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[image: ]




DODGING THE STAVE, I skipped backward, taking a step to the left so I could come around with my rod and drive it hard toward his ribs. He ducked, pivoted on his heel, and swung at my shins. I leapt, flipped over onto my hands to avoid the blow, and landed on my feet, bringing the stave up to catch him in the chest as he rushed me.

Nyx doubled over, the breath rushing from his lungs.

“Sorry,” I said, smiling. “You were closer that time, though.”

“You know,” he wheezed, “none of my other sparring partners try to stab me in the heart.”

I picked up his stave and carried both of them to the weapons rack, then drew a dipper of water from the nearby barrel and drank. Filling it again, I took it to Nyx. “Here,” I said.

Sweating and red-faced, he drained it and handed it back. “Thanks.” He straightened and stretched his arms toward the sky, then let them fall with a grunt. “I wish I could do that flip you did, but I just can’t figure out the balance.”

I put my hands on my hips and shook my head. He always refused to practice anything other than fighting. Methods of escape were just as important. “It takes practice. Devote a few hours to it and I am sure you can uncover its secrets.”

He raised his hands, palms outward, and laughed. “Practice, practice, practice. That’s all you ever say.”

“It is true,” I countered, sweeping an errant hair from my eyes.

“I know,” Nyx replied, “but blade-work is more impressive.”

“You are worried a lot about appearance lately,” I said, returning the dipper. I picked up two wooden blades from the rack and went back to his side. “You were never this keen before.” To my surprise, a blush crept up his neck. I tilted my head, biting the inside of my lip. “Looking to impress someone, are you?”

“Maybe,” he said.

“Really?” I asked, surprised. I had thought of it in jest, but it made sense. Nyx, even though a halfblood, was a popular person in Havosiherim. His outgoing personality, self-deprecating sense of humor, and winning smile won him many supporters. Sooner or later, one would catch his eye. “Who?”

“You remember Carinae, right?”

“Carinae, the healer’s apprentice from Nhoternis?” She had come to visit Ciall, Havosiherim’s priest-healer, a year ago. She had studied with him for several months and had left to return home. “So that is why you lurked around the chirurgery more than usual.”

“I didn’t lurk,” Nyx said, casting me a dark glare, toying with the blade I had handed him. “I just, you know... I’ve reached my majority. It’s time for me to think of the future now.”

It was true. Until Dayeriu had a child, Nyx was, in effect, heir to Havosiherim. There were many who did not like that a halfblood had risen so high. I was certain his spending so much time with me exacerbated that fact. Nyx was my friend, the only one I trusted, but few believed that we were friends and nothing more. Courting a full-blood anthela would soothe harried feelings. “I am sure Lysanti is pleased,” I told him.

“He doesn’t know.” Nyx sighed and ran a hand through his messy hair. “No one knows, except you. I wanted to know what you thought before I did anything.”

He had surprised me again. I perched on a nearby stump, resting my forearms on my knees, holding the practice blade between my long fingers. “What I think?”

“If you like her, what you think of her,” he stammered. “I won’t pursue anything if you don’t approve.”

In truth, I had not spent much time with Carinae. I remembered her, though: dark hair, blue eyes, tall. Soft in word and manner. She had seemed pleasant enough. “She was nice,” I said. “She knew a lot about physicking.” I smiled, laughed a little. “Brave, too. She was not afraid to tell me to my face if she thought I was wrong.”

Nyx laughed. “That is brave. I don’t know many scouts who would do that.” He came over to stand next to the stump, leaning against the rough bark. “It’s important to me that she likes you, too, you know.”

“I know,” I said. It was less important to me, though. I only cared that Nyx was happy and treated well. If she could do that, I would be content. He deserved it. I stood, swinging the blade in my hand, feeling the weight of it in my muscles. “We will practice a little more today, I think,” I said, grinning, and poked him in the stomach with the point. “You need a little more work in order to be impressive.”

“Oh, that sounds like a challenge,” Nyx replied, resting the blade on his shoulder. “You won’t get the chance to stab me in the heart this time.”

I smirked at him. “We will see.”

After our second bout, I stuck a bloodied finger in my mouth to stifle the pain. Nyx had scored a hit, sparse though it had been.

“You didn’t stab me this time,” he boasted, “but sorry about your finger.”

I pulled the digit from my mouth and twisted my lips at him. “No harm done. You were faster than before.”

“I try,” he said. He looked at me, something changing in his eyes, and leaned back against a slender tree, toying with the practice sword in his hands. “Bird, have you heard what’s happened?”

I had told him not to call me that anymore. It made me remember things I would rather forget. Sometimes he forgot, and I forgave him that. As my oldest and best friend, my only friend, I would forgive him anything. “Letillui? Yes, I heard.” I looked away, through the narrow aspen and elm, to the sandstone cliffs beyond.

“Lysanti is taking me there.”

I turned my gaze back to him. It made sense that the lord of Havosiherim would want his heir, one who had lived among cardeai, to travel to the site for his knowledge. “A scouting trip?” I asked.

“Yes,” Nyx said, “though I can’t help but think you’d be better for this task than me.”

I could not stop the shudder that ran over me. “No. I have seen one anthehome burned and destroyed. That is enough.”

“Maybe they aren’t all dead,” he protested, pushing off the tree to stride towards me. His empty hand clutched at the air. He called forth my past with his words. “Maybe there’s one alive! It might be different this time.”

“And maybe it is not,” I bit back. Why should an anthela be alive in Letillui when they had all died in Carfuinel? Except for me, but I did not count.

“Then we’ll take a cardea alive. My uncle will want to question one, to see how they keep doing this to us. Don’t you want to know that, too?”

The raids were coming closer. Hunger never sated, belly never filled, they slunk closer like panthers on the hunt. The anthelai were twigs beneath the cardeai’s heavy leather boots. Their numbers were as the needles on a pine, the grains of soil under last year’s rot. I could believe it; I had lived among them. “I do,” I said, “but the cardeai are probably gone. They do not usually linger where they raid.”

“Sometimes they do,” Nyx said, tossing his practice sword toward the rack. I frowned after it, watching it fly. “We’ve seen traces of their camps before.”

I shrugged a shoulder, dismissing his words.

“How can you not care?” he cried. “I thought you, of all people, would care about this.”

I rammed my wooden sword point first into the loam of the forest floor. “Does it matter if I care?” I snapped. “You think anything would change? Care or not, Lysanti does what he will. That is why he is taking you alone and not us both.”

“Right,” Nyx scoffed, raising an eyebrow, “because he could stop you if you really wanted to come.”

“Nyx, this is something he has asked of you and not me. This is something you must do on your own. Do you think I do not know why?”

He frowned. “What do you mean, why?”

I sighed and rubbed the bridge of my nose with cold fingers. “Lysanti means to secure your loyalty as his heir. He wants you to see how the cardeai treat anthelai. He wants you to choose.”

Nyx’s gray eyes narrowed. He took one step closer, bitter confusion writ on his features. “I don’t understand. I know what cardeai do.”

“You know what they do in Caesia, Nyx, not what they do in raids.” I retreated from him to replace my sword on the rack, wiping dirt from the damp blade after pulling it from the earth. “Lysanti will take you to see the horrors of Letillui, and you will choose to stay in Havosiherim rather than leaving for whatever might be more familiar in Caesia or beyond.”

“That devious bastard,” Nyx grumbled. 

I barked a laugh and stifled it under a hand. “Your uncle is that, I think, but he cares for you.”

“If only he were half as forthcoming as you.” Nyx shook his head and stretched. “Why can the man never say what he wants?”

“Maybe,” I said, drawing out the word, “he wants you to use that lump inside your skull instead of relying on me to tell you everything.”

“Oh!” A hand flew to his breast, and he staggered as if struck. “So hurtful your words are.”

I scowled at him, but it was without heat. His jests were entertaining. “We should head back. Dinner will proceed without us, otherwise.”

He fell in step beside me after returning his sword to the weapons rack, and together we walked down the forest path to the heart of Havosiherim. I wished I had brought my cloak; the autumn air cooled the sweat on my skin to an uncomfortable degree. Beyond the trees, the rust-colored sandstone deepened to blood-red as the first stars of night glittered in the indigo sky. Stars and wolves and steel. The god Lenos stalked close, if not in body then in heart. I did not want to believe in gods, but in my dreams, I heard them. The howling of wolves and the clash of steel on steel. Nightmares, I hoped, from my days in Caesia. I did not know much of the gods and their desires, nor did I wish otherwise. I wanted to live my life as I dictated and not wonder beneath the surface if I was being watched and judged. There was enough of that in my life already. 

We passed through the thin scrub into the thicker groves that edged the anthehome. “You will have to hurry to Letillui to have a hope of finding survivors,” I mused.

“He made me pack this morning,” Nyx answered. “I think we’ll leave tomorrow at sunrise.” With the loss of Letillui, so close to Havosiherim, Lysanti could not afford to delay. If any potential survivors could be found, it was his duty to aid them. With Havosiherim the closest anthehome, with cardeai having come so close, Lysanti could not risk waiting longer to act.

I nodded. I would not tell him to be careful; he knew that. One of the scouts crossed the path then. Dressed in brown and gray, he was near invisible in the dim shadows of the trees. I caught his eyes dart between Nyx and me for a moment, and a sneer crossed his face. He vanished just as quickly as he had come. Nyx appeared not to have seen, so I said nothing. I should have been used to it, of course.

Farther down the path, we emerged from the trees into the center clearing of the anthehome. Large trees towered overheard, filled with tarsuls and stairs and railings of twisted wood. These tarsuls were more like houses than the open balconies I had known in Carfuinel: four walls, a roof, a curtain in place of a door. Some had terraces lined with potted plants, with vines tangling in the boughs. Others had mosaics of broken stone, muted brown and red and yellow and gray, marking scenes from old tales. 

In between the massive rough-barked trees, smaller ones grew in patches where they could find light. Red dirt and gray loam marked pathways that edged the anthehome and spiraled out into the wood like veins, leading to water sources, training clearings, or hunting grounds. Our feet left scant marks in the cold dust as we crossed the open floor and moved toward the main tree, the one that housed the meeting hall and Lysanti’s solar.

“Hello, Nyx,” one of the weavers called. Her loom perched on a low terrace, and the woman leaned over to smile and wave. Her two older companions both followed suit. He tended to catch eyes, Nyx did, though he did not know it. He had grown tall in our three years in Havosiherim, and wore his brown hair long and gleaming in the anthelan style. One narrow braid hung over his ear, usually falling in front of his face when he leaned forward. His ribs did not stick out any longer, and his knobby limbs had filled out with muscle due to the hearty meals and rest and the work Havosiherim offered. With a ready smile and bright gray eyes, he always seemed happy, and for that I was glad.

“Hello, good evening!” Nyx called back, waving.

They glanced at me and away, saying nothing. In his search for halfbloods, Lorcen Caspon had burnt the hinterlands, killing hundreds of anthelai, and they blamed me for that. 

Two porters, hauling buckets of water to the dining hall, both nodded their heads to him as they walked.

“Good evening,” Nyx said to them. “Need a hand?”

“Oh, thank you, Nyx, but no,” said the taller. “Kind of you to ask, though.”

Nyx nudged me with an elbow. “Good evening,” I said, making myself smile.

The porters tilted their heads but said nothing and left as quickly as they had come. “It doesn’t hurt to be friendly,” he whispered to me.

“And it does not help either,” I retorted. “Clearly.”

He shook his head at me but did not respond. I had told Lysanti I would leave, that first day in the cave, when I had overstayed my welcome. I would not stay where I was not wanted. And I was not wanted in Havosiherim. It was no surprise, and I did not begrudge them. I wanted to leave. But where else was there to go? The maps—and I had looked—told me little. There were uninhabited lands to the north, the cardeai kingdoms to the south and east, and islands dotting the vast seas. I wanted to wander, to vanish into the wilds and find my place, any place; a place where I was welcome and wanted.

We went up the thin stairs, feeling the creak and sway of the wood under our boots. A bridge connected the path to the tree that housed our personal tarsuls, slender planks of fragrant cedar and strong oak laced with ropes, wide enough for three to walk abreast.

People called greetings to Nyx as we passed and he responded in kind. Some looked at me but no one spoke. I knew I was not frightening in appearance. I had grown these past years as well, though not in stature. Still shorter than average for an anthela, I had nonetheless changed. I had put on muscle and flesh in much the same way as Nyx; the boniness of my frame had long since vanished. Though still slender, no one could mistake me for a child any longer. I had had to lengthen my bandeau, though, admittedly, not much. Despite my womanly appearance, people still shied away.

“I don’t know how much time Lysanti will give us before we leave,” Nyx said when we reached the landing.

“I will come see you before you go,” I said. “Make sure you are awake this time, please.”

Nyx laughed. “I will. I don’t want to give my uncle a fright like that again. The lecture I got.”

I blushed, remembering. Nyx had overslept a scouting trip, and I had gone to wake him, knowing how much trouble he would cause should he arrive late. I had only shaken his shoulders until he opened his eyes, then hissed at him to hurry before darting out of his tarsul, only to be caught emerging by his uncle Lysanti. The shock and horror on the man’s face had been something to behold. We were innocent of everything other than being friends, but Lysanti could not believe it, and Nyx had received a lecture that might have burned my ears off to hear it.

“I will not step foot into your tarsul again, I swear it,” I said, grinning, “but I am sure you received some useful information for Carinae, yes?”

“Shut your mouth!” he hissed, a hot blush blooming on his face as he clapped a hand over my mouth. “Lysanti has ears like a bat!”

I pushed away from his hand and laughed. “Get some sleep, Nyx. You have an early day tomorrow.”

“I still wish you were coming,” he said, dropping his arm. “I hate leaving you here by yourself.”

“I will be fine,” I replied. “Do not worry about me. Perhaps Lysanti will let me come on the next scouting trip.”

“I know I shouldn’t. You can take care of yourself.” He shrugged. “When I get back, I need you to teach me that flipping trick. I want to show up Maroi the next time we spar.”

I laughed again. “It is a promise.”

*    *    *
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In my tarsul, a few days after Nyx left, I dropped to my knees and pulled the unstrung bow from under my bed. Sometimes I just liked to look at it. It had been a gift from Lady Dayeriu, Lord Lysanti’s wife, for my eighteenth birthday, three years earlier. It was pale, carved with delicate scrolling designs of flowering buds and trailing vines. She had even given me a quiver of arrows to go with it, hard leather pale as bone and arrows fletched in grey feathers. I had taken it with trembling hands, hardly daring to touch it. “Black is not the color for you. You are better suited for paler shades,” she had said, smiling. I could still scarcely believe that the smile had been real. She and Nyx were so far the only ones that accepted me, the only ones that I named friends.

The heavy curtain in the doorframe moved, and I shoved the unstrung bow back underneath the bed. Although the bow soothed me, I felt ashamed to be seen with it unless I was in the act of shooting. There was something about just holding it that brought judgment to the eyes of those around me. I told myself I did not care.

“Yes?” I said, rising to my feet as the curtain swung open.

“Oh, Tylidae,” said Dayeriu’s attendant. Her name was Anjoi, and we were not fond of each other. “I thought you to be gone.”

“Not yet,” I said. “What brings you to my tarsul?” That she would come to my room unbidden was unexpected and a trifle worrisome. I was already on my feet, unsuspicious in my manner and bearing, but still she shied away, not even having the grace to look at my face when she spoke.

“Lady Dayeriu has asked me to inform you that Lord Tyrullion of Nhoternis and his son Sen Escan have just arrived. They will be present at dinner this evening, so please be on your best behavior.”

I bristled at the last. I was no child to be chided or an errant pup to be scolded. “Is that the reason you came into my room unannounced?” I asked, feeling snappish and trying to rein it back.

The dark-haired woman lifted her chin. “I was going to leave a note. I have other things to do than chase you from cliff to creek.”

“So you do,” I replied, my teeth showing in a snide smile. What use would it be to bring this to anyone’s attention? Chastisement would escalate her rudeness. I did not feel like dealing with more than I already did.

In any case, I had known that Lord Tyrullion and his son were coming. Eavesdropping and spying were still habits of mine, after all, and hard ones to break. Not that I had tried very hard.

“You may leave,” I said, dismissing Anjoi and turning my back to her. It was one of the small pleasures I allowed myself, this bit of rudeness. After she left, silent and smooth as water, I went back to the bed, folded the cloak lying across the foot of it into a neat square, and placed it back down, running my hand over the smooth woven fabric. It was constructed of strips of rabbit fur, very soft and warm. Nyx had made it himself and it had been a gift to me a year earlier. Three years was, for me, a long time to keep such trust, but Nyx had earned it with that day Lysanti found us in the snow and had done nothing to break it since.

I rose from the chair and dressed—the situation called for a dress, though I disliked the confining folds around my legs—brushed my hair to a gleaming shine, then slipped to the solar where Dayeriu waited. She always waited for me when Nyx or Lysanti were away so we could walk to meals together. I knew what she was trying to accomplish; the Lady of Havosiherim was still trying to bring me into the fold, to show that she supported and accepted me. In a way, I was grateful for her attention. On the other hand, I also wished she would leave me alone. I enjoyed the peace and solitude more often than not and was capable of walking the pathways myself. I also wondered what my life would have been like without her unquestioning acceptance.

She smiled when she saw me and placed a dried leaf in the book to mark her place. Her hair was red gold over grey-green eyes in a pale, unlined, round face, and when she smiled I saw constant good humor hidden in her eyes. Dayeriu rose to greet me, and she was tall and very slender. “Greetings,” the lady said, noting my dress. “You have heard about our guests, I take it?”

“Yes,” I answered. 

Dayeriu placed her book on the shelf. “They have only just arrived, with road-dust still on their boots, as you would say.” A small grin creased her face and vanished. “They will likely stay with us until Lysanti returns home. It is a pity he had to leave before their delegation could arrive.”

“Letillui could not wait, not if they want to find anything before it is burned to nothing,” I said, feeling a coldness in my belly as I remembered Carfuinel. “They will wait to speak with him?”

Her sharp eyes glanced askance at me. “They will wait as long as necessary,” she sighed. “As it stands, I imagine we will be subjected to their questioning until Lord Lysanti returns.”

“Surely there is no need for me to attend this dinner,” I grumbled, hating the thought of their eyes on me, weighing and measuring. If I could avoid dinner, the one time we would be locked in each other’s company, hiding away for the rest of their visit would be easy. The woods around Havosiherim were deep, after all. “My presence would be detrimental, like as not.” I was still the wretched halfblood assassin, after all, in the eyes of most of the anthelai.

“You are as family,” Dayeriu explained. “They would expect you there, as that and as Lady of Carfuinel.”

“Oh.” The sound escaped me. They expected me there. Of course. I went to the window of the solar and peered outside. The sky was growing darker; sprinkled stars glimmered over the distant mountains. A grim smile pricked my lips, and I shook my head. 

“Does that surprise you?” Dayeriu asked. “After all this time?” She sighed. “I am bound by the laws of hospitality, as are you while you live here. Come to dinner; give me a chance to show how much your presence is wanted.” 

“A small chance,” I replied, never turning away from the window.

*    *    *
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We walked the pathway that spiraled downward, crossing over several streams and twisting around trunks. There were torches lit on posts and the air was warm between them. I pushed my palm-dampening fear down and focused on the scenery instead. It was beautiful here, in this city in the treetops. Sometimes it almost took my breath away. Bridges and pathways hung like gossamer threads high overhead, connecting all the many structures that sat half-hidden in the tangles of branches and leaves. The trees were huge, massive. This was the one of the oldest parts of the world, I had been told, and some trees had been here since the beginning of time. Fifty anthelai linking hands could not have encircled some of them. Several buildings with frames of wood and stone stood on the ground as well and were made of marble and serpentine, sandstone and granite. Bloodstone, lapis lazuli, and garnets were common here and oft decorated window and doorframes. From the ground, everything look plainer. From the heights, the city glittered.

Dayeriu's two attendants walked before us as we entered the arched doorway made of twisting white wood, and smooth grey stone appeared beneath our feet. Wind whispered outside the thin walls and I could see the slender limbs of the trees twist in the breeze, casting writhing shadows on the stone. This was a common room, a place for meeting before heading to the banquet hall. A fire was lit in the hearth, warming the air left cold by the lack of torches. Two men stood before the flames, their shadows stretched long on the flagstone. The attendants cleared their throats, and the men turned on their heels to face us.

“Lady Dayeriu Redthorn and Tylidae Teriel,” the one on the right announced before they both bowed and slipped back. They would not leave us alone, but retired to a comfortable distance so that we all had both privacy and chaperoning. It was only proper. The men bowed to us, sweeping closed fists across their collarbones in gestures of respect.

“My ladies, it is an honor to meet you,” the older man said, politeness personified. Tyrullion, I recognized, due to the gray in his hair. His black tunic was picked with white thread and his well-made gray breeches were tucked into polished, stiff black boots. The circlet under his graying brown hair was just visible. It glinted silver-red in the firelight. He was broadly built, not yet showing the wear of his age.

Dayeriu and I dipped our heads and returned the drawn-fist gesture as equals. “We are pleased to welcome you to Havosiherim, Lord Tyrullion,” she said, smiling, “and you, Sen Escan.” I glanced at Tyrullion's son. He looked about my age, though that meant little in actual years, but I did not have long to appraise him.

“It is our pleasure to be here, Lady Dayeriu.” The lord turned. “And you are the famous Tylidae, lost child of Carfuinel,” he continued, dark eyes on me. “The Nightingale, I have heard.”

I hissed in a soft breath. The air was cold, and I sensed Dayeriu grow still. I straightened, refusing to be cowed by a simple statement. “I do not wish to be called that name,” I said, eyes narrow. “I would appreciate it if you did not say it again. Lord Tyrullion.” His name and title were afterthoughts. Had Dayeriu not been holding her breath I would have left, simple and easy and rude.

Tyrullion’s eyes widened. “My apologies. It will not happen again. I did not mean to offend you.”

I inclined my head in acceptance, but said nothing. Dayeriu took control of the situation. “Please, I do believe it is time for us to move on.” She smiled at the two men. “Come, I am sure you are hungry.” She ushered us out, giving me a stern look, which I coolly returned. Escan glanced at me as he passed, but I could read nothing in his face.

I watched him as we were seated and the plates set before us. The son's face was much like his father's, but with sharper features. Escan's hair was black, long and tumbled about the neck of his taupe tunic, and his eyes were like moss on a river-worn stone. Two small rings of emerald hung from his left ear, unusual adornments for one who wore the accomplished warrior's title of Sen. He had an angular face with a narrow nose and strong chin; handsome and aware of it, by the way he moved. He was quiet, however, content to let his father fill the silences that seemed too frequent.

“We were attacked by trolls a week out of Nhoternis. It seems they are moving north, laying close on Nhoternis’ borders, which is strange due to the season,” Tyrullion said after taking a sip of his wine. “They were properly dispatched, but not until after two of our own had fallen. We returned their bodies to the Red Tree and were delayed beyond the timeframe allowed in our missive, and our scout missed his rendezvous with Lord Lysanti’s messenger, for which I offer my apologies once more. I do hope those beasts will not head in this direction, my lady.”

Dayeriu’s smile seemed false as she sipped from her glass. “My husband has left us well-prepared in any case, my lord. Havosiherim is not without its defenses.”

I sighed, breathing out through my nose. I wanted them to get to the point of the matter. All this nonsense was making me anxious. A series of inauspicious events had caused them to miss Lysanti by days. The missed contact with Lysanti’s messenger must have been because the delegation deviated from their intended path due to the trolls’ presence, or perhaps the days spent backtracking to Nhoternis had caused the scout to give up his mission. Remarkable how such developments seemed to happen to put me in uncomfortable situations. The deaths of two of his own were regrettable, in any case, and I felt a moment’s chagrin at my annoyance. Just get to it. Get on with this mummer’s farce of a meeting. 

“Is something amiss?” Escan’s voice slid across the table like water over rock. 

I glanced up and solidified the assumption that he was speaking to me. He was watching me, and I felt like an exhibition out on display. I set my spoon down on the edge of my plate. “No,” I answered, with a trace of sarcasm that I was certain he would not hear. “Why should anything be amiss?”

“There are scouts from Havosiherim in what is left of Letillui. Do you not fear for them?”

I eyed him. Escan watched me, and I was unsettled. Why would he speak to me in this manner? I did not understand his reasoning or his goal. Dayeriu and Tyrullion had grown silent and listened. 

“No,” I answered. “I believe the danger in Letillui has passed.” That, at least, was true. I was no longer hungry. The plate of food was unappetizing now. Things had gone on long enough and I grew weary of the dance. Turning in my chair, I looked at the visiting lord. “Tell me, Lord of Nhoternis, why you have come here.” The slightest hint of inquiry slipped into my voice, turning my demand into something softer to avoid outright offense.

“Ah, the heart of the matter,” I heard Escan say. He sounded as if he was smiling, but I would not turn and look at him. That would give him satisfaction, and something in me would not allow that.

“We had hoped to speak with Lord Lysanti.” Tyrullion flicked his eyes toward Dayeriu, the set of his jaw and lowered brows indicating disappointment and annoyance. “It is unfortunate that we were delayed, and that a tragedy occurred in Letillui. I understand Lord Lysanti’s need to view the destruction for himself so soon after its occurrence. Still, to miss him by so short a time is regrettable.”

“But perhaps,” Escan added, his tone revealing nothing as he spoke to Dayeriu, “we could ask your permission to solicit Lady Tylidae’s expertise.”

“Expertise?” I asked, knowing already what they wanted. It was all anyone would speak of with me.

“On cardeai illnesses,” Tyrullion explained, venturing onto treacherous terrain. “All the anthehomes know you lived amongst them for a time.”

I wanted to laugh, to scream and tear at my hair. Instead, I sipped my wine. “I see.”

The lord paused, unsure of the welcome his motive would receive. Dayeriu watched him with stony eyes and her hands were steady in her lap. 

“Is this what you wanted to ask my husband?” she said, brows creased in confusion.

Tyrullion sighed and closed his eyes as if hoping for strength. Escan, linking his hands on the smooth tabletop, darted in to save his father from further embarrassment.

“We ask that you offer your knowledge to us. Plague has come to Nhoternis,” he said to me.

Escan turned back to me. “The plague came upon us quite swiftly. If we were to name symptoms, would you know it?”

I shrugged a shoulder. “I know some things, but I am no expert in cardeai illnesses.”

“You know more than most,” Escan countered. “Coughing, vomiting, sweating, a high fever that kills in a day. Some appear to recover but then fall even faster than before. Some sleep and never wake.”

“Perhaps this discussion is best moved to the solar—” Dayeriu interjected.

“Nhoternis is dying,” Escan continued, as if he had not even heard her speak. 

“We were going to ask Lord Lysanti for your aid in healing,” Tyrullion stated. “What say you?”

“Hold,” Dayeriu interjected. “This is something that should have been brought to my attention when you learned that Lord Lysanti was away.”

“We did not know if we would be allowed to ask this of you,” Tyrullion said. 

“In Havosiherim, the lord’s wife takes his place in all things when he is away,” Dayeriu declared, voice tight. “Including matters such as this. As Lady of Havosiherim and Tylidae’s benefactor, this is an affront.”

“A thousand apologies,” Tyrullion said, dipping his head and drawing a fist across his collar. “Nhoternis has been without a lady so long that I have forgotten protocol.”

“Well,” Dayeriu replied. “I must forgive you, I suppose, since there is no notion of returning current protocol to its proper course.” 

I wiped my face clean of thought, though inside bewilderment and anger stirred. They had journeyed to Havosiherim to seek my healer’s knowledge, asking the aid of an assassin and halfblood, and still they insulted me. They had never wanted Lysanti’s help, even though his sister had loved a cardea man. They had come for me. That was some small acceptance, a hurtful consolation, but it did not make sense—even if the plague was cardeai-borne. “I am no healer,” I protested. “I have a little knowledge, yes, but what you describe is beyond me. If you seek healing counsel, ask Ciall.”

“Yes,” Dayeriu said. “Ciall is a masterful healer. We will call him in.” She turned in her chair, raising a slender hand to one of the servants by the door.

“No,” Tyrullion stated, wielding the word like a bludgeon. “That is not necessary.”

Dayeriu turned in one slow, smooth motion to face him, her face a mask, and lowered her hand. By the door, the servant stirred, then stood still. “You will not pass demands in my hall and you will tell me, now and plainly, why you came here seeking a healer and will not speak with Havosiherim’s own.”

Tyrullion dragged a hand across his collarbone. “My sincerest apologies.”

Escan glanced at his father, then looked at me. “The sickness came from a cardea. We need you to tell us what you know about them so that we can heal it. There are healers aplenty journeying to Nhoternis already. If this illness spreads, we would not deprive Havosiherim of its defenses.”

Beside him, Tyrullion nodded. “We need to know everything there is to know about cardeai. That is the only way. With your knowledge of cardeai and of herb-lore combined, you have a unique perspective, one that none of the rest of us have. The assembled healers will welcome your assistance.”

Escan turned to his father and nodded. Tyrullion pursed his lips. Without speaking, they appeared to come to an agreement. “We ask you to come to Nhoternis, to help heal us of this plague by teaching us what you know of cardeai,” Escan said.

I had not expected that. To leave Havosiherim? To travel the long road to Nhoternis with strangers? My heart quailed at the thought.

“Of course, you do not have to decide this instant,” Tyrullion said. “We are taking a few days to resupply before returning. I do not think Nhoternis can wait for your lord.”

“Of course,” I repeated. How could I go? I would be trapped in the wilderness with those who disdained me, who hated me. I would be at their mercy.

But, if I could help those sick with plague, how could I not?
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Chapter 2
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BLOOD WELLED FROM THE wound, running in rivulets down his chest, into the hollow below his arm. I pressed a wadded cloth on it, wincing as the man screamed in my ear. He twisted under my hands despite my efforts to pin him down.

“Hold him still,” the priest-healer cried, pushing forward with a bowl of water steeped with herbs. Steam curled off the liquid and the acrid smell made my eyes leak.

I leaned forward, pressing my arms on the scout’s shoulders, using all my weight to force him against the table. The healer dipped a fresh cloth into the hot liquid and laid it over the man’s face. The struggles ceased as he breathed in the vapor. I felt his heartbeat, strong and fast, under my palms.

“There, that should work for a time,” Ciall said. The old man sighed. “The steam will dull his senses.”

“And he can breathe through it?” I asked, lifting the blood-soaked cloth to glance under it. The ragged wound, caused by a brutal slip during a sparring match, was deep and long on the muscles of the scout’s chest.

“Yes, as long as the cloth is not soaked to dripping.” Ciall nudged me aside, peering at the injury. He made a noise in his throat. “Not as bad as the screaming made it appear,” he murmured. “Hold the cloth on it a while longer to let the bleeding slow, then we will pack and stitch it.”

I nodded and did as he said. The old man was the most knowledgeable healer in Havosiherim, but he mostly served as a priest. He allowed me to watch and learn, and I shadowed him when I could. It was good to learn something more of healing than what I knew. He was a kinder teacher than Servor had ever been.

“Let us see,” Ciall said after a time. 

When I lifted the pad, blood trickled instead of ran. Ciall took another bowl from one of his shelves and spread a thin layer of medicinal herbs over the raw, exposed flesh. I recognized his collection: comfrey, marigold, liverwort, calendula, chamomile. They were basic herbs. There were more that I knew and could use, but they did not grow this far north.

“The wound is ragged, but there is enough skin to stitch it closed,” I said.

Ciall nodded. “Without puckering,” he noted. “He will keep full use of his arm.”

“Perhaps he will be more careful in his choice of sparring partner in the future,” I opined, which earned me a glare.

“That is unfair. Mistakes and accidents are a part of life. They both will learn from this one,” said the priest-healer. 

Maybe so, in a place where help was readily available. I did not agree with Ciall’s casual assessment. Outside the anthehomes, a mistake like this meant death.

“So we will stitch now?” I asked, keeping my harsh words behind my teeth.

“Yes,” Ciall replied. “Bring me the curved needle and clean cord. We will soak them in the marigold solution before we use them.”

“To prevent festering,” I said, and he nodded. I went and fetched the items he requested, placing them in his hands, and watched as he soaked both and then threaded the bone needle. “I had something I wanted to ask you.”

“Yes?” He pushed the tip through the scout’s reddened skin. Despite the vapor, the man shivered and resisted, and I used my weight to hold him down. He was unconscious, but his body knew danger when it felt it.

“There is a sickness in Nhoternis, I am told. Would you know it if I told you the symptoms?”

Ciall glanced up from his task. “So they came to you first? For sickness, they should have sought me.”

“I know. I told them that.” I looked down at the wet cloth, watching the slow breathing below it move the fabric. “But could you know?”

“I might,” he said. “Ask.”

I listed the symptoms that Tyrullion and Escan had mentioned. It was no disease that I had witnessed in Caesia, but by no means did I know them all. Ciall frowned when I finished. 

“That is nothing I have ever seen,” he confessed. “If it comes from cardeai, I would not know it, but I see that you do not either.” He placed another stitch, and another. “That is why they came to you first, is it not? They think it is a cardeai illness.”

I shrugged a shoulder and said nothing.

“So I am to keep this quiet then?” he said, sighing. “Fine.” He finished the stitches and tied off the last knot. “You are a good assistant, Tylidae. I can finish here.”

“Thank you,” I answered, conflicted. I enjoyed the praise but disliked the fact that I was no closer to a solution. “If Dayeriu comes looking for me, I will be hunting.” Scrubbing the blood off my hands in the wash bucket, I picked up my effects from my allotted shelf and left.

As I ran through the forest, I wondered. A strange disease. Cardeai. Escan and Tyrullion wanted me to travel to Nhoternis with them when they finished trade negotiations with Dayeriu. What could I do against disease? I had learned some healing, but not enough for that. To ease pain, maybe; I could do that. 

I ran through the treetops a few miles from the anthehome, dead leaves brushing my face, catching my hair. An elk below bugled in pain as the wolves tore at its haunches. Its antlers tangled in the low branches, halting its flight. Late in the season for antlers; they should have dropped weeks ago. If I chased the wolves away, I could have fresh meat. But wolves made me uneasy; they were Lenos’ creatures, her guise and her eyes. As if it knew my mind, one looked up at me over its gore-streaked muzzle, eyes yellow and knowing under a mat of gray fur.

Everyone believed in the gods, or so it seemed. It would be easier to live life knowing my mistakes were my own, knowing I performed actions of my own desire. To have a god over my shoulder, prodding and poking, made me angry. What right did She have to meddle in the lives of others? Or did Lenos, god of wolves, steel, and night, insinuate herself because my parents had dedicated me to her service at birth? That was not my fault, and I refused to accept it. If anything, the gods watched from afar, or ignored the world. It did not matter either way. My name, Tylidae, meant starlit in Anilo. Teriel, my surname, meant blade. Stars in the night, a steel blade. My name was hardly evidence that the god of steel, stars, and night watched over me.

Despite my anger, the knowing gaze of the wolf chased me from my prey. I went instead to the lakeside. It was too cold to tickle fish from the water, but if I stood on a certain boulder, I could shoot them as they swam past. It was a good place to think, too, although I did that more often than I liked. I liked to burn, to work until I ached with exhaustion.

I slipped down from an oak at the edge of Havosiherim. I hated the thought of this anthehome going the way of Carfuinel, burned and empty except for the echoes of ghosts. Cardeai saw the hinterlands as their manifest destiny, and the anthelai would soon have no place in the wilds if things continued. I ran, feeling the cold burn in my lungs, down the bank. No ice yet, but soon. A pair of otters barked and scattered at my approach, sliding into the water without causing a ripple. I ignored them and climbed the boulder, winding a thread around the end of an arrow. With it, I could haul back any fish I might catch.

I stood in the weak sunlight, making sure my shadow did not cross the water, and waited. A few small fish floated past, too insignificant to bother. There were larger ones in this pool. They would not do for the whole of Havosiherim, but I hunted for myself. I felt better out in the wild, on my own, than I did in the anthehome. It was strange to eat at a table set by others every day.

There. A trout undulated under the overhang. I raised the bow and pulled the string to my ear, aimed, and released. The trout thrashed, churning the water, and I grabbed the cord as it raced through my hand. Dropping the bow, I pulled the fish up to my perch, rapped it once hard on the stone to make certain it was dead, and cleaned it with my boot knife. In the pines below the rock, I gathered some kindling and built a small fire, then sat back and smelled the trout as it cooked.

I busied myself by mending the wet fletching, pressing and drying so it would lay flat again. The string I coiled and replaced in my belt-pouch. The hot, flaky flesh burned my fingers as I ate, and I dropped the bones and skin into the coals when I finished, pushing thick mud over them with my boot heel afterward.

The wet arrow needed to be tested to make sure it would fly true. A tussock on the edge of the lake would suffice. I removed my hip quiver and set it on the ground beside me. I lifted the bow and sighted down the shaft, held a breath, and released. The fletching held, and the arrow struck the mound, sinking in half its length. Plucking it free, I set a dead branch on the tussock. It would serve as a suitable target.

From fifty paces, using the same arrow, I struck the branch in the center of a knot. I nodded, pleased. Saving wet fletching was not always successful, and useable feathers were not easy to come by once the wild goose flocks had flown away for the winter.

“Quite excellent! A very good shot.”

I knew his voice without having to turn around. Lowering the bow, I looked at the arrow still quivering in the branch. What did he want? He had come far out into the forest, a long way from Havosiherim.

“I apologize for interrupting,” Escan said as I turned. He came up beside me and took one of the arrows from the quiver on the ground. He turned it over in his hands, ran a finger over the stone point. “These are very well made,” he commented.

“They are,” I answered, careful not to let my bemusement show on my face.

“No dress today?” he asked. I glanced up at him, noted he still held my arrow. 

“I prefer breeches,” I replied. I did not like that he pretended familiarity with me. He did not know anything about me other than that I had been the Nightingale. I did not trust him, especially this close. He was a warrior, known for his strength and speed. Despite my misgivings, I felt a little embarrassed by my retort. I was not often spoken to by handsome men.

“In Nhoternis, women do not wear breeches unless they are guardians. So,” he said, “it is strange to see them here.”

“I am no guardian,” I said, “and I wear what I please.”

“I see that,” he said, handing me the arrow, turning his arm just enough so that my fingers brushed the soft skin on the inside of his wrist. It was an accident, of course. “Have you been practicing long today?”

No,” I answered, a little discomfited. “I am taking a rest from working with Ciall, the healer.”

He laughed, a pleasing, liquid sound. “This is your rest?”

I shrugged a shoulder. “Yes.” I slid the arrow back into the quiver and attached it to my belt. 

“Do not let me stop you,” Escan protested, raising his hands. “Please continue your practicing.”

“I was finished,” I told him. “I was testing the repaired fletching.” Straightening, I looked at him. “I assume you came here for a reason? I trust it was no easy task to find me.”

“It was not. It was only by luck that I spotted your fire.” He shifted his weight on the balls of his feet, encased in heavy leather boots that reached his knees. “I wanted to speak with you about traveling to Nhoternis. I know you have misgivings.” 

I walked to the target to retrieve my repaired arrow. Escan followed. He was taller than me, broader, but he moved in silence over the dried grass. “I do have misgivings. I do not understand why I am necessary. You want knowledge of cardeai,” I turned and frowned at him, “but I do not see what good it will do you.”

A mixture of disgust and unease crossed his face for the first time since I had seen him. “Raiders came from the sea some months ago. We drove them away without losing any of our own. Every last cardea fell to our blades and now we fall to their sickness. Tell me, is this the method of their vengeance?” 

I shook my head. “I have seen cardeai sick before from one illness or another, but I cannot know all possible ailments. I cannot know if they brought this with them in the raid, or even if it is curable. That should be for the healers to discover.”

The warrior-son of Nhoternis snorted. “For them to ponder and discuss, you mean, and to pray to the gods for surcease. That is all that Nhoternis’ healers have done. Havosiherim has only Ciall, and you.” Escan crossed his arms, looking away into the distance. “By blade and disease, they seek to wipe us out. To say it is to give it life and strength, but there you have it.”

We reached the branch, and he brushed his arm against mine as he pulled the arrow free and handed it to me. I stepped back, just a little, and repressed a shiver. I was not quite certain that second time had been an accident.

“That you lived among them is enough,” Escan continued. “You know their language, their weaknesses, their strengths. You are a link to that world and you might be the one that knows best, healing skills or no.”

“Nyx Devos knows as much as I do,” I countered. “Why not ask him as well?”

Escan replied, “I thought you would know more. Then Lady Dayeriu told us that the lord of Havosiherim had taken his nephew scouting and made the decision for us. 

“With your history,” Escan continued, “our own healers might be more inclined to listen to your views. Your knowledge of cardeai, your herb lore, even being a halfblood could aid them.” He turned and made his way through the trees, back toward Havosiherim. I followed, listening. “As you know, there are not many halfbloods in the world. Probably only two.” His eyes flicked to me and back to the trees. “From what we know, most do not venture inside the cardeai territories but stay on the fringes. Devos, I assumed, since he lived on the outskirts, has less knowledge than you.”

I bristled for a moment but let the truth of Escan’s words reach me. Nyx had lived on the outskirts; he had not been given the training that I had. But he had survived on his own, in a hateful land. In his place, could I have done the same? I knew he was no coward. And besides, my speech was anthelan in its cadence and pronunciations. Nyx’s voice was cardea through and through. But perhaps that did not count as much as I wished. “I was raised in Carfuinel,” I replied. “Nyx was taken to Caesia as an infant. All in all, he has lived among them longer.” 

Escan inclined his head in a gesture of acknowledgement. “Be that as it may, you are here and Devos is not.”

We were silent for a time, until the bridge leading into Havosiherim came into view. I stopped on the wooden planks and unstrung the bow, placing it in the leather loops that attached it to the side of the quiver, and placed the string into my pouch. Escan waited in the fading sunlight until I had finished, then stepped beside me once again as we made our way into the anthehome.

“I meant Devos no ill,” he said.

“I know,” I answered. I wondered at this lord’s son. He did not seem afraid of me, despite my being the first halfblood he had ever seen. The people of Havosiherim had had time to get used to Nyx and me, but to be thrust into my presence was something else entirely. He had been civil, and that, at least, earned him the same in turn. “I will have an answer for you soon.”

“Thank you.” There was real relief in his voice. “May I walk you to your tarsul?”

He stood before me with his back to the sun. I realized with swiftness that he was tall, dark, and very handsome, with his odd emerald earrings glinting in the light. “Thank you, but no,” I said with some reluctance. Admiring was different from trusting. “I have much to think about, and I would prefer to do that outside.”

“Then I will bid you farewell and hope the trees bring the answers you seek.” He bowed, deeper than my status required, and departed, leaving me alone in a lake of dry leaves and dead grass.

I climbed into a nearby oak, resting in the cradle of its limbs. The trees were a comfort to me, always, and the wind rippling the cold-killed grass across the red earth lifted my heart. The summer sun had burnt me brown and the cool autumn air kissed my skin. I knew the smell of soil and loam and rotting bits of forest; it was home, no matter where I went. Havosiherim was only a haven, for the moment, but it was not home.

I spent an hour in the low branches of that tree, thinking. I sighed, feeling tendrils of my hair fluttering against my cheek in the crisp air. I would go to Nhoternis. I had to, if there was any chance I might be able to help.

I dropped from the limb and brushed dust from my breeches. There would be weeks for thinking—journeying time from Havosiherim to Nhoternis—and I would not worry anymore on it. Picking up my effects from the base of the trunk, I headed back to my tarsul. Dayeriu was in my room when I entered, and that was unexpected. Her back was to me and she was smoothing my rabbit-fur cloak under her white hands.

“Hello,” I said, and saw the twitch in her shoulders as she turned. 

“Oh, Tylidae,” she said, a smile whisking across her face. “I had hoped to speak with you. I am quite sorry to intrude, but I did not know where else you might be, and here was as good a place to wait as any.”

“Of course,” I replied, setting my bow and quiver down on the side table near the door. I let the curtain fall closed behind me.

“Have you decided yet?”

I glanced at her, reading faint threads of worry in her face. “Yes,” I told her. “I will go.” 

If I could do nothing for the sickness, I could at least meet with Carinae, to take her measure and see what she thought of me and of Nyx. I hoped my friendship with him would not deter her. I wondered at that; if she accepted Nyx as a halfblood, was it possible she would approve of another? Or would she hate me as the rest of them did? I would like to have another friend in the anthehomes, if possible. If she was good enough for Nyx to court, I would try my best to make her like me, to give her no cause to reject him. If she was not, well, I would talk to Nyx and make him understand my objections, but, regardless, I hoped she liked me. If she did not, I believed Nyx would distance himself from her, no matter how much it hurt him. That was the last thing I wanted. His happiness was more important than my own.

Relief blossomed in her eyes. “Thank you, Tylidae. I am sorry this was brought to you, but I am glad that you are rising to meet it.” She turned and sat at my stool by the mirror, all traces of rank aside. “What will you declare?”

I shrugged a shoulder. “Escan believes this illness is caused by cardeai. I can say nothing until I know more, but I am no healer. My training was not given to healing others, only myself, and then just enough to keep my body alive. But I will tell them what I know of cardeai in any case.”

Dayeriu nodded. “So it may be. I say the raids must be stopped, or we will perish in any case. Disease or blade will take us.”

“Yes,” I said, taking a seat on the edge of my bed. I hoped someone else would have ideas; my mind could not fathom any.

“Sen Escan seems quite taken with you,” Dayeriu said.

My stomach dipped. “I think he is curious about me,” I amended, wondering. He had come all the way to the lakeside to find me, and had offered to walk me back. He had not pushed me for an answer, for a commitment. We had spoken as equals. “Nothing more.”

She frowned. “You think so little of yourself. You deserve better than that. Is it such a hard thing to think he might be attracted to you?”

“It is,” I said. “I do not know why he should be or why you would think that he might. If you have forgotten, I am a halfblood, and a former assassin at that.” I made myself curl my lips up in a wry grin. “I am not even nobility anymore, with Carfuinel gone, and he will one day be the lord of Nhoternis.”

“That does not matter,” she replied, “not to we anthelai. And he seems willing to overlook your blood and your past.”

Perhaps it was true. In the anthehomes, noble blood did not preclude one from relationships with those without, unlike cardeai custom. Even the fact that I had been the Nightingale might not matter. Though killing was abhorred, except in times of defense or hunger, I had been under the spell of the beryl. That could be an excuse for my actions. But my blood, mixed cardea and anthela, would be much harder to justify. No family would want to mix their lineage with cardeai, even as diluted as mine. There was also the fact that there had never been any mention of quarterbloods; never, in any of the annals or tomes that charted the history of the anthelai. To combat the dwindling population, children were necessary and, if I could not have them, there was no point in forming romantic entanglements. Was there?

“He might be willing,” I allowed, “but I do not think that Tyrullion would be so amenable.” 

Dayeriu rose to her feet in a single, fluid motion. Her eyes lit up as she smiled, a conspiratorial look on her face. “Sen Escan can fight that battle, if it comes to it, though I believe Lord Tyrullion thinks better of you than you imagine. He could have come alone, you know, but he brought Sen Escan here to meet you.”

I bit my lips at the shock of her words. 

“Give it a chance,” she finished, and left me before I could think of anything to say in response. The curtain swayed in the doorway in the wake, and I could not hear her footsteps as she went down the pathway.

I supposed a chance could not hurt.
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Chapter 3
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THERE WERE STORIES told in Havosiherim, stories unlike any in Carfuinel or Caesia. Separated from the other anthehomes by deep canyons and vast barren areas of briar and stone, legends evolved from wisps of mist and thought. I listened to the tales with rapt attention, hearing the glories of ancient anthela-kings wielding swords made of lightning and ash, hearing word of the creeping blackness from the stone-filled wastes to the west, and the eaters of life that spiraled the thermals on bat-like wings. They were terrible stories, nothing like the adventures of Brandin the Thief and his twisted dagger that I had heard as a child.

When not sparring or being scolded for my taciturn demeanor, I perused the small library or listened to the taleteller in the downstairs hearth-room. I sat in the back, behind the watching eyes, almost invisible. It was a good position; I could slip away in an instant if someone glanced around to see me. I was not so shy when Nyx managed to come with me, but without him, I felt very much alone.

“In the time of the white summer,” the storyteller began, standing tall before the fire in the hearth, “when the leaves refused to grow and the snow failed to relinquish its hold on the land, a party of men walked blindly to the east. The gods had not heeded their cries for aid, sustenance, or simple kindness. Indeed, the gods had turned wholly away, favoring the seedlings sprouting in the south beyond the forests.

“It was after many days of searching for deer that one man fell behind, either due to sickness or injury. Hating to leave their brother, the hunting party set up camp and waited, hungry and cold, for many days. On the fifth day, the cloud-filled sky, gray and oppressive, drew back and revealed the purple smear of twilight. From that breach, a creature flew. Some say it was winged and taloned as an eagle, others will profess it had the body of a cougar or a bear with the head of a man, and still others speak of a man's body with feathers and down, long-necked and smiling. It is unknown. The party was near to death with cold and hunger; the strange being was terrifying to them, but being hospitable, they welcomed it to the fire.

“The strange creature sat near the glowing coals, the light reflected in its great gold-green eyes, and it spoke. The voice was like gravel, like snapping trees, like the opening of the world. ‘I will save you,’ it said. ‘Build a place for me.’

“‘What place?’ said one man.

“‘Where?’ said another.

“‘Why?’ said the last.

“And the creature opened its great maw and devoured the third, for he had asked the most lethal of questions. ‘You will build a home of the earth,’ it said, ‘in the midst of the world. And I will give you life unending.’

“The others, seeing their brother eaten, were quick to agree with the creature, and they went into the midst of the world. It is said they succeeded in the goal, for the creature, the rukh, had taken them. Nothing returns from the rukh's grasp, and the creature has not been seen again. It is said that it sleeps in its home in the earth, biding its time and waiting for the world to be rebuilt to serve its whim.

“And somewhere, perhaps still serving the strange creature, are the brothers still living their endless lives.”

I stood and slipped out before the others noticed me, feeling the words circling in the corners of my mind. What a horrible thing it would be to live forever. Ceaseless, unending. Everyone would die and only I would remain, alone forever. I shivered at the thought. I wondered how the gods did it, how they sat forever in their homes, watching, listening, judging, as everything below them burned away and died in endless cycles.

I had told Escan I would go with them to Nhoternis and it was not yet time to start the journey from Havosiherim, so I set off again to put my mind at ease. There was a second place in my temporary haven that seemed to welcome me, and it was a place where I could be useful. Having packed already, there was nothing else to do but wait. And that was something at which I was neither skilled nor fond.

*    *    *
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The crisp, damp scent of crushed herbs reached my nose as I ground the pestle, feeling the scratching of stone against stone all the way through my arm. Bitter feverfew, sweet marjoram, woodsy rosemary—I made mixtures, tinctures, ointments, washes, and decoctions. It had kept my mind busy and sharp throughout the years; I had not wanted to forget the healing skills I had once learned—that one useful, worthwhile thing—from neglectfulness. All these potions I set aside in Ciall’s apothecary, waiving my right to treat the injuries or illnesses alone. Some people did not trust my hands without Ciall’s assistance, although they allowed themselves to trust in my knowledge. The chirurgery was one place where I could be useful. 

In the back room, brightened by windows carved in the living wood, I sat, surrounded by racks of plants both dried and fresh, and mixed my concoctions. The jointed wooden boxes and stoppered clay bottles were labeled in charcoal and pitch-ink by my scrawling hand, and I found myself staring in wonder at the filled shelves. I had done this, with my hands. I had made things that would help others instead of hurt them. It was still a strange feeling, after these three years, that I had the choice to aid instead of injure. This was why they had come for me, although they might not have known it. I had skills, and not just cardea knowledge. It was a good thing to know, to feel, to believe in the hollows of my heart.

In the doorway, there was sudden movement; my assassin's senses flared to life, but it was only the priest-healer. He had let me use this room, after garnering my promise that my potions would only be used for good, and, although we rarely spoke, there was a sense of acceptance between us. He taught me what he knew, and I listened.

“How are you, Tylidae?” Ciall asked. “Searching for more answers in that well-worn mortar?” He was old enough to lean on a twisted cane for support, though I had seen firsthand the strength left in his arms, and the edges of his robe brushed the floor. Light eyes, unclouded by the years, rested on me. I liked the fact that he was a pleasant fellow usually smart enough to refrain from speaking of gods and life and fate in my presence.

“Well, thank you,” I answered, tilting the mortar and scraping the last flecks of arnica root onto the parchment before me. Mixed with laurel oil, the herb would be a good ointment for bruises. I knew that the hunters always came back with their fair share.

“More ointments?” Ciall said. “We have shelves full.”

“I know. I need the practice and it helps me to think.”

Ciall shook his head, white-streaked hair catching the light. “You have gleaned from me all I know in these past years. You have devoured all the tomes we have. If you do not know it, and I do not know it, I doubt anyone here does.”

“It is a good thing to do,” I protested. “There is always something left to learn.” I looked up and eyed him. “Someone needs to reveal a cure for this plague. If it must be me, then so be it; I do not want to be caught unprepared when I see it for myself.”

“I believe that you know every plant in these wilds,” the priest said. I had worked with him for years, and he was proud of my knowledge and the credence I lent him. “This plague in Nhoternis will pass or it will not. It comes from cardeai or it does not. If you and the Nhoternis’ healers cannot find a cure, it is the will of the gods. Like wind through the leaves and water over rock.”

“Amputation,” I replied, “chirurgery, childbirth, heavy bleeding, trauma to organs or the head. I know nothing of these. There is more out there than I know.” I shook my head, angry for some reason I could not name. “This could be something rampant, Ciall. I told you the symptoms.”

Ciall blinked at me. “You are right, Tylidae. There is more in the world than you know.” He sat on the empty bed, studying a bloodstain that had seeped into the wood. “The cardeai have not brought us disease yet. They bring fire and steel and death in their wake. Why bring plague now?”

I frowned at him and at his unwillingness to listen. “The cardeai have flesh-melting, pock-marking, boil-raising, bowel-draining sicknesses. If they could bring them here, they would. Maybe now they have found a way.” The priest was ignorant; I felt the bite of anger rise in my throat.

He sighed, a sound like wind through autumn leaves still on the branch. “I have not been the healer Havosiherim needs, Tylidae, for all that I can hold down a scout and stitch his wounds. I cannot teach you more than I know and I cannot speak on issues that make little sense to me. I do not understand the cardeai or their motives. That is your realm.”

I tried to be diplomatic. “You are a priest and a healer. You do not have the time to devote to both callings, and one must fall behind.” I shook the flask of oil into which I had swept the ground arnica root and watched the specks coagulate through the open neck, then stoppered the bottle with a plug of smooth oak. “You have always seemed more of a priest to me.”
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