shattering kind of grace.

      I had felt the same on speaking with Ariadne nev Lingarel, my mother, my stepfather, in that Wood.

      “Thank you,” Sir Hamish said hoarsely when I had finished.

      I had explained I would not remember the words, and did not; only the taste of them, of snow and sweet honey, still on my lips.

      “Thank the Lady,” I replied seriously. “And thank Mr. Dart—Perry—Peregrine—for guarding my way home. I know the Lady would not have left me forever in the wastes between this life and the next, but I had no desire to linger there.”

      Sir Hamish regarded me once again with his painterly eye.

      “May I paint you, Jemis?”

      This fell so hard on my own thought that I flushed and looked down. “If you’d like.”

      “I know it’s not your light, Jemis,” he said, and surprised me by taking me by both shoulders and then giving me a swift, close embrace. “Thank you.”
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      Master Dart was next; the Squire said very little when I had finished, but his eyes were bright.

      “This daughter of mine,” he said tentatively.

      “A woman of great character,” I replied instantly, having already decided what I would say to this obvious line of questioning. “Game despite all the mad adventures we fell into. And brilliant.”

      The Squire harrumphed, but he was visibly pleased.

      “Perry has been cunningly finding out her Winterturn traditions,” I added, “so you can surprise her with them.”

      The Squire harrumphed again. “He’s not too upset at being done out of the entail?”

      I could only shake my head, for Mr. Dart had never wanted it in the first place.

      “I suppose not, eh,” the Squire muttered, and patted me awkwardly on the shoulder. “You’re a good friend to him. Glad you didn’t die, what?”

      “Indeed,” I said, grinning and knowing that a month ago I would not have been able to see that for the gentle, loving tease it was. How had I ever feared that Sir Hamish and the Squire would reject me even if Mr. Dart didn’t?

      How had I ever thought Mr. Dart would disdain my friendship because I thought I had lost all the promise of my family and my education? I had sworn fealty to him, for that action at the dark crossroads between life and death; but he had long since been a loyal friend to me.
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      I knew my father’s messages were from my mother and my stepfather, but nothing more.

      When I had finished, he gestured for me to sit down in one of the chairs in the room, and took the other. He clasped his hands, elbows on his knees, and rested his chin on them.

      “I haven’t been able to tell you how I came to survive Loe.”

      I shook my head, my heart suddenly leaping into my throat.

      “Sometimes,” he said, “I think my whole life led up to that point, and I am still waiting there, at the Gates of the Morning, waiting for the enemy to climb the hill.”

      I could only look at him. I had not known to imagine that scene, not until Hal had come to Ragnor Bella earlier this autumn. I had been told that my father had died ignominiously, running away from a court-martial for treason; and that he had died honourably, lost over the Border on a scouting mission. I had held those two contradictory notifications in my mind and my heart, unable to believe the one and unable to prove the other.

      “You will never be quite the same,” he said, regarding me intently. “No one I know who has died and returned ever was.”

      “You’ve known it to happen before?”

      He smiled crookedly. “Not quite so dramatically or miraculously. Perhaps it is always a miracle. A lot of things happen in a battle, Jemis, and there are many forms of dying.”

      He had died himself and come back to life, in all the ways that mattered: socially, spiritually, emotionally; perhaps even physically, if my dream of the pirate ship being captured was true.

      “Jemis,” my father said softly, “thank you for coming home.”
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      I spent the night at Dart Hall, and the next morning prepared to head in to Ragnor Bella and my own little flat over the bookstore.

      Hope and my father were the only two to join me for breakfast, which was at the unsociable hour of dawn—all of eight o’clock, this time of the year.

      “Good morning,” I said brightly.

      “Good morning, Jemis,” Hope replied, then sighed. “Lord St-Noire—“

      “Mr. Greenwing if you must,” I interrupted. “Please.”

      My father laughed. “Good morning, Jemis, Miss Stornaway. Are you off to town this morning, Jemis?’

      I nodded and poured them each coffee. Hope, I knew from Morrowlea, took hers the way Mr. Dart did, with lashings of honey and cream. Perhaps it was the Charese manner. My father tended to black. I liked something in between the two.

      “If you can stand not running, I’ll walk in with you.”

      It was so much easier than it had been to simply smile at him, acknowledge the small tendril of joy unfurling in my heart, that after all the doubts and loss—we still could have this. The simple, homely interactions of a man and his son.

      “Do you run around the barony here?” Hope asked. When I cocked my eyebrow at her she smiled, dimples appearing suddenly, and I knew what she was about to ask.

      “There are some interesting rock formations, yes.”

      “I’ve heard there were standing stones,” she asked tentatively.

      I glanced at my father, who said, “The False Witnesses. They’re a stone circle—nine stones—up above the Darts’ land. The edge of the mountains.”

      I nodded. “There are the ones sacred to the Lady—the Dragon Stone, and … the Ellery Stone …”

      My father looked sharply at me, then picked up the conversation smoothly and told Hope about the Giants’ Castle. She replied with questions, and I sat back with my coffee, trying not to shiver at the thought of how the cultists had marred the Ellery Stone.

      I had not realized the stones were such a specifically local feature, but apparently only Fiellan and northern Ronderell, particularly up by Fillering pool, had any, and it was rare for them to still be in use as were those in Ragnor barony.

      “We have sacred wells and caves mostly, my part of Chare,” Hope said. “People still leave offerings at some of them.”

      Hal had shown me a grotto up on the coast by his castle, which was nearly carpeted in sea-polished amber.

      (“It’s low in value,” he’d said; but gorgeous when the sun hit the wet stones.)

      I said, “I will see if I can find a map for you. Miss Dart might be interested in the waterways.”

      “Don’t go to the Magarran Strid on your own,” my father interjected seriously.

      I shuddered at the visceral memory of being on the rocky islet as the water fell away from the surface and revealed a hideous deep gorge laying beneath what had seemed a shallow surface. “Yes, let’s avoid that.”

      “I’ve heard of the Strid,” Hope said. “It’s supposed to be the most dangerous stretch of water in Northwest Oriole, apart from the Maelstrom between the Gháth and the Iarlaich in the Northern Sea.”

      “I’ve sailed that,” my father said grimly. “It’s not as dangerous as the Magarran Strid, for all that there’s a hole in the world at the bottom of it.”

      I blinked at this unexpected tidbit. “I beg your pardon?”

      My father laughed, the shadow lifting from his face as I undoubtedly looked deeply puzzled.

      “You know how there are passages between the worlds,” he said.

      “Of course, but I thought they’d … broken … in the Fall?”

      “The ones that were bound into the structure of the Empire, yes. But they were never all of the passages, nor even the majority of them. Many only open on specific occasions or for specific people … wild magic can have a will of its own, they say. And at the bottom of the Maelstrom is a window to another world. The Sea-Lord’s Eye, they call it up there. No one knows where it leads. Even if the passage goes both ways there’s no way to come up through the Maelstrom … you’d have to be an extremely powerful and skilled mage to even think about trying.”

      “I wonder if Jullanar Maebh has ever seen it,” Hope said thoughtfully, and then one of the servants came in with a tray full of toast and porridge and the conversation shifted to other interesting rocks of the barony, of which it turned out my father and I both had some distinct opinions.
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      I had been informed the night before that Mr. Fancy had continued on to Ragnor Bella to deliver my purchases before returning to St-Noire himself. This meant that I had nothing but what I was carrying to take back myself.

      I changed into the outfit I’d left at Dart Hall, which was rather too lightweight for the weather. I’d been intending to run and thought it would be fine for that purpose, but since I was walking I added the coat I’d been given by the eccentric Master Boring.

      My father regarded the long quilted garment with amusement. It was cut closely around the torso and waist before swinging out to just above my knees. It was made of quilted wool in a fine deep teal—apparently a favourite colour, as there had been numerous outfits in variations of that shade—with embroidery in black and silver. The long line of small silver buttons were, I admit, both deeply fussy and greatly appealing.

      “Is that the new fashion in Orio City?” My father asked, his lips twitching.

      “Not yet,” I replied, not quite embarrassed, but grinning to cover the hint of it. The coat had last been fashionable in the early years of the Emperor Artorin’s reign. My father was in a new coat in a sober blue with brass buttons. Its cut was solidly fashionable in Ragnor Bella, which was always a step behind everyone else.

      “Is this part of the story that went off-course last night?”

      “It might be,” I allowed.

      We left Dart Hall by the front door. It was a splendid morning, bright and crisp. The snow had ended in the night, and the lawns before the Hall presented a smooth white sward marred only by the tracks of rabbits and other small creatures. The rougher grass of the sheep meadows on the other side of the ha-ha showed above the snow; the sheep themselves seemed almost yellow in comparison.

      “A fine morning,” my father announced, and set off with his hands jammed into his pockets.

      I wondered if the rival brother haberdashers of Ragnor Bella had neglected to make any of our ordered gloves, or whether he’d just forgotten them somewhere.

      We walked silently at a steady, brisk pace. I fell into it fairly easily, remembering the long day spent traversing the Arguty Forest with him and General Ben, all of a month ago and before I’d realized he was my father, come back from the reputed dead a second time.

      “Your mother and I used to go for these lovely long walks,” he said as we turned off the drive onto the road leading to Dartington and eventually to Ragnor Bella. “We often walked half the night through, when the moon was out. She loved the twilight, Olive did.”

      I let that new piece of knowledge settle into my heart. My mother, so happy, so healthy, so herself in the Wood of Spiritual Refreshment. So much of my sojourn there was hazy in my mind, impression and emotion; but her face was clear. Now there was a gift from the Lady.

      The road was soft underfoot, as the ground had not frozen before the snow fell. I enjoyed kicking up little lumps of snow as we walked, little conical hats on the toes of my boots building up and then falling off in a tumble of pellets.

      “My chatterbox son, so quiet,” my father teased.

      It was so much easier to say these things now, to myself, to him, with a few of the knots in my heart unloosed. “I am so glad you came home, Papa. It must have been hard, when you didn’t know what you would find.”

      “That is why Ben and I came incognito,” he replied, smiling crookedly. (I knew that smile; that was my own smile in the mirror, when I could not help but laugh at myself.) “But you know, Jemis, I don’t think I would have wanted to come any other way. It was so wonderful to meet you without knowing quite who you were at first.”

      We fell silent as we passed a cottage along the road. The housewife was in her front yard, gathering kale from a little patch of vegetables. We nodded politely at her; she bobbed a curtsey back, then said, “Well, look at the two of you! Master Jack, you’re looking better. Very proud of your boy, I expect?”

      “Very,” my father said. “How are you, Mrs. Finch?”

      “Can’t complain, Master Jack, can’t complain. Mr. Finch has the arthritis sore bad, but the Squire sees us right.”

      “He’s a good man.”

      “Aye, couldn’t ask for a better landlord.” Then she laughed, her eyes crinkling until she looked like an old apple, all cheerful and rosy-cheeked and wrinkled. “At least not for us as are Dartington folks. Your people will be glad to see you home, Master Jack, what’s left of them, and your son to come after you.”

      “Aye,” my father said, and tipped his hat to her. “Good day, Mrs. Finch.”

      I didn’t have a hat, so I gave her one of my most extravagant bows, all heel-clicks and curlicue hand gestures. Mrs. Finch laughed again and made a shooing gesture with her handful of curly green leaves.

      We kept on, following the tracks of a pony-cart down the road until it turned off for the Old Arrow. We went over the bridge, a hard left to get onto the river-road.

      “Not the Greenway this morning?” I enquired.

      “Did you want to go that way? I thought it might be a trifle wet.”

      I would probably have run that way, as I still tended to avoid the White Cross even though I now knew my father had not been buried there as a traitor and suicide. It was hard to lose the fear and disgust the place had so long engendered.

      “I wanted to see how high the river was running,” he added. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not.”

      We passed a handful of other people on their way into Dartington from outlying farms, but it was both too early and too late in the morning for there to be much traffic. Neither of us said anything as we approached the White Cross, but my father did bump my shoulder, gently, with his own, as we went past.

      “When did you realize it was me?” I asked curiously. “I obviously didn’t know it was you until you told me …”

      “You were under a curse and also you thought I was dead,” my father replied quickly. “I wasn’t surprised or offended you didn’t recognize me.”

      “I’m sure you weren’t expecting me to be in Yellton Gaol. I wasn’t expecting to be in Yellton Gaol.”

      “While I am somewhat disturbed at the number of prisons you have found yourself in of late, at least you have a high success rate in escaping them. I should like to hear more details about the Orio prison break.”

      “I’m going to write it up as a proper monograph.”

      “Of course you are! Jemis, how you are your mother’s son!”

      I let that settle into my heart as well. My mother had died when I was fifteen, and I had never gotten to know her as a woman with her own interests and skills apart from survival and motherhood.

      “I started to wonder when we were in the tunnel waiting for the Knockers to pass us by. You had such a strange tone to your voice when you talked about Vorel … but I just couldn’t fathom how it was you, why you were dressed the way you were, why you were in Yellton Gaol … Then at one point you smiled at something, and Ben told me—when your attention was distracted—that it was just like my smile, and after that … everything you said or did seemed to be further proof. It wasn’t one moment,” he concluded, with a slightly shamefaced smile. “Just a slow realization that this fine young gentleman was my son—mine!”

      I had to do something, but we were walking side-by-side and it seemed odd to stop and embrace him; but that sort of embarrassment seemed to be greatly reduced after my sojourn in the Lady’s Wood, and after a moment I slung my right arm around his shoulders.

      He was a little taller than I, and far broader in his shoulders despite his still too-lean frame, but he leaned into me and let his left arm slide around my shoulders in turn.

      “Then you defended me so fiercely … Ah, Jemis, I am so sorry you had to.”

      “It was not your fault.”

      “Hamish has been poring through Tor’s law-books to see where the line crosses from gossip to slander.”

      “Libel is a possibility as well,” I suggested, “given that there’s been more than a few comments in the New Salon. And there’s Jack Lindsary’s play.”

      “I am very proud of you for not punching him. I’m not sure I would have been able to refrain, in your place.”

      That bizarre evening in the hot, colourful, noisy student pub was hard to remember. After a moment I was able to offer this truth: “He had a very silly hat.”

      “A punishment in itself, indeed,” my father replied gravely.
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      We talked of small things for the next couple of miles. The river-road showed little traffic; there were far more animal trails than human or horse tracks. At one point we stopped to observe a slide made in the snow down to the swift, muddy water.

      “Otter,” my father said, considering the bank.

      I was reminded of the Honourable Rag talking about otter-hunting. I couldn’t imagine taking any joy in the act. I didn’t mind hunting in general, but the idea of tromping up freezing rivers or their snowy banks, following the curly-coated otter hounds as they sought out their quarry, was deeply unappealing.

      Besides, I rather liked otters. They didn’t do much harm and were a joy to watch.

      “I was saved by an otter once, on a scouting mission,” my father said. “I was hiding on the bank, and made a noise, and the people I was spying on heard me. They started to search, but then a family of otters came tearing out of a side stream, play-fighting the way they do, and made such a ruckus that I was able to sneak away. Always liked them, even before that.”
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