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      It is perhaps emblematic of my life that breakfast, the morning after I died and returned to life, was not the most awkward meal I had ever attended; though it was, I admit, within the top five. Possibly even the top three.

      There was that supper, the evening my father had returned from the (twice-reported) dead, three years afterwards, to find his wife remarried and his reputation besmirched.

      There was that breakfast, the morning after I had successfully argued that my ex-paramour Lark had written a final paper unbecoming of a Morrowlea student (and because of which she should therefore fail her final exams), and Lark had egged all the students (save for Hal alone, who had stood by me) to throw literal stones at me until I fled to the hospital wing in an access of bruised bones and broken heart.

      There was that dinner party interrupted by the cult—that meal after I found I had spent years under a curse—that lunch after my father came back again—

      And then, yes, there was this breakfast. Top five, then.

      I was glad withal that my father was safely on the other side of the Linder mountains and did not have to participate. The conversations to come, when we got home and I had to explain what happened on Mr. Dart’s and my excursion to Orio City, would be difficult enough without him actually being present through the aftermath.

      It was not an early breakfast, all things considered. I had gone to bed after my midnight resurrection, and fallen asleep with unexpected (but appreciated) ease. I woke again just after dawn, to one of those glorious early-winter mornings where hoarfrost rimed every blade of grass and holly leaf. The window had been left uncurtained, and the thin, golden light poured in, unobscured save by a high, feathery haze of clouds coming in from the west.

      The view was southerly. I took in what I could see of my surroundings curiously. I knew that we had managed to escape the prison-palace of Orio City by means of a faery islet outside the world’s bounds, and subsequently arrived at the hunting lodge of the King of Lind.

      We were therefore now somewhere in the western Linder mountains. I had never been to this part of Lind before. Hal and Marcan and I had come across the southeastern march of the country on our walking tour in the summer, and Mr. Dart and I had crossed to the north of the Crook of Lind as we travelled to Orio City—by the Lady!—less than a week ago.

      The Linder mountains, which are usually called the Crosslains on the Fiellanese side, form the border between South Fiellan, Chare, and Lind. On our side they were steep, bald-topped, and with a limited area of wooded foothills. When I was a little boy I always thought they looked like old men getting up and dropping their lap-blankets in folds around their feet.

      This side the mountains were much more relaxed in their demeanour, with long sloping flanks thickly forested. The forests seemed different from our side, lighter and yet more luxuriant. I contemplated the interplay of light and frost and shadow. On our side most of the trees had lost their leaves, except for a few lingering oaks and the semi-evergreen Tillarny limes in the Woods Noirell. Here the mountains had stretches of dark green conifers and soft brownish-grey deciduous trees interspersed with great splashes of brilliant yellow larches.

      After the gloom and grime of fog-bound Orio City, the sunlight and the bright blue sky overhead was altogether marvellous. I fiddled with the stiff latch of my window until I could open it and breathe in the crisp air. Someone in the distance was making charcoal; I could see the smoke rising in a steady leftward twist from the fold of two hills. Closer-to was sweet-smelling woodsmoke.

      Wood doves cooed to each other, drawing my eye down from the white-tipped mountains to the forecourt below me. Three or four birds, soft grey and fawn, moved and murmured in the gravelly space below me, pecking at lumps of horse manure. They moved like the prayer-birds in the dead space between this life and the entry-way to the world to come.

      Would I ever be able to look at this world again and not see that other place? I watched the birds, content in the moment, in the thought that surely I could not.

      In that place beyond, I had met Ariadne nev Lingarel, the disgraced governor and great poet. She had found salvation in the architecture of the prison in which she was incarcerated, and grace (such a great mystery!) in the response of those who read, and loved, her poem in the years since. Even me. Especially me, she had said; she had waited to greet me on that side of the passageway.

      My thoughts touched on that, then lifted away again, embarrassed in a way I had not been there. It was excruciatingly difficult even to imagine meeting soul to soul, here and now on this side. There it had been—not easy, precisely, but there had been time and patience enough to wait until the soul was ready and able to face itself, and others, clearly.

      Those Mountains were the home of the soul, and in the Wood of Spiritual Refreshment between our lives here and the Mountains there lay all that was necessary for us to be able to reach them. For someone who had not felt at home in himself, let alone in any particular place, since childhood, this was truly a grace unfathomable. I wished I knew what I was to do with it.

      I glanced around the room, but could not see my copy of On Being Incarcerated in Orio Prison. I hoped Violet or Mr. Dart had claimed it, during our tumble-down exit from the fey island linking prison and hunting lodge.

      I considered the Linder mountains again. The air was thin and cold and splendid.

      It was actually Violet’s copy I had been using to decipher our path. Mine would be with my other belongings in our coach, wherever that was at the moment.

      Eyes on the wood doves, I prayed to the Lady, Her face unclear in my mind but my heart singing with the memory of Her, that when I forgot, as I inevitably would forget, that I would be reminded of the Mountains and the true home of the soul.

      Down below me a thickset middle-aged man dressed in well-worn leathers came around a corner with two shaggy-haired deerhounds beside him. The tall dogs were scenting the air, taking delight in scattering the wood pigeons, one taking a moment to mark his territory. I smiled at them, their unconscious beauty of movement, their elegant lines. One turned its head up to look at me, ears pricked forward in eager interest.

      The handler called from the next corner, and the dogs left off their investigations to trot obediently away. I let out a deep breath and realized I was hungry.
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      My room was not large, nor excessively luxurious, but it was well-appointed in a rusticating-lord sort of way. The bed was a sturdy four-poster with heavy damask curtains in green and brown, a down quilt and a well-sprung mattress underneath. An ewer and washbasin to one side had lukewarm water in it, evidence that a servant had entered and exited my room before I had woken. The fire was newly-lit as well.

      I poked around and discovered my clothing on a chair, cleaned and neatly folded. I considered this even as I found the materials for shaving in a drawer on the washbasin stand and meditatively worked to lather the soap. I was wearing a plain linen nightshirt, loose and large on me, undoubtedly borrowed from the household. I felt surprisingly clean given all the dust and grime of our adventure in the palace-prison.

      It was only when I was nearly finished shaving, with the assistance of a small and somewhat warped hand-mirror, that I realized that someone must have washed my body as part of the laying-out rites.

      It was a … disconcerting thought.

      I finished my ablutions and changed into my clothes: dun breeches and white shirt, dark blue waistcoat and medium-blue coat. A cravat, tied in the Mathematical style at my neck and a pair of newly-polished if very well-worn boots on my feet completed the outfit. I gathered my hair back into a queue with a black ribbon I found next to the hairbrush in the drawer, wished for a toothbrush of some form, and folded the borrowed nightshirt over the back of the room’s chair.

      There was nothing else belonging to me in sight. This included, alas, a distinct lack of my hat, which had probably fallen off at some point in our journey. My boot-knife was in my boot, and everything else had been with the coach we had been preventing from reaching by our capture.

      My stomach rumbled, and I tentatively opened the door. The warm water and the lit fire suggested that the servants, at least, anticipated the unexpected guests might arise soon, and that led me to hope for breakfast.

      I had never been in this sort of place before. I wandered down the hall, admiring details of the interior architecture and trying to piece together how it fit with the palace-prison. It was not so elaborately decorated, but there were hints, here and there, of repeated motifs in the carved wooden doorways and in the subtle changes of stone walls and floor.

      I doubted I would ever have thought to look for such patterns if I had not had Ariadne nev Lingarel’s poem to guide me through the ones in the palace-prison, and the new knowledge that the hunting lodge was connected magically as well as architecturally to that building.

      The hall took me down two sides of a square gallery to the head of a staircase, whose bannisters were beautifully shaped and had richly carved finials displaying a series of gargoyle and goblin-like forms. I examined them for a few minutes, tracing out the underlying spiral snake, wondering how Irany had persuaded the workmen to build what she needed without revealing what she was doing.

      “The breakfast room is downstairs and three doors to the left, sir,” a voice said.

      I looked up to see a middle-aged woman in an apron. She was regarding me with polite deference, no awe or distrust in sight. She didn’t seem surprised to find me there, so presumably she knew of the strange arrival of half-a-dozen mostly-strangers, but perhaps not the odd miracle in the middle of the night.

      “Thank you,” I said, sketching a bow. “And good morning.”

      She shook her head and turned away, but she was smiling at my foolishness as she did so, so I counted that a small victory.

      I found the breakfast room, which relieved me by being laid out quite similarly to the Darts’. I might of late have become the Viscount St-Noire, and I had learned appropriate manners from my mother and at Morrowlea, but I was not yet accustomed to moving in these sorts of circles.

      Still, I was glad it was only the hunting lodge of the king of Lind, and that said King of Lind did not appear to be in residence. (I expected our reception the night before would have gone rather differently had he been so.) No one else was there, as it happened, when I entered, but I was quickly followed by a young maid-servant in a starched cap and clean white pinny.

      “Good morning, sorr,” she said with a rolling burr of an accent. “Coffee?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “There’s porridge and toast and kippers and sauces to come,” she added, moving around to a sideboard where cups and saucers were laid out. “His highness likes a good breakfast of a morning, he does, when he’s hunting.”

      It took me a moment to remember that Marcan—studious, religious, heartily athletic Marcan—was the second son of the King of Lind, and therefore his highness. When he wasn’t the Count of Westmoor. I confess I didn’t quite understand the titling conventions at work here.

      “He does like a good breakfast,” I agreed, remembering many such meals at Morrowlea. His sporting demeanour—Marcan was partial to the javelin and other field sports, as well as rowing and rugger—and corresponding appetite were legendary among our cohort. “We were at university together, he and I.”

      She bobbed an agreeable curtsey. “It was a sore surprise for you to arrive so unexpectedly in the night! And no carriage neither?”

      “We did go a little astray of our intended route,” I said to this indirect question. “Cream, if you please. Are you from around her, miss?”

      She blushed. “Aye, sorr. Born and bred down in the village.”

      “I’m from Ragnor Bella, over the mountains. Are we far from the pass over to the Coombe, do you know?”

      She held the cream jug, which was surprisingly enough a whimsical piece in the shape of a sheepish-looking cow, and considered this carefully. “I think the road goes there, aye, sorr. Perhaps fifteen miles? Twenty? I’ve never been that far, sorry, sorr.”

      Until I had gone to Morrowlea, I had never been farther than fifteen miles from home, either. Except that one trip across the Leap with my father. I smiled at her. “Thank you. Has there been snow up in the mountains, do you know?”

      “Aye sorr, but not so much to bring the game down yet,” she said, more confident at this question. “The master huntsman said there’s weather coming, but. His highness is most eager for the mountain goats.”

      It seemed strange to me that Marcan would so relish hunting. But then again he was sporting, in all senses of the word, and the Lady of the Green and White had her Huntsman at her side.

      (Though … not when I saw Her. Which did nothing to put to rest the question of whether the Hunter in Green traipsing around the hills and forests surrounding Ragnor Bella was the divinity, or someone mumming the part. I was inclined to think it wholly a disguise, but I didn’t know that for certain and it seemed prudent to behave circumspectly.)

      I thanked the maid for the coffee, when she eventually surrendered the cream jug to my use, and asked for toast as a safe thing to start with. I disliked kippers and wasn’t at all sure what sauces meant when it came to breakfast foods in Lind.

      Before I had even begun adding sugar to the tar-thick brew I had been given the rest of my party began to straggle in. First was Mr. Dart, who stopped in the doorway to regard me with a somewhat resigned expression. “I half-hoped, this morning, that the whole sequence of events of the past two days was a dream.”

      Mr. Dart is not a morning person. He looked so awake that I guessed he hadn’t slept at all. I pushed my cup over to him. “You seem as if you might need this more than me.”

      “You do look disgustingly awake for someone who was dead most of yesterday.” But he accepted the cup and took a long draught, shuddering as he did so. “Vile stuff. They should add chocolate and sugar as they did at that coffeeshop in Tara.”

      “It’s a style I’m sure Mrs. Jarnem the Sweet would take much delight in you bringing to fashion.”

      He sat down opposite me. He was wearing his plum and grey suit, and clearly the  hunting lodge servants had been busy through the night with their laundering, for it, too, was freshly clean and pressed. Even the grey sling cradling his petrified arm had neat creases down its centre line.

      The pensive look suddenly cleared, and he gave me a penetrating glance, eyes a sharp, bright, blue. “I am glad to see you, Jemis, notwithstanding the spiritual upheaval you have thrown us into.”

      “The Lady was—” but the door opened on Marcan, and I stood to greet my friend and involuntary host properly. “Good morning, Marcan—your highness, that is.”

      He scowled at me and flung himself down into the hefty seat at the head of the table. He didn’t look like he had slept, either. “None of that nonsense, Jemis. If you are Jemis.”

      “Oh, this is Jemis, all right,” Mr. Dart said, grinning at me. “No one else could have quite that matter-of-fact air about referencing the sweet-shop seller in Ragnor Bella.”

      The maid came back with my plate of toast, presented Marcan with another bobbing curtsy, and set down the toast on the counter so she could serve him with coffee. He greeted her politely and said that ‘his friend here’ would like the Linder sauces for breakfast.

      “Very good, sorr,” she said, then blushed and curtsied again. “Your highness, sorry, sorr.”’

      He waved her off. “No matter that, Clara. Tell Master Swentin that I won’t be hunting this morning. I must see to my guests.”

      “I do thank you for your hospitality,” I said on this reminder.

      “It’s not as if you gave me any choice,” he grumbled. “Falling out of nowhere into my bedroom, dying, coming back to life … I’ve spent the night praying, I’ll have you know.”

      I thought of all those white prayer-birds. “I do know. Thank you.”

      He shifted uneasily. “Yes. Well. I’ll be speaking to the Archbishop of this. What is your direction?”

      “We’re on our way home to South Fiellan,” Mr. Dart said. “Is the pass over to the Coombe still open, do you know? Are we far from it?”

      “It’s about fifteen miles north from here,” Marcan replied, thus proving Clara to be quite correct. “There’s been snow on the heights but the passes should still be open, if you hasten. Swentin said there’s bad weather coming down. You might want to go all the way north and cross over the Crook.”

      Mr. Dart glanced at me. I shrugged, as aware as he that it was all too likely that the Indrillines would have sent out their forces to intercept us. We would be coming from an entirely unexpected direction, and might indeed manage to pass behind them if we were lucky, but that was not a sort of luck I had ever had much truckle with. Games of chance, yes. Chances with life, no.

      “We’ll discuss it with the others,” Mr. Dart said, and obviously changed the subject. “What sort of hunting do you have here? Bear? Boar? Stags?”

      Marcan leaned forward enthusiastically. “All of that and more. Mountain sheep, too, and chamois. There are even a few cougars in the upper ranges. Do you hunt?”

      “Fish, rather. We have salmon and trout—”

      “Salmon come so far up the Rag? We don’t have them this side of the mountains, alas—”

      And they were off.

      I smirked at Mr. Dart over my now refilled cup of coffee, thinking of all his invitations to go poaching, which was a sport everyone in our barony partook in at some point or another. Well, everyone but the actual owners of the river-rights, which consisted of the baron, Mr. Dart’s brother the Squire of Dartington, and my uncle. Everyone else nominally rented certain rights but actually poached from the good pools on the baron’s private stretch.

      This relentlessly ordinary conversation was interrupted by the arrival of, first, Violet, followed closely by Hal, and thirdly by Jullanar Maebh. The former two came in, greeted Mr. Dart and Marcan with grave (so to speak) courtesy, and smiled uncertainly at me. Neither appeared to have slept well either.

      I was about to ask Violet after her brother, whom I had not yet properly met, when Jullanar Maebh, who had moved to curtsy to Marcan, caught sight of me and emitted a short piercing scream. Quite as if she’d seen a ghost.

      I startled, half standing to return the salutations, and stared at her. She lifted her hand to her mouth, eyes wide and fearful. “Dear Lady. Can—dear goddess—I don’t—I can’t—”

      “Good morning,” I tried.

      Mr. Dart buffeted me in the arm. “It’s all right, cousin. He’s alive.”

      “He isn’t,” she insisted. “I laid out his body. I’ve laid out bodies before. He was dead.”

      “It was a miracle,” I offered.

      “Sit down and be quiet, Mr. Greenwing,” Mr. Dart ordered sharply, eyes flashing a colour I could not quite name. The air shivered around him, but I wasn’t sure if anyone noticed besides Hal, who raised his eyebrow briefly, and perhaps Violet, who frowned.

      Mr. Dart walked around the table and took his cousin’s—really his niece’s—arm to lead her gently but firmly from the room, talking intently in an undertone the while.

      I sat down obediently, then smiled apologetically at Violet, who was still just taking her seat. “Mr. Dart is coming to be more decisive of late, or so I’ve discovered. It must be our Morrowlea influence; Stoneybridge appears to have been much more reserved.”

      Marcan said, “You’re actually Jemis Greenwi—Wait. Do you mean your Mr. Dart went to Stoneybridge?”
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      I have to admit that never in my life before had anyone been more startled by Mr. Dart’s name than my own. I was still greatly under the influence of spiritual peace: I found it gratifying.

      “Yes. He read History at Stoneybridge.”

      Marcan gave every evidence of awe. “He wrote the most amazing paper on the campaigns under the Emperor Eritanyr—oh! I had no idea he was just our age. My tutor said he’d been offered a fellowship at Tara. She desperately wanted him for our faculty, but didn’t expect he’d pass up a full fellowship there. Who would!”

      “Mm,” I replied, thinking of Mr. Dart’s mixed behaviour at Tara, but Marcan wasn’t attending.

      “I was sure he was already on his second degree at Stoneybridge. Lady, I must have read half of his term papers! I can’t believe it. There was a truly incredible account of the Orkaty campaign in last spring’s Journal of Astandalan History. So much has been written on it, of course, what with the extraordinary courage and fortitude shown by Major Jack Greenwing under the command of General Halioren, but Mr. Dart’s paper—”

      He shook his head in wonder. “And then that essay on the Gainsgooding Campaign, which he did in conjunction with some colleague studying Classical Shaian poetry supplying the translations.”

      He frowned suddenly at me. I assumed this was in some reflection on the fact that said Major Jack Greenwing was my father, but no. “You spent half of second year on those poems, in correspondence with your friend at Stoneybridge.”

      I hadn’t realized Mr. Dart had actually put our results in for publication. Mind, he might well have told me at some point when I was deep under the influence of the wireweed and consequently unheeding of outside concerns. “Yes? That was this Mr. Dart.”

      “Those are good translations,” he said grudgingly. “Mind you, pretty well all the historians think you went rather too far into the abstruse with your decipherments of their so-called esoteric meanings.”

      I had forgotten how bull-dogged Marcan could be about the facts, and only the facts, Jemis. It always amazed me how devout he was at the same time. I suppose if you accepted the tenets of faith as axioms, then a strict adherence to dogma made sense.

      Still, I was mightily pleased that I now actually had proof of my process. “We just escaped Orio Prison by exactly the same method of analysis, though the subject was Ariadne nev Lingarel’s On Being Incarcerated in Orio Prison, not one of the Gainsgooding poems. Albeit I think she might have been one of the undiscovered conspirators—”

      “Dear Lady, not that bloody poem again. Hal, how can you stand this? You heard even more about that poem than the rest of us.”

      Hal sipped from his coffee with ducal equanimity. “I have to admit that Jemis did manage to provide us a means of escaping the reputedly inescapable prison with only the poem and his studies of the architect’s works in the Archives.”

      “Well, there you have it,” Marcan said triumphantly.

      I stole my cup back from Mr. Dart’s place and rallied arguments, unreal as they seemed at the moment, and wholly unnecessary in the event, as the door opened on the maid, bringing a tray of dishes to set on the table.

      She set a platter of sausages in front of me, along with a fresh plate of toast. “Here you go, sorr, Linder sauces. M’lady, what would you like? There’s toast, and kippers, and sauces, and porridge.”

      “Porridge, thank you,” Violet replied demurely. “I must thank you, Marcan, for your hospitality. I’m afraid I didn’t greet you properly last night.”

      Marcan nodded, a little stiffly. He’d been there, of course, for the disastrous end of our Morrowlea education, when he and Hal had stood by me—and Violet by Lark. “Is your brother feeling better this morning?” he asked carefully. “I hope the physician was able to be of assistance, though we’re limited in our resources here.”

      She glanced at me and Hal. “The physician suggested his ailments would be best served by taking him to the Halls of Healing, on Nên Corovel. I would like that very much.” Her voice faltered. I tried to remember what I’d learned about her brother, and by extension herself, back in the prison. It was not that I didn’t recall it, precisely, but that everything from before my death felt … remote.

      The Halls of Healing on Nên Corovel were the premier school of medicine on Alinor. I wasn’t sure if they were simply located near, or actually were a part of, the Lady of Alinor’s court there. The Isle had been noted for healing waters for many, many centuries.

      Long before the coming of the Empire there had been stories about sacred wells and magic flowers and unicorns and all sorts of similar wonders. The Summer Country, it was named in many stories. The Rainbow-Girt Isle in others. Once, it was said, it had floated around the world on the back of a whale.

      My father had been healed there, after being rescued in the summer from the pirate ship on which he had been enslaved.

      I let the conversation flow around me as I attended to the ‘sauces’, which were quite delicious, flavoured with a herb I didn’t recognize. In a quiet moment I leaned over to Hal, who sat next to me, and asked him if he knew what it was. It was something like thyme, but a little saltier and with a hint of parsley or something like it.

      “Summer savoury, I believe,” he said after taking a bite. “These are good.”

      He had gone for the kippers, which looked delicious. They always tempted me, when I saw them, but I always regretted them afterwards.

      “I like the gravy, too,” I said, wishing I dared use the bread to sop it up.

      “That would be most appreciated, Marcan, thank you,” Violet said gratefully. Hal and I both turned enquiringly to her.

      “Marcan’s offered us the use of his carriage,” she explained. “We should be able to take a ship safely from one of the free ports along the Arcadian coast. Ru’s too unwell to ride, I fear.”

      Ah yes, her brother’s name was Ruaridh … and he was the son and heir of the Lady of Alinor.

      The knowledge slid into place easily, then sat there awkwardly.

      Violet, whom I had thought an Indrilline spy, was instead a spy for the Lady of Alinor on the Indrillines. And the Lady had been keeping herself remote and reluctant to act against the growing might of the Indrillines not only because of her attention being focused on their rival criminal gang, the Knockermen, who had pirate fleets in the Northern Sea, but also because her heir Ruaridh had been held hostage in the prison of Orio City for the past six years.

      Mr. Dart and Hal would have a far better sense than I what might change in the world as a result of this rescue. I have to admit that I was more interested by the realization that this meant that Violet was actually someone I could appropriately court. I would have done so regardless, but I couldn’t pretend it wouldn’t make it easier all round.

      The daughter of the Lady of Alinor was more than a tad high for me, in fact—except that I was the Viscount St-Noire, according to Hal second-most-eligible bachelor of Northwest Oriole after himself, and surely that had to be good for something.

      Hal elbowed me. “Jemis, stop smiling like that.”

      I blinked at him. “How was I smiling?”

      He hesitated, which I took to mean that I was showing too much emotion too nakedly. From his relieved expression when I straightened my expression, it was too close a reminder of last night’s miracle. I wanted to sing out to the heavens that I had seen the heavens, and how goodly they were indeed; but that was not how well-educated young gentlemen of our day behaved.

      “You’ll have to leave soon, then, if you want to catch a ship before the season’s over,” Marcan said. He looked over at Hal and me. “What are your plans? Not to say that you may not stay here a while, if you’d like,” he added, less enthusiastically.

      I repressed an amused snort. Hal simply nodded and replied at face value. “Thank you, but I do need to return to Fillering Pool as quickly as possible. There have been some strange developments this past week, and I must confer with my advisors.” He gave an oblique smile at Violet. “I shall have to make some adjustments to the list of invitations for our Winterturn Ball, at the very least. You’re coming, I hope, Marcan?”

      “My father won’t give me permission to take orders before I come of age,” Marcan said glumly, which was evidently the agreement Hal expected, for he simply clouted him on the shoulder.

      “Our hunting’s not so fine as your mountains, but we do have some excellent deer.”

      Marcan nodded more happily. “Well, that’s all right then! So you’re headed north, over the Crook?”

      “And my party to the pass to the Coombe,” I put in, “if we can make it before the snow closes it in.”

      “You’ll want to get mules at Finoury’s Inn, in that case. Let me think.”

      We all continued with our meals as he pondered. Clara wandered in and refilled everyone’s coffee, stating in a desultory sort of way that our other guests were dining in their rooms. I hoped Jullanar Maebh  recovered from her fright soon. I didn’t think I was at fault, precisely, but obviously it was my doing she was so overtaken.

      “I have it,” Marcan said after a moment. “Violet, you and your brother will take the carriage south—I’ll give you a letter of recommendation in case anyone stops to enquire why you have it. You may meet my father on the way, he’s coming up for a week’s hunting some time soon. I’m afraid I don’t have any riding horses to spare for the rest of you. I know Jemis doesn’t mind going longshank, and Hal, of course you walked with us from Morrowlea, but we shouldn’t subject Mr. Dart’s cousin to the exertion. If you will pardon the indignity, I will direct the carter to take you all in the heavy dray towards Finoury’s Inn, where Hal can collect the stagecoach or a hack, and Jemis’s party can hire mules to take them over the pass.”

      We all agreed to this reasonable suggestion, and shortly after broke up our grouping to tell the rest of our party the plan and collect our few belongings together. I had nothing at all, and after informing Mr. Dart that we would be leaving in an hour or so, I wandered along the upper hallway examining the carvings.

      I encountered Violet at the far end of the gallery. She had just come out of a door as I turned the corner, and startled badly.

      “Violet,” I said, sweeping her one of my foolish be-curlicued bows and giving her what I hoped was an engaging smile.

      “Jemis,” she replied severely, though there was a hint of a dimple at the corner of her mouth.

      I wasn’t sure what to say. I had given last night the messages I had been entrusted with, from various late relations, but once spoken the news had faded out of my mind; they were not my secrets to know, or to keep, only to pass on. Violet’s had been from a grandmother, I remembered vaguely, but nothing else.

      “It was a beautiful place, where you were?” Violet asked suddenly. “On the other side.”

      I leaned up against the gallery balustrade. The upper floor of the lodge was arranged in a square around a central two-storey space. It was all very solid and material. “It was,” I agreed. “There was a forest, and a stream, and flowers. The Mountains in the distance.”

      “And Ariadne nev Lingarel waiting for you.”

      I smiled at her, the delight thrilling through me again, the mystery and the grace of that encounter. “Yes. I don’t understand it, you know. I’ve never read much theology. I met her, and we talked, then she went on to the Mountains and I went to a kind of glade where I saw my mother and stepfather and the others and talked with them.”

      She was silent for a few minutes, looking down. I waited patiently. Finally she said, “And was that Heaven, do you think?”

      “The Mountains are our true home,” I said with the certainty I had felt on seeing them. “The forest there … Ariadne called it the Wood of Spiritual Refreshment. She said it takes everyone different lengths of time to be ready to go on. I know I would have been there a while … She said she hadn’t been a good person, in this life, and it was only through her poetry that she learned her way to the Mountains. The Lady said that no one who desired the Mountains would be left behind.”

      Violet looked up at me, and I recalled the deep secret she had given as coin for her passage through the Labyrinth of Ihuranuë, that her brother’s long imprisonment and consequent broken health were the result of an ill-judged and ill-spirited prank of hers.

      I judged it best to change the subject.

      “I think you’d look very well in the dress Ariadne was wearing,” I blurted out without thinking further. “It was very simple—a columnar skirt, gathered under the bodice, with a sort of square neck—”

      She burst out laughing. “Are you truly giving me fashion advice from the afterlife? Oh, Jemis!”

      I blushed, but laughed along with her. “It was a lovely dress. I remember wishing it had been in fashion.”

      “I’ve seen pictures of that period. They can be most flattering garments.”

      “And not current style anywhere at the moment.”

      “A point to be considered, certainly,” she replied, eyes dancing.

      “Violet,” I said impulsively, “may I write to you?”

      Her face went still and sober immediately. “Jemis …”

      “Violet,” I said again, “you told me I shouldn’t trust you, that things were not as they seem. But now I know that you’re on the Lady’s side—”

      “It remains to be seen whether she will let me stay at her side.”

      We were speaking of two different Ladies, one the Lady of the Green and White, the goddess, the other the human great mage who was Lady of Alinor. I changed tack to that thought. “She’s your mother.”

      “She’s the Lady of Alinor first,” Violet replied shortly.

      I remembered the dark-skinned woman Mr. Dart and I had encountered in the Lady’s Pools in the Coombe, my first weekend back in Ragnor Bella, when Violet had been haunting the barony (so to speak) with a red herring pie. That woman had laughed merrily on seeing us nearly fall into the Lady’s Pool before her; and who was she meeting there, if not her daughter the spy?

      “Still,” I said. “Will you tell me, please, if your heart cannot incline in my direction? I will not belabour it if it belongs to another—or to none at all, of course.”

      Violet sighed. “Oh, Jemis, you know it doesn’t.”

      We looked at each other. I smiled at her resigned declaration, hardly the stuff of romantic legend but still—but still!—

      “For yourself, Violet, disregarding all the rest, may I write to you?”

      “I can hardly disregard all the rest, and neither can you, my lord viscount! But—” She reached out her hand to me, and I took it as gently as I could with both of mine. Her Crimson Lake ring and mine flashed in the sunlight coming in some high window behind us. “Oh, Jemis, yes, you may write to me.”

      And she smiled, so my heart turned quite over.

      Never letting my eyes stray from hers, I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed it.

      “And here I had thought that only the mountains and Ariadne nev Lingarel’s poem would show me the way back to that other country of our souls,” I said.

      “Oh, Jemis,” said Violet, laughing. “You are such a romantic.”
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      It was a gorgeously beautiful day, golden sunlight illuminating the yellow larches and striking the grey-brown bark of winter-bare trees into tender magnificence. Over the mountains white clouds were starting to pile up, but they were nothing like the dreary close fog of Orio City.

      I would have dearly liked to go for a long run through the countryside, exploring the wooded slopes, but alas, that was not to be. Instead Jullanar Maebh, Hal, Mr. Dart, Violet, and I gathered in the stone-paved court in front of the hunting lodge to say our farewells.

      The invalid Ruaridh had already been settled into the carriage. He was so swaddled with blankets and hot bricks that I could see nothing much of him but a dim blur of sallow features. He did not look well, as might be expected of someone recently rescued from six years a prisoner in an oubliette, abused for his magic as well as his political capital.

      Violet stood with her hand on the door of the carriage. “Thank you, Marcan,” she said gravely, curtseying politely to him. She nodded to Hal and Mr. Dart, smiled at Jullanar Maebh, and gave me a long look. “Safe travels, everyone. Thank you for your assistance.”

      I bowed, unable to stop the smile from creeping onto my face. She shook her head, sighing, and said, “Oh, Jemis,” but before she turned to enter the carriage I saw the dimple at the corner of her mouth make its appearance, and did not mind in the least.
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      Our cart was nothing like the smart gig Violet and Ruaridh had borrowed from Marcan. It was a hefty beer wagon, in fact, drawn by four heavy horses with blue roan colouring and dramatic white feathers. The carter was an older man, careworn and careless in his clothing, who held the reins with a negligent hand and disdained more than the most basic of greetings.

      “In t’back w’ye,” he slurred, though that might have been his accent.

      We clambered in, Jullanar Maebh with some visible discomfort, and settled our best on lumpy piles of dusty sacks sandwiched between barrels. Marcan had said something vague about replenishing supplies from down the valley before his father the king arrived. I was glad, withal, that there was a purpose in the carter’s journey besides simply depositing us at Finoury’s Inn. He did not seem the type to relish pointless journeys on behalf of the gentry. Not that I could blame him for that in the least.

      The carter clucked to the horses, which set off at a steady plod. The first part of our route took us through a heavy forest, mostly evergreens mixed with the yellow larches. The air was crisp, promising the coming season, but still just barely autumnal rather than wintry. It was hard to believe it was barely three weeks until Winterturn began with the solstice.

      I settled back on my sacks and tried to think about all the things that might come about as a result of our adventures in Orio City, but they were on the other side of last night’s miracle, and remote as a book I had read some time ago. Violet’s smile when she said I might write to her was much more present, and I could not help but fall into daydreams of what I would say to her on our next meeting.

      Hal and Mr. Dart and Jullanar Maebh started talking about their various areas of study—Mr. Dart was embarrassed at the report of Marcan’s enthusiasm for his scholarly prowess—which was a conversation I did not feel a strong need to participate in. They already all knew what I had studied, and though I didn’t know Jullanar Maebh well as of yet, I was sure there would be plenty of opportunities to hear more about the scientific properties of water at some point.

      We descended steeply through the trees. The spruces and larch gave way to holly and oak and bare-branched ash, and the air, still crisp, grew richer with the scent of decaying leaves. I watched various small birds flit across our path, not able to identify more than the most obvious sparrows and robins, enjoying the songs filling the air.

      As the track levelled out and joined another, wider one, the horses picked up their pace and began a steady smooth trot. I eyed the speed with which various elements of the landscape passed us and decided they were now going faster than my walking pace, but still slower than my running speed.

      Would it be tremendously rude of me to leave them to the ride and run ahead on foot?

      Hal caught my eye and shook his head silently, but with amusement on his features. I sighed, then grinned at him—I probably was that obvious—and entered into the conversation, which was now on the subject of Winterturn holiday traditions.

      Jullanar Maebh’s account of Outer Reaches traditions was somewhat wistful. Mr. Dart was very attentive, asking questions about specificities, but it did not seem to occur to his newly-discovered relative that he might wish to ensure that her first holiday with her father’s family was not entirely alien.

      I thought her account of a candle-lit carolling ceremony one that sounded splendid and well worth adopting in our region. It did not seem unlikely that my father could be persuaded to participate in it. As a child we had gone to Arguty Manor for the feast-day meal itself, and otherwise decorated our cottage with greenery and candles in honour of the Lady of Winter according to my mother’s Woods-Noirell customs.

      Mr. Buchance, my stepfather, was from Chare, and had brought mostly food-related traditions. Not that I could say anything against the spiced cookies and festival pies he had introduced to our family (and by way of his second wife’s brother, the town baker, to the town at large).

      “My Winterturn this year will be focused on the coming-of-age ball,” Hal said, almost glumly, but he brightened when he went on. “We have a family meal in the morning of the solstice, and there’s always a great feast in the evening for all the surrounding gentry, with carolling and bonfires outside for the tenantry, and usually several roast deer. Before the Fall we used to have a full winter fair, with entertainment and booths and people coming from all around. I decided to start that again—we’re going to have so many guests for the ball, I thought we might as well give them something to do besides send their sisters and daughters to woo me.”

      Jullanar Maebh gave him a doubtful glance. “Are you so very eligible, then?”

      Hal grinned at her, realizing a moment before I did that she evidently had not yet discovered his rank. “I am, alas! I see I have somehow managed not to introduce myself properly—Halioren Leaveringham,” (pronounced Lingham), “Duke Imperial of Fillering Pool, at your service, Miss Dart.”

      She stared at him, nonplussed. “You’re the Duke of Fillering Pool?”

      “In the flesh,” Hal replied.

      “I’ve read about you in the New Salon. I had no—we’re sitting in a cart!”

      I glanced up at the carter, who did not appear to be paying the slightest bit of attention to us and our conversation. He was slouching with a distinct sideways tilt on his bench, and at some point while I’d been daydreaming had pulled out a large flask. The horses, thankfully, seemed to know where they were going, and went along smartly with little direction from their driver.

      At least I hoped they knew where they were going. The road was fairly well-travelled, at any rate, if the increasing number of ruts were anything to go by.

      Hal laughed. “I did go to Morrowlea, you know. And Jemis is not the only one who finds his name in the New Salon with regularity.”

      “Alas,” I muttered.

      Jullanar Maebh shook her head in amazement. “And they didn’t know?”

      Hal gave me a speculative glance. “Jemis, did you? Tell us honestly, now! I know Marcan didn’t—I knew of his name, and he mine, of course, but we’d never met, and neither Marcan nor Hal are such odd names as to make us think immediately of each other.”

      Jemis, on the other hand, was very unusual in our part of the world, although until recently only my father was famous.

      I thought back to my first encounter with my new roommate. I had been so grateful for his friendliness, barely regarding how his accent and colouring and general demeanour all betokened ‘good breeding’. Albeit I had noticed how he had treated the simple act of picking up a tray with his meal on it, in the college refectory, as an adventure of the highest order.

      “I knew he was well-bred,” I replied. “Obviously of good wealth and standing—but did I ever for a moment think to myself, ‘Ah yes, this must be the Duke of Fillering Pool’?—no! It never crossed my mind. After about the first week I honestly didn’t think about what his people might be. I didn’t want to talk about mine, not if I didn’t have to, and it was against the rules besides.”

      Hal gave me a brilliant flashing smile, relief and pleasure evident in it.

      He had told me at some point that he had chosen Morrowlea because he wanted to know who he was without all the trappings of rank. He had been seven when he became the duke, surrounded his whole life by privilege and wealth.

      (I had chosen Morrowlea to get out from the shadow of my father’s name, whom I loved and mourned and respected, and who was considered once one of the greatest heroes, and then one of the greatest traitors, in late Astandalan history.)

      “Morrowlea sounds much more interesting than Tara,” Jullanar Maebh said.

      I agreed, but it was hardly polite to say so, so I offered, “I don’t think we had anyone teaching about water. It’s landlocked, of course.”

      “The department of Natural Philosophy is excellent,” Hal opined. “Of course, I’m biased as Botany falls into its demesne, but I am considered a reasonable judge, I’ll have you—oh!”

      The right front wheel of the cart crashed suddenly down into a hole, jolting us all out of our seats and knocking half the barrels out of the wagon. The carter swore and dropped the reins.  One of the barrels bounced forward and knocked against the rearward horse. It squealed and lunged forward, scaring the others into bolting.

      We lurched. The carter swore. I grabbed the side of the wagon and nearly swallowed my tongue when with a loud tortured whine the harness snapped and the whole front of the wagon dropped.

      The carter swore some more. More barrels fell out. Jullanar Maebh had to scramble not to be tumbled out with them. I grabbed at her even as Hal fell towards Mr. Dart, whose stone arm seemed to be caught between the side and another barrel, but this movement unbalanced everything and with another crack the whole wagon tilted up and over and tumbled us unceremoniously out onto the ground.

      Something clouted me on the elbow, and I swore breathlessly before remembering the presence of Jullanar Maebh. She herself was uttering a series of words in what I took to be Outer Reaches slang, and did not appear to notice my transgression.

      “Well,” I said, catching my breath and sitting cautiously upright. “Is everyone in one piece?”

      “More or less,” Mr. Dart said. “Cousin, are you sound?”

      There was a pause as Jullanar Maebh seemed to realize she had been voicing her thoughts in a less than ladylike manner. She flushed and accepted Mr. Dart’s outstretched arm to stand up and brush herself off. “I confess this is not at all how I had expected my journey to my father’s home to go.”

      Mr. Dart nodded in sympathy. “I should probably not have embroiled Mr. Greenwing in my affairs.”

      I brushed fruitlessly at my mud-spattered coattails. “I would hardly have let you go on your own.”

      He sighed gustily and began searching around for his hat, which was underneath a distant barrel. “I feared what would happen if I left you alone.”

      Hal uttered his surprising whoop of a laugh. “The mind boggles! We’re only missing the Fair Folk now.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him even as I clambered to my feet. “I would not speak so loud, even this side of the mountains. Also, I suppose you have forgotten my grandmother’s coachman and his six Ghiandor horses, which made the run from Ragnor Bella to Orio City without a change and barely a rest.”

      “I stand corrected. No harm done?”

      My elbow seemed likely to bruise, but otherwise was sound. “Only to my clothes.”

      “They can be mended later. I am less certain about our conveyance.”

      It was not so long ago that I had had precisely one set of good clothes, and feared they would be the last. I still actually only had one good winter-weight suit, the much-abused items of clothing I was currently wearing, but at least I had more on order from the haberdashers of Ragnor Bella, and money to come from my stepfather’s bequest to pay for them.

      The wagon was decisively overturned, the front wheels worryingly aslant from each other and their common axle. The load of barrels and sacks were scattered widely around and down the trail, and the horses were nowhere in sight.

      I was closest to the carter, who was sitting akimbo on the ground. “Are you all right, sir?” I asked him, offering him my hand. He brushed it aside with a muttered oath, groping for his flask instead. Once that was in his grip he took a long swig, belched, and lumbered upright without affording us the least bit of attention.

      “Excuse me,” I tried, touching his shoulder, but he shook my hand off.

      “Bloody horses,” he said, staggering off into the woods.

      This left the four of us and the wrecked cart. We waited a few minutes, but neither the horses nor the carter came back.

      Hal shook his head and bent to examine the axle. “It’s snapped,” he announced after a few minutes. “We could right the wagon but even with the horses we wouldn’t be going anywhere fast.”

      Jullanar Maebh set one of the barrels upright and sat down on it, wrapping her arms about herself. Mr. Dart had retrieved his hat and set another barrel next to her. “Any bright ideas?” he asked the air.

      I rose up on my toes and down again. “Marcan said it was about fifteen miles to the inn at the crossroads. I reckon we’ve come seven or eight.”

      “Is that all?” Jullanar Maebh asked in dismay.

      “Those horses were going a steady three and a half miles an hour on the flat,” I informed her. “Less on the uphills. I judged against my pace running.”

      I peered up at the sky through the trees. The clouds were getting larger and darker and with strange shapes and protuberances to them, evidence of crosswinds at high altitudes, I guessed. Not enough to be an immediate cause of concern, I didn’t think, but a little ominous. “We don’t have any baggage here, and the carter didn’t seem the most trustworthy. What do you think? Shall we start walking towards the crossroads inn? We should get there before dark easily enough, even at an easy pace. We’re about the same distance from the hunting lodge, and there’s not much point in returning there if we don’t have to.”

      Hal, I knew, walked a goodly rate when not distracted by interesting plants, and Mr. Dart was well accustomed to wandering about on excursions picking mushrooms and other intriguing nighttime activities afforded by our barony. Jullanar Maebh seemed fit enough to ramble at least an hour or two.

      “You might run ahead and bespeak us rooms at the inn,” Mr. Dart suggested. “And supper. Perhaps a bath.”

      “If they’ve got a carriage or even a better-sprung cart to send back to us, that would be useful as well,” Hal put in. “You can ask them to send a messenger back to Marcan at the lodge so they know what happened to the carter.”

      “If there’s more than just the inn there, you could see if there’s a cartwright, too,” Jullanar Maebh added.

      “Or send for our own Cartwright,” Mr. Dart said wistfully, straightening his sling.

      “Cartwright’s your man, isn’t he?” Hal asked. “Do you think he will have left Orio City, or stayed in the hopes of your escaping or being released?”

      Mr. Dart pondered a few minutes. “The duplicitous Violet was of the opinion that while the Indrillines would hardly want our escape noised abroad, the necessary efforts at finding us are sure to have been noticed. So … we can hope they left. Next time I will know to provide a rendezvous for unexpected adventures.”
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