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How Lucky We Are 




He arrived in the night. 

Horseless, bearing not one belonging, the stranger entered Hadrod Castle alone. 

This was much to the surprise of those who had days hence presumed him dead.

As the hail of the storm clicked at the dark window, Idora faced the newcomer by the light of the hearth. Trying to meet his eyes, she found her gaze drifting to the edge of his face instead, where the orange glow dipped off into shadow. 

His hair was black, the tips long enough to just brush the shoulders of his dark doublet, and as far as she could see, perfectly dry. A frown pulled at her brow. Had he not arrived in the storm? 

“Excuse Her Majesty, Mage. The late hour affects her manners.” 

Christoph’s pointed tone made her jump. In her scrutiny, Idora had forgotten he was there, sitting just beyond the mage in a hastily donned robe of red and gold embroidery. The crown atop his head looked vaguely like a toy, out of place in the middle of the night. 

With a jolt that failed to cover her lapse, Idora pulled her gaze down, forcing her lips to part and break the silence she’d let extend too far. “Mage Marten, I hope your journey was uneventful.” Lifting her chin, she searched his face in the dim light. A young face, perhaps merely plain, but as the oppressive silence stretched, it grew ugly to her eye.

Just when she assumed him so easily offended by her, Mage Marten finally broke his own silence. “I regret to inform you, my queen, that I fell victim to the very things your husband has asked me here to defend against.” His voice was low, and oddly flat, like he was making an effort to speak without an accent and succeeding. “The monsters outside your walls see to it that I come here with nothing.”

Again, she wondered that there was not a blemish upon him, not his clothes, which were fine and fitting but unadorned, or his pale face. Yet he professed his weakness while his posture was tall and straight, his gloved hands clasped loosely behind his back. 

“You… encountered Hallowed?” Idora asked, then, to not sound so doubtful, either of his encounter, or that he would survive such a meeting, dropped her gaze and added, “How fortunate that you were able to escape.” 

The mage said nothing, though she saw a slight upturn of the corner of his mouth. He’d caught her doubt. Her pulse stammered. It wouldn’t do well to insult the man within moments of meeting him. A mage no less—a group not known for their humility. Still, he’d need to be several kinds of lucky to get away from the Hallowed in the night.

“Lucky, yes,” he agreed with a slight cock of his head. 

Idora blinked, shocked by the sudden and absurd idea he could see what she was thinking, before she realized he was just responding to what she’d already said. 

Then, Christoph spoke from where he slouched in his high-backed armchair, his profile casting long shadows from the hearth. His voice was an intruder, though little he seemed to realize it. It was the second time she’d forgotten her husband was present since laying eyes on the mage. Having been pulled unceremoniously from her bed at the unexpected arrival of the mage, she felt off-balance, her mind too easily taking flights of fancy.  

It was well into her husband’s tirade that Marten’s eyes slid from Idora, to him.

“…we truly are in the cesspit of the kingdom up here. So close to the north, and every Hallowed left clinging to its edge. It’s fortunate you made it here with your life! You can expect little sense from the village either. Superstitious bunch they are… Have you laid eyes on it before?”

“On what, King?”

“Well, the Carve of course!” Before the mage could answer, Christoph decided, “Tomorrow then! I’ll take you to our vantage. Best you see in the light of day what we’re fighting against, eh?”

“As his majesty wishes,” Marten said, with a mere suggestion of a bow.

“With your arrival, nothing will stand in the way of man finally bridging the Carve. And then, the north will be ours.” To this, he raised his own short glass into the air and then gulped it down, though neither the mage nor Idora had a drink to return the gesture with.

Idora slid a step back, edging towards the door.

“Your rooms were prepared weeks ago. Fine ones, second only to mine.” Christoph chuckled then, his shadow touching its own chin. “We are far from the south here. The luxuries are not so…”

“Worry not for my comfort,” Marten interrupted, though his tone was obsequious. “Luxuries or no, I feel we will achieve a great many things together.” His gaze came back to Idora at last, halting her subtle retreat, and she frowned at having the statement curiously directed at her.

Christoph was already speaking up, “Stay for a drink, man! I would hear news from the south.”

“I must beg your pardon. I’ve had a long journey.” Marten turned to Idora then, bowing low and extending an open hand.

Mages, all that Idora had ever encountered, were theatrical to a fault. They grew out their beards and their hair, and they wore all manner of trinkets meant to incite the imagination of an onlooker as to their arcane purposes. They could be picked from a crowd. They liked to be picked from a crowd. 

Marten looked like a mage, but for none of these reasons.

Distracted so, it took Idora a moment to recognize that he wished to kiss her hand, and joltingly she gave it to him. Lips thick, almost feminine, pressed against the back of her hand. The sensation of electricity shooting up her arm was unpleasant, like the moment one feels the teeth of a dog and has time to wonder if it will bite.

For a moment, Marten smiled up at her, and then he stepped aside and was gone, disappearing through the door she’d thought to retreat through herself.

Holding her hand, which had gone suddenly cold, Idora was left wondering only if he was the most sinister man she’d ever met. “That’s the new mage,” Idora said, her voice bland.

“Yes. How lucky we are.”

Turning sharply, Idora discerned there was not a hint of irony in that statement. Christoph meant it. Hugging herself against a chill contrary to the roaring hearth, Idora watched her husband stare happily into the flames.








  
  
With Sword and Iron




Esme dressed her in silence. That was often her way in the mornings when her crooked, arthritic hands twisted slowly through Idora’s hair and tugged doggedly at the laces of her gowns. 

Idora watched the sunrise in her mirror, watery orange fading to pink, decaying to grey. The horses would be saddled and ready in the stables by now, her husband and his retinue waiting. Few kings enjoyed being kept waiting. And there was that mage. Shaking off the coldness in her fingers, Idora reached forward to pick up a hairpin from the dresser. Boots thumped outside her chamber door, and she fumbled, the point piercing her thumb. She watched the dot of red well up, a perfect globe against her skin.

“Highness!” Esme’s voice accused before she snatched the hairpin away, her other hand rasping where she gripped Idora’s wrist.

The door swung open. Christoph tapped his riding crop against his knee in impatience, just above the lip of shiny boots. His eyes focussed on the droplet of blood, following its fall onto her pale skirts. The tapping stopped. Idora closed her fist around her thumb.

“You are to be present in sight only today,” he said. “I need the mage to stay. I need him to see the glory in being at my side when I cross the Carve.” The blood was a purple stain now, dark on the blue cloth of her dress. The tapping started again. “Try not to show him your incompetence.”

The door slammed, the maid went on fussing, and Idora went on bleeding.


      ***Noon came, cold and dim out on the yellow plain. No additional warmth had come since riding out of Hadrod Castle with the dawn. Wriggling her toes inside her boots failed to bring any feeling back to them as she swung her mount with the rest of the royal party, following the king up the gradual side of a rocky ridge. Idora knew what she would see at the top, knew it when she lay to sleep at night, knew it too when the long nights conjured monstrous shapes out of ordinary things.

Yet, every time the crest slid away, she never felt ready to see it.

The Carve.

Conversation died off, and they were a still and silent line. Her cold feet and aching legs seemed distant concerns in the face of what lay ahead.

The Carve was a darkness. All the more stark, and all the more fathomless for the pristine colorlessness of winter’s early coming. When she closed her eyes it was still there, that absence formed by the grey sky above it and the bright land beneath it burned into her eyelids. The skin of her face, the front of her neck, and just inside the lip of her gloves where the air could touch, prickled.

From the western edge of their continent to the east, and probably further, the chasm carved their world in two. Across it, over the jagged edge and a great expanse of blackness, was the Realm. Or so they all assumed, for no mortal in living memory had ever crossed the Carve. Legends said they could not, for should man step foot on the other side, the Carve would close, and what they thought they already bore of monsters would be as a leaking tap was to a flood.

It diverged for nothing, westwards a mountain that had stood in its way was cleft in two, giving it knife-pointed double peaks. The small party of riders looked out from the lip of what had once been a huge lake, drained of its water when the Carve deprived it of a bank. The dry lakebed, now so named Trespass Basin, laid a path between the forests to either side.

None were inclined to take that hour-long walk. Although Idora had heard it said that to stand on the edge, one could sometimes see through the permanent shroud of wavering mist to the other side. That there, they could catch glimpses of trees as tall and fine as palace spires, of azure skies, or of elegant silhouettes dancing to the music of their own voices.

From where the party stopped, the Realm was invisible, lain behind the mirage that rose from the Carve and melded with the grey sky. Idora glanced towards her husband. He looked now towards the basin like it was a road under a rainbow. To her, the splitting of the forests more closely resembled the way a crowd parts to let a man through to the gallows.

He pointed. “There. That is where we will make our bridge. With sword and iron.” He smiled, huffing out a white puff of air.

People didn’t turn away from the Carve for long. If left in one’s peripherals, the darkness always seemed to expand, either growing or creeping closer until it unsettled them enough to look back, at which point it was impossible to tell if it indeed was where it had been left. From the way the others kept their focus, as though to pin it in place, Idora gathered it did the same for all. Marten too watched it, but not with the same wide eyes that spoke of the nightmares to come. Nor did he pale, as many did, on first witnessing the Carve. But then, Idora thought, he was already so pale. “What if it can’t be crossed?” he asked.

Christoph grimaced, idly resting his hand on the rapier at his hip, the shell of intricately twisted gold over the hilt. “It can be done. It will be done. The Kingdom of Vellis will absorb the lands above the Carve as it has the lands below it.”

Idora felt the many eyes of the retinue, with their morbid curiosities, slide to her now, scanning for a reaction, some acknowledgement that her home had been one of those such “absorbed” lands. In fact, Erith had been the last, a final stronghold against the expansion Christoph’s father had pushed to every edge of Tize. Only the Decay, barren lands that were said to exist beyond the mist of the great southern sea, were left outside his reach, and what lay north of the Carve was just vaguely more accessible. No one had ever returned from either.

But if Christoph were to match the legacy of his father, only the Realm would do, only overcoming the one barrier his legendary predecessor had not. 

Erith was gone now, her home made indistinguishable from the beast that swallowed it, and Idora did not need to ever return to know this. The valleys would be converted to pasture, the long white beaches reserved for the rich, and the seelie, gentle types of Hallowed — the kind which the victors did not believe existed — would have been soundly eradicated.

Her subtle audience went dissatisfied by Idora’s lack of acknowledgement, and soon the Carve crept up on them, drawing their attention back. One woman, her cheeks turned ruddy in the cold, her dress of velvet blue lined in fine white fur, lingered longer, tried to catch Idora’s eye. Idora returned the noblewoman’s tentative, sympathetic smile with the same stony stare as all the others. These people were not her people.

Her people were beaten down to dust; to speak of Erith independence was punishable by whipping, and anything more than mere words had seen many hung. Idora had watched them hang. 

Christoph, irked by the silence of the man he so sought to impress with this jaunt, asked with false nonchalance, “What is there to stop me?”

“The Hallowed,” said the mage without much conviction, and after a pause, “The fae?”

“Mage, you jest of the fae?” Her husband grinned, like he was finally getting the joke. “A race of perfection, who cannot tell a lie nor bear the touch of ash-wood nor iron…” He chuckled. “They’re a fairy tale.”

“Perhaps.”

Leather squeaked softly as Christoph’s hands tightened on his reins. “The Guild disagrees?”

Marten shrugged, and like the others, his gaze drew back to the north. “They sent me, didn’t they?” 

Christoph shifted, his horse shaking its head as the bit loosened. Changing the subject, he gestured back, northwards of Hadrod Castle. “Dorian River flows north-west past Hadrod. While the Hallowed harassed you on your journey here, I assure you there are few nearer the castle, for the water bars them.”

“I am reassured.” 

Idora would have liked to point out that the Hallowed were as capable of navigating around a river as any woodsman. Or to remind Christoph of the variety that lived in water and therefore were not bound by being unable to cross it. The monsters could come in many forms, inhabit many places. Flying, swimming, some even took the form of a man, though crude. 

Idora stared at Marten, that sense of wrongness since the moment she met him no less now in the cold light of day. Shaking herself, she pulled her gaze away. Should he find himself eaten by a Hallowed after all, Idora would hardly regret the eventuality. 

Into the ensuing silence, punctuated by whistling, angry wind, Marten asked, “What do you wait for? You have been in Hadrod two years this winter.”

That leather squeaked again. Christoph flicked a look at Idora, and she was careful not to meet it. He may as well have stared straight at her belly, where no swelling now suggested, or had ever suggested, that she would soon birth an heir. She felt his attention leave her like a weight off her back. Arrogant as he was, Christoph knew there was a risk to crossing the Carve, and he didn’t want to die without a male heir first. But he told the mage, and any other listening ears, “An army, mostly. Some of my lords are… reluctant… to face the Carve.”

“You’re going to make someone very powerful, very angry.”

Idora blinked, staring at Marten. That didn’t sound like a question to her. But evidently, Christoph did not hear what she heard.

“Cowards! Afraid of the shadows under their own beds. As for the Hallowed…” Christoph spat, “Man has pushed them back, all but wiped them out. We’ll destroy the last of them, and we will cross the Carve.”

Idora knew these words, knew what he wanted as well as if she wanted the same thing. She let the wind take his voice as it picked up, whipping a snowdrift up the basin’s ridge and into their faces. The horses shifted, disturbing their riders.

Except Marten’s. His hands, gloved in thin, supple leather that looked too thin to keep out the biting wind, were motionless on the reins. With the thick fur of her own coat brushing her cheek, Idora wondered how he, who wore no jacket nor hood, had such unblemished skin. His shoulders too stayed wide, neglecting to hunch against the wind, even though all he wore was a simple, high-collared, dark doublet, subtly embossed with swirls down the front, and plain boots over black breeches. He ought to be freezing, or at least to have chapped lips and rosy cheeks.

His face, a waxing moon framed by the darkness of unfashionably long, thick hair, had turned towards her. The corners of his wide mouth were turned up ever so slightly. The hair on the back of Idora’s neck rose. She wanted to look away. Moment to moment, she decided she would break that contact, but then the urge to linger just another moment, to understand what was absent from his gaze, kept her.

“We lunch here!” Christoph announced, the ring of his voice at last severing Idora’s connection to the mage, and gratefully she broke away, putting several courtiers between them.


      ***The hum of conversation around her was distant. Idora wasn’t a part of it. She was to be seen only. As in, not heard. 

Only in the moments when Christoph’s laughter boomed, loud and sudden, did Idora’s focus come back to where she stood. The courtiers tittered around him. Her thoughts meandered back to the tree line beyond their feet. There were no leaves on the trees. It was only autumn and they’d all fallen here, as though Winter was a thing that rose from the Carve and swept steadily south each year.

“You know…” She could hear her husband speaking around a mouthful of food. “I’ll bet we could stay here all night and be none the worse for it.”

The answers came high-pitched and hesitant. “Certainly, certainly…”

“We uh, will be back to Hadrod by nightfall though?”

“… Won’t we?”

Idora couldn’t see far into the woods. It would be quiet to walk among them now, away from the wind, out of sight of the Carve.

“Mage! You’d keep the Carve company overnight, wouldn’t you?” Christoph yelled. Had they brought ale with them? It would be a surprise to her if they hadn’t. “What’s a few Hallowed to a man of the guild?”

“It appears to have company already, King.”

Like everyone, Idora looked. She could only see the white of Trespass Basin, leading to nowhere. Christoph bound up the ridge, where Marten stood, followed shortly by the rest. Idora was the last to join them.

As she looked towards the Carve, the cluster of brown-clad people were tiny, ants next to the gaping blackness they approached. Three carried something; large greyish bundles heavy over their shoulders. They were not so distant that the shape of the bundles was hard to identify. Bodies.

“They’re from the village!” a lady said.

Christoph squinted at the small group. “They are. What are they doing here?”

No one had an answer for him, and Idora heard herself suggesting, “Perhaps they don’t agree with your laws, My King,” as though she didn’t know any better.

The ensuing silence was heavy, spreading throughout the company as they pretended not to see the look passing between the royal couple.

Outside the company of the king, none were allowed to enter the forests. All knew this, they knew how dangerous the lands this close to the Carve were. But surely they also saw the hunting parties, heavy with ale and sometimes with women, which he led into the forests like they were his own private game grounds.

All knew, that is, bar one. “The people aren’t allowed here?” Marten asked.

The muscle in Christoph’s jaw bounced once. Against the absurd urge to smile, Idora instead held his gaze with wide, dumb eyes. When she gave up the expression and feigned interest in a loose thread on the lip of her glove, Christoph turned to the mage. “There’s a prohibition against entering the forests. The damned locals were holding rituals, worshipping false Gods! And the Hallowed too, probably. I didn’t trust them. And I was right not to, just look at what they’re doing!”

Oblivious to their audience, two of the brown figures had picked up a grey bundle, its dead weight bowing down between them. They stood on the very edge of the Carve, swinging the corpse inside back and forth, and then, at its peak, while it was lurching over the abyss, they let go. The bundle seemed to float, lingering against the black that would claim it, and when the body dropped it seemed to drop too fast, like it was being pulled downwards.

One of the others gathered the smallest grey bundle against her body so that the head of cloth peaked over her shoulder, a parody of a child’s face, wiped of features.

“It’s treason, heresy!” Christoph spat, “Giving their dead to it…” The bundle disappeared into the Carve.

“Not just their dead, it seems.”

It was the third bundle, the largest of the three, which moved. It writhed actually, giving cause for the two who picked it up to wrestle with the shape of the man inside. He didn’t stop bucking and twisting while they swung, and in the last moments before he was sent careening over the abyss, his arm broke free of the bindings, reaching out and up, fingers spread wide. They were the last thing to disappear.

“Animals!” a lord’s voice whispered into the quiet that overtook the party.

Like a maw after a meal, Idora imagined the jagged rocks of the Carve’s edge to be teeth, and the darkness between them some great throat standing forever open, ready. That man is still falling. She hugged her arms across her body, but the chill that had been with her all morning was turning to frost.

The villagers shuffled back into the trees.

“Should we go after them?” one of the men shouted eagerly.

“No.” Christoph turned towards Marten, and he found something to grin for as he said, “I have a better idea to welcome our honored guest.”


      ***By the time they entered the village, that bright halo in the clouds, which Idora sometimes still believed had a sun behind it, was dipping towards the horizon. The days felt shorter than they ought, winter falling fast, though slower here than closer to the Carve.

The hooves of the kingdom’s horses had long since etched a trench out of what was once little more than a mud track passing between the houses. Ahead, like a dark thimble on a white thumb, the castle sat atop its hill, the village a smear at its base. No matter the season, the village forever seemed damp with the impression of a recent downpour.

Few places in the kingdom of Vellis were so isolated, nor so far north as to edge up against the Carve. The nearest city was a week’s ride to the south. One could go as far again east or west before they reached either coast of Tize, and they would have to pass through treacherous bogs and Hallowed-infested ruins to get there. Despite this, their king no longer elicited the people to step from their cottages to watch in awe as he passed. Rather, it was the mage their sombre faces turned out to see.

Instead of ascending the hill to the castle, Idora found herself dismounting with the others opposite the only building made of stone in Hadrod village. Behind her, the village water well stood lifted out of the mud on a tile platform. Now that the nobles had taken over Hadrod Castle and its bore, the well was the only source of fresh water in the village, beside the lake an hour’s walk north, and that was believed to be infested with Hallowed as well.

Idora had just put her second foot out of the stirrup when a painful grip seized her arm. Christoph yanked her around to face him, his face contorting as he hissed down at her. “Are you happy? Did you have your fun?”

“You’re hurting me.” He knew this, though, his grip unchanging as she pulled his hand off her arm, leaving a sting that promised a trail of bruises. When he leaned closer, his breath wafted against her face so she knew for certain there had been ale. Nose wrinkling, Idora only stared back into his eyes. He had a flat mole by his brow, close enough to merge with the brown hairs. It made him look angry, even when he wasn’t.

“What is it, wife, that you find so difficult about doing as I ask?”

“I did as you asked, husband,” Idora said sweetly. “I didn’t show my incompetence.”

“You…”

Her horse was led away at that moment, removing what little privacy they’d had. Around them, the party were nearly all dismounted. Christoph’s cheek twitched once before he spun and took his snarl elsewhere. Idora watched him go, letting out a breath. 

Usually, the village was quiet, no more than the squelch of farmers’ shoes and the occasional braying of their animals. But men had come down from the castle, waiting here ever since Christoph sent a missive ahead, and their longswords clattered against their armoured legs as they trudged among the chittering courtiers.

Idora watched their blades, already spattered with the muddy water that sat in a thin film over the uneven paving stones of the square. Glancing back at Christoph, she saw him laughing with one of the men, and let herself wonder for the first time just why they stopped here.

Pushing away the certainty that whatever it was, she wouldn’t like it, Idora turned to the building that she was loath to admit she had visited with the curiosity of a tourist.

Worship of any kind was a quaint idea in the south, and to find a shrine, especially one still in use, Idora had been overcome with a desire to see what lay within. At first, she had been disappointed, the stark room, lacking even a complete roof, was not the gaudy and somewhat erotic palace of blood sacrifice she’d envisioned of fae worshippers. All that stood on the vast floor of hard-packed dirt within those walls were stones. Hewn from dark rock, the stones stood taller and wider than a man. Ten in all, they were arranged to come out from the centre of the room in a spiral, ending with the last block some meters from the wide doorway.

Idora paused in the threshold, reluctant in the presence of the others to go to those tablets, to look upon each of them where carvings had stood against centuries of weather to tell their story. The mage stopped at her side, and he brought the scent of the forest floor with him, of rich dirt and fresh decay. Head tilting down at her, Marten asked, “Would you be so kind, Idora?”

For a moment, she was startled by the sound of her own name, so unused was she to hearing it. She was Highness. She was Wife. Idora could but glance about for someone better suited to the task, or indeed anyone that wasn’t her, to spend time in the mage’s company. Doubtful of their noble companions’ knowledge before today that this place even existed, Idora could only murmur, “Of course,” as she led him to the closest of the stones. Keeping her voice low, partly because it was such a place that inspired silence, and partly too, because she feared being overheard by her husband, Idora told him, “The stones tell a story.”

Marten looked to the face of the rock, where depictions carved into the surface had long since lost their luster, their edges rough with erosion. “A story you’re familiar with?”

“Even children are told parts of it, surely the guild teaches you?”

“Picture books aren’t part of the syllabus.”

She stared at him, unsure if he was joking.

Eventually, Marten smiled. “A shrine is novel to me. I would know what you know. If it please you.”

“It’s just a tale. A story to frighten innocents.”

“It would appear it is more than that to some.”

Idora followed his eyes to the edges of the room, where a handful of peasants who’d been here before the royal arrival now put their backs against the walls to watch in a disapproving silence. 

“Yes, to some it is more.” She gestured back to the pictures carved deep into the stone. Sculpted into the surface were two female figures, a moon etched below one, a blazing sun above the other. “Their earliest myths speak of an entity called the Decay. A pestilence that consumed all other continents of the world, until only Tize remained.” 

Idora had come across these shrines elsewhere, though each varied due to being engraved by different ancient hands. The story, too, had been known in Erith, though believed only in a symbolic sense, usually. On this version, surrounding the depiction of the women, was a crude shape of the continent of Tize, presumably before the Carve, heavier at the top, breaking off into islands along the east coast of what was now mortal lands. “Their Goddesses, Night and Day, cast a shroud to hide Tize, saving it from being devoured. The land became a place of magic, and life.” 

On the next stone, the figures were male, their heads squarish. The first had a sun rising behind him like a fantastic crown. Here and there, flecks of ancient yellow paint remained around him. “Night and Day grew tired, and they knew the Decay must find Tize one day. So Day had a son, Amitiel… and Night birthed Gartoris.” The figure mirroring the first was split into two smaller halves, one a shadow inside a hood, his square jaw peaking out the bottom, and the other with the hood thrown back, stubborn red paint remaining in the eyes. “Night, who saw that her son must eventually die to the Decay, split his soul in two. Ke’toris, and Ghardis.”

The stone just beyond the first one was missing, at hip height it simply ended in a wide, rough break which spoke of heavy hammer blows.

On the next, a battle scene played out, the two groups of beings easily distinguishable from each other by the exaggerated length of pointed fae ears. “They believe there was a war between mortals and the fae, supposedly lasting centuries. Man captured Night, and her sons were desperate to free her.”

Leading the mage on, she stopped before the next and murmured, “This is my favorite.”

Of all the dyes used on the stones, red seemed the most resilient. And it was in abundance here. The trees in the background were formed by harsh, bare lines that spoke as much of desolation as did the sinuous representations of flames layered atop the foreground. But red rivers wound through it all, and those rivers poured into ruby oceans. These bloody waters found their source in the centre. Ke’toris, his body a lump beneath his cloak, the hood vacant and black. A line marked the ground, and beneath it, a channel lay replete with distorted and monstrous figures reaching for, and sometimes through, the surface.

“A sacrifice. Interesting that this should be your favorite.”

“Sacrifice. And creation. Saer’toris were made.” Idora pressed her lips shut, a sharp twist of panic in her gut as she felt Marten’s scrutiny honing in like the sun through a magnifying glass. But it was too late to take back the word.

“Saer’toris…” He frowned, murmuring, “Children of Ke’toris.” She held her breath as his head tilted. “Not a commonly used name for the Hallowed. How did you come by it?”

Idora met his eyes, searching for some single color in the murkiness. “I’m not sure…” She forced a dumb smile over her frown of thought and shrugged. “I must have read it in some dusty old tome. The library back in Ylia was rather extensive,” she said, naming the capital of Vellis, “Have you visited it?”

When she turned away quickly and moved on, Marten followed, and did not press. “I have not had the pleasure,” was all he said.

The adjacent stone was whole, but its face had been scratched away, leaving an ugly scar on its surface like a giant pockmark. “Seems there are parts of this story people don’t like,” Marten said, lifting his hand to trace the jagged stone. He’d taken the glove off his left hand only, and his fingers were long and pale. He wore no rings, no insignia. All his regalia was lost to the Hallowed and the night, or so he said. Catching herself in a leap of imagination, Idora turned away. 

“There are many parts people don’t like, or don’t like to remember. After all, man lost. Once the Hallowed emerged from Ke’toris’s lifeblood, there was no hope for them. Ghard and Amitiel freed Night. But…” Turning from the depiction, they stood before the next, where Night wept in the sky as the figure of Ghard sat in a throne. “Ke'toris was supposed to live, and Ghard to be the sacrifice when the Decay came. He was the most powerful of them all, and he turned that power and hate to mortals, perhaps maddened by the loss of the other half of his soul, perhaps in revenge for the many years of Night’s imprisonment.”

The next was a crowd, hundreds, or thousands strong, each set of eyes pinpointed in red. “He possessed whole armies, made them fight, possessed kings and queens and tormented mortals for two hundred years, abandoning his own body in his fervor.”

When the mage paused before the next depiction, of a red blade embedded into the chest of naked man, Idora opened her mouth but then found herself listening to Marten’s voice instead. “The ensnarement of Ghard.” Instantly she suspected he’d known the whole story all along. “With Night’s help,” he continued, “Amitiel tricked Ghard into possessing the blade Niendril, and so took his scourge from mortals. Please, go on.”

Idora’s jaw tightened. Why have her tell the story if he clearly knew it? To toy with her, she was beginning to suspect, but she did as he asked. “Amitiel tossed the blade into the deepest pool on Tize, so deep only the Goddesses could reach Ghard within, and siphon his great power to keep the Decay back. Amitiel, distraught to have lost his entire brother, and fearing another war of fae, Hallowed. and mortal, or that Ghard should be freed, tore Tize asunder in his grief. He made the Carve.” 

In the center of the spiral of stones stood the simplest by far of the depictions. A thick gouge ran from one edge of the stone’s flat face to the other. Idora hesitated as Marten stood before the last, aware the next part of the story especially would not sit well with Christoph’s obsession concerning the Carve. Over his shoulder, Marten glanced back at her and smiled in a way which made his mouth seem oddly large. “Well, how does it end?”

Idora wanted to walk away from him, now certain that he was trifling with her in some way, to some purpose. Jaw tense, she answered him. “They say that if mortal man were to touch the other edge of the Carve, the chasm will close. And should Ghard then lure man to release him, he will let the Decay come, and devour Tize.” Tightly, she finished, “That is where the story ends.”

“They think that is how the world ends?”

“I suppose.”

“Strange,” Marten said. “To worship such distant figures.”

Between the stones, Idora glanced the silent few villagers that remained. “The Hallowed still roam freely this far north. So there is much to fear. Amitiel is the son of Day, the saviour of humankind, to be loved. Ke’toris, the father of monsters, whose memory must be placated. And Ghardis, an unwilling sacrifice to keep Tize safe.”

“And do you? Love one… fear another?”

Idora’s lips quirked. “None exist.”

“But the Hallowed exist.”

“Yes,” she said, frowning.

“And? Do you love them or hate them?”

“That’s a very strange question, Mage.” Too uncomfortable to wait out his silence for long, Idora inched backwards and said, “They are our natural enemy. I stand against them with my king, of course.”

“Of course,” he said, though his eyes crinkled at the edges. Like she’d just told a joke.

The room stirred, and Idora was all too ready to divert her attention from the mage as Christoph approached, his boots scuffing at the floor. While his men corralled the worshippers from their shrine, the king grinned in a way she had come to despise, somehow combining a boyish smile with a cruel sneer. “You’ll want to be outside for this.”

Spotting his man Jorge across the room, Idora hesitated, falling behind. Jorge was crouched by the edge of one of the stones, a small sack pouring a thin silvery line from his hands.

“Come!”

She jumped at the shout, slipping out of the building to find a crowd had gathered on the street. Peasants and nobles alike milled about in the small space offered by the town square. As she joined the throng, they were all pushed back, her husband’s men clearing a wide circle before the shrine.

There was a burning torch in Christoph’s hand, his unsheathed rapier in the other, like he would take on the whole village single-handed if he must. The torch, he lifted high as he faced the crowd from the doorway of their shrine. “You cling to your fae Gods, your myths!”

She felt the churned mud suck at her boots. Men either side of her kept their hands on the hilts of their swords as the crowd pushed and swayed. Sandwiched between them, their aroma of sweat overcame even the village’s scent of livestock and cooking fires.

“You worship like children…” Christoph was saying, shouting to be heard.

They must have known where this was going, for the people began to shout. Like the rest of the courtiers, Idora was silent, watching peasants between the shoulders of the men before her. They were a pitiful sight. Clothes too thin for the winter to come, skin that might never have known a scrubbing brush. But she’d seen them throw a man into the Carve. Why? Was he a sacrifice to Ke’toris and his hallowed children? Or perhaps a criminal. A murderer. Deserving of such a cruel fate.

Someone shrieked.

Christoph paced, and when he spoke, she could almost believe that he didn’t hear the sobbing. “… You desire your daughters to wed Amitiel? You wish to beg Ke’toris not swap your son for a changeling? You are all cowards! And these… shrines… are temples of cowardice! Soon, you’ll all realize what fools you’ve been.” He turned towards the building, his words arrogant in ways only a king’s could be. “Soon, you’ll thank me.”

With a smooth underhand swing, the fire rotated once, twice, and through the door.

The burst wasn’t instant, rather it started off small, a popping series of ignitions. There was a silence, then, almost long enough for Idora to believe that was it, that it was over. Then the air whooshed out of the entrance, and a wall was bowing outwards before it flew into pieces, some the size of her head lobbing into the house beside it. The ceiling beams fell in, the floor caved.

Perhaps the stones and their story could have survived that.

But then Idora was clapping her hands over her ears before she realized the explosion happened, and she was watching Christoph catch himself, his face a mask of surprise. The shrine was rubble, dust fell in a light shower, and his face broke into a grin.

Soft sounds returned, smoldering, weeping, and the squelching of metal-booted footsteps. She couldn’t smell the men beside her, or the village anymore. Only the acrid scent of destruction. There were no more voices, for now there was nothing to shout for.

Christoph’s whoop was salt poured into the wound the shrine left behind. He dusted his hands, and with a wave of his arm, the company of rich and noble departed to finish their excursion.








  
  
Changeling?




Idora felt she could have hidden in the woods. She need only take herself apart, piece by piece. 

Her hair would fall to join autumn leaves of pale coral and bright ginger, her bumps and features becoming the burls of a tree, her skin the pale wood of its trunk. Lastly, she would lift her grey eyes and they would disappear into the overcast sky. Then it would be she that watched and listened for the footsteps that passed beneath the eaves, cushioned by early snow.

She’d left her horse by the edge of the woods after her sprint across the valley. Always, Idora crossed the open land south-east of the castle at a gallop, though there was no need for such haste. With her pale cloak over Pearl’s piebald-spotted rump disguising them against the white valley, and Christoph departed for his hunt since the early hours, chances were slim that anyone would spot her from the castle.

They were precious seconds, though, with the wind stinging her cheeks, and tendrils of hair whipping from her braid as the land passed in a blur around her. For those moments and those moments alone, she was never stopping, and she was never going back.

The so-named Silent Woods were peaceful, open and light-filled. Not the dense, dark forest that hung between the castle and the Carve, or the soft, low swamp west of the village. Here, the trees were spaced some meters apart, rising on straight trunks from the untouched white ground. It was easy, under these silent eaves, to believe that Castle Hadrod did not exist, or at least that it was so distant it need not concern her.

When she rose from plucking a small prickly purple herb at the base of a tree, her eyes settled upon a glade. The hair on the back of her neck rose, for Idora knew it had not been there the moment previous. Caught between curiosity for what lay within, and the good sense to know she ought to turn her back on it and walk the other way, Idora stood in place until her boots sank several inches into the snow. She could see a ring of stones in the wide clearing, so alike to the ones Christoph had disposed of that for a moment Idora found herself imagining it was indeed them. But these were just a little shorter, the spaces between wider.

Idora had wandered these woods enough to know that never did she walk the same path twice. Never had she sensed so much as a ghost of her passing from the time before. Nor ever found a familiar grove where she might reliably pluck herbs. The woods seemed to dictate where she walked within them, and so far they had always let her back out before the day’s end.

Curiosity won out, and Idora wandered to the glade’s edge, craning her neck to see beyond the first stones. For something stood among them. At first, she took it for an ordinary stag, tall and strong, its elegant antlers spanning a distance wider than her arms could have reached. Its coat shone with a deep golden hue, and despite winter’s coming, it was not bone, but smooth muscle that rolled under the creature’s skin. Black eyes like orbs seemed to watch her, though the stag was still but for a twitching of its flanks.

Her feet carried her closer, close enough to see that its antlers were adorned with small acorns, vibrant flowers, and twirling ribbons which bobbed and swung with the slightest shift of the thing’s great head. A fine mane, bright and softly waved, graced its smooth neck, and rather than a stub of a tail, it had a fall of thick golden hair at its back.

Any caution Idora felt facing the beast faded away with every extra step toward it. Her cloak had fallen open, but she was only distantly aware of the biting cold that touched her skin. Thoughts of the castle, of her husband, were far away, barely even a speck in her mind. It was just the grove of stones. Just the stag.

A giant, certainly, but it would not harm her. In fact, if she were to climb atop its back, it would make a far finer steed than her own lazy horse. To feel this creature gallop beneath her would be a joy. For this steed could glide over streams, it could summit mountains with ease, and at the peaks it might grow wings, and she could watch the land peel away beneath her, watch as the Carve passed under its hoofed feet… Idora had passed the first stone, hand lifted, by the time she stopped herself.

The stag pawed once at the ground, impatient almost. That was when Idora noticed for the first time that the creature did not have hooves as it should, but rather clawed feet akin to a lion’s paws, with black claws curled into the snow. The stag swung and dipped its huge head, inviting her, seducing her. The stag lacked the monstrosity typical of a Hallowed. It was… beautiful, ethereal. Kind. Yes, she was convinced. This was a gentle creature. Vaguely, Idora heard a raven’s caw above her, but she didn't want to tear her eyes away. The enchantment washed over her, tugging, promising her everything she ever wanted. Just to ride on the beast’s back, let it take her away. Wasn’t that what she desired? To leave, to never return…

Her fingertips were a breadth from touching the thing’s nose when it spooked suddenly, head snapping up, and the spell was broken even before it turned and bounded off, disappearing from sight. Hand dropping, Idora felt the loss only briefly, like a tie cut, for already the strange beast was becoming less singular in her mind.

It was, after all, merely a stag with some twigs caught in its antlers.

A raven on the branch above her cawed, as though to get her attention before spreading its silky black wings and lifting away. Idora shivered. Her cloak had fallen open, and she pulled it back about herself, turning to look upon the stones she’d come to stand among.

Most were familiar, and the thought that Christoph could never destroy every remaining ring of stones brought a soft smile to her lips. On this shrine, none of the faces had been vandalized. It seemed man had never ventured here, never removed the part of the story they didn’t like to remember.

It was Goddess Night, diminished, barred behind thick lines which still bore specks of black paint. Smaller, stick-figure-style representations stood outside the lines of her iron prison. Mortals, imprisoning the Goddess. Acting first. Starting the war. She could see why they might like to strike this from existence.

Her fingers traced over the stone, feeling the sad, aquiline shape of Night’s down-turned face etched into the surface.

“Out alone?”

Like the stag, Idora spooked, spinning around.

“Something might find you,” the mage finished, stepping up to the edge of the stones as though she had expressed no more than an acknowledgement of his company.

“It seems something did,” she snapped. 

The corner of Marten’s mouth twitched upwards, and she bit her tongue. Forcing a more amiable tone, Idora said, “You startled me. I didn’t expect company here.”

“That’s why you’re here, is it not?”

Idora neglected to give him a reason for her presence, preferring to let the silence extend between them. How had he come across her in the middle of the woods? Was he looking for her? 

Marten only smiled. Suddenly, Idora felt the stones were like bars of a cage he was peering into, and she, some exotic penned creature. Drifting to the shrine’s edge, she glanced towards Marten as a thought struck her. “It is unusual… for a mage to be younger than his king. It’s unusual for a mage to leave the guild so young at all. And yet no one seems to question you.” On anything, Idora thought, despite his beardless face which was not so much more mature than her own.

“And you are about to?”

Ignoring his playful tone, Idora said, “I gather you are either not a mage at all, or you are a very talented one.”

“Which are you hoping it will be?”

What she hoped it was, and what she believed it was, were quite opposite. When she only stared at Marten, he tilted his head. “You do see secrets everywhere, don’t you? What does that say about you, I wonder?”

“Wonder as you like.”

There was a smile in his question then, and his voice caressed her name. “Idora… You don’t like me, do you?”

Idora blinked. The observation took her by surprise. People didn’t just come out and admit their feelings in court. But she supposed they were not in court. They were in the woods, alone. And he was correct. “It matters not what I think.”

“How am I to serve you if I don’t know what you think?”

Idora didn’t feel served, she had trouble imagining Marten serving anyone. Certainly it didn’t serve the king for his wife to be unattended with another man. When she didn’t answer him, he wandered to one of the stones, tracing a hand over the etching. “After all, by now I know what everyone else seems to think of you…” Marten turned then, meeting her gaze with a mischievous glint. Her face darkened.

People of means had plenty of time to talk, and whether it was in the draughty Castle Hadrod or the cushy capital of the south, their foreign queen—could she be foreign when her home was subsumed?—had forever been a favorite topic.

“It would seem, then, that you have already chosen whose thoughts you heed.” 

Leaning against a stone, arms crossed, Marten raised a brow. “You won’t mind me asking which of their thoughts are true, then?”

Idora shrugged, though she felt anything but eased. “Go ahead.”

“Lifted above your station?”

“True enough.”

“Barren.”

“Thus far.”

Marten seemed to consider the next one before asking with a smirk, “Changeling?”

Not to be so easily baited, Idora merely returned, “How would I know?”

His eyes glinted, and he straightened off the tablet, taking a step toward her. “You speak openly. You don’t worry that I’ll pass on your thoughts?”

“You’re new… and young,” she added, with a small degree of malice. “But I hardly think you’ll be spreading the word that you spent time alone with the queen in the woods.”

“Not just the woods.”

“If you are suggesting that I’m here to worship, you’re mistaken.”

“No, that would make the king even more unhappy. For it’s prohibited even to visit the forests, or don’t you recall?”

Suddenly regretting her petty jab at Trespass Basin, and more so feeling that she was a child, or a pet, caught where it wasn’t supposed to go, Idora told him, “I have permission.”

Marten paused for a beat, considering. “No, you don’t.”

Idora looked away. Her only defense would be to point out that he didn’t either, but that would have been childish.

His chuckle took her aback, for it was a pleasant sound. Sensing he was laughing at her, Idora’s jaw tightened. Apparently unperturbed by her so far inhospitable tone, Marten held his hand out to her. “Come then, while we are both where we ought not be, I’ll show you something else you ought not see.”

Idora regarded that hand with suspicion. Her eyes flicked up to his face. The open light of the forest was kinder on his features, but nonetheless, she gained no sense of his intentions. As well as the same supple gloves and dark doublet, with the collar closed against his pale throat, Marten now also wore a plain black cloak, cowled over his chest and swept back to fall heavy to the backs of his boots. A head taller than her at least, and broad across the shoulder, he was a big man, with a wicked air about him besides. Not the type one ought to be wandering around the woods with.

Still, Idora could think of nothing that merely taking her to a different part of the forest would achieve if he intended something nefarious. He couldn’t get her more alone than she already was, after all. Perhaps she should feel more fear, more respect for her own life. But then, what had she to fear losing? 

The warmth of his touch seeped quickly through her own glove, traveling up her arm and settling over her entire body in the time it took for Marten to bring her hand to his arm. It seemed to her a lavish use of magic. The man could have simply put a thicker coat on.

He didn’t try to engage her in conversation, and she was grateful for the silence as they walked, their footfalls the only sound they gave to the forest.

She’d read of paths trodden by fae, which led to nowhere in particular but always to where the walker wished to be, and failing that, where they ought to be. It was not hard to believe that some of that magic seeped across the Carve, infecting the forests and giving them a will. Now that she was on the mage’s arm, Idora felt that will rebelling to her desires and adhering to his.

The shrine disappeared behind them, probably never to be found again. Gradually, the swathes of grey sky visible through the eaves shrank, and the untouched snow their boots whispered through became solid with the rich texture of earth and decaying underbrush, lending a moist heat to the woods. Idora became hot inside her heavy cloak, and when she shrugged out of it, Marten offered his hand without a word, draping it over his other arm.

Idora knew this forest too, though she frequented it less. It was Dorial Forest, which sprouted straight from the Carve to drip south and carpet the lands north and west of Hadrod, so dense that even winter struggled to penetrate. But where man walked little, Hallowed flourished.

The low trees ahead thinned, offering a clearing. The heat coming from Marten and the woods dipped, and Idora shivered in a wash of cold air that felt out of place.

It was no gentle grove of stones that opened before them, then. Rather, it was a graveyard. Skeletons and corpses covered the space in such thickness that the ground beneath was obscured. Bears and foxes had come here to die alongside other things; things which bore the arms and legs of a man, but with strange skulls atop long necks, or thin hollow bones of wings spread wide. Atop the long-dead animals and monsters were the less decayed, fresher corpses of other beasts. A hawk, deflated beneath askew feathers. A bloated deer.

At first, Idora thought it was a lair, and if not for her hand wedged firmly against Marten’s side, she might have run from him. But the creatures, animal and Hallowed alike, were whole, undamaged. Like they had merely come here when it was time to die.

Marten paused by the edge, where the trees which bordered the glade in a circle twisted and arched back, stretching high overhead in the manner of someone retreating from a sudden heat or a foul smell.

There was life in the clearing as well. Wrinkled, pink mushrooms poked their heads high through the remains, and scarlet moss sprouted between ribcages and over bones like blood through skeletons long since dried up. Idora slipped past the mage, shivering as she stepped forward. The cold was biting, but she didn’t turn back for her cloak. If she did, Idora knew she would not step into the glade again.

The occasional crunch as she drifted over the bones was loud, the space so devoid of noise that even the buzzing of flies among the corpses couldn’t be heard. And yet, she could feel them on her skin. Idora expected the smell of rot, and indeed it was there, but dulled, just like the sounds of the forest beyond, as though there were an invisible wall between them. In a handful of steps, she stopped in the middle, looking down where pale bone powder mingled with the dirt.

Her foot pushed aside the fragments of skull that were not yet dust, and then through the thin layer of soil beneath. There was a hard surface there, a dull black metal absorbing the dim light.

Crouching and tugging off her glove, Idora spread her fingers against the metal.

Anger, sudden and all-consuming, filled her at the first cold touch. Her hands clenched, grating her nails against the rough surface hard enough to chip them. Ideas and visions poured into her mind, so bloodthirsty and violent that later she’d choose to believe they couldn’t possibly have been her own.

Idora snatched her fingers away, leaving the rage behind.

“What is that?” Idora backed away from the exposed metal, back towards the edge where the trees could close in around her, a cold comfort.

“Iron.”

“What’s under it?” Idora pushed.

“Something very old,” Marten said as she came to his side. “Perhaps best understood to you as a matriarch — a guardian — of these forests you so enjoy.”

“A Hallowed?”

Turning, Marten moved away from the clearing, and as she came alongside him, Idora noticed for the first time the faint blue veins along his temple and jaw. They stood out against his ivory skin like bruises. “They used to call her Green Annae.”

Idora paused. For a Hallowed to be singled out with a name, they had to be truly monstrous. “Why would someone trap her like that?”

Marten’s eyes flicked toward her. “Why? Because the Hallowed are humankind’s natural enemy, as you said. Or do you no longer stand against them with your king?”

“I didn’t mean that. I…” She stopped herself. The mage was leading her now in much the same way he had led her to the bone grove. Except now, it was words by which he guided her astray, and words by which she would dig her own grave.

“My husband didn’t do that, it was… old. Magic,” she said finally, jaw tight.

“No. Your husband didn’t do that,” Marten said, though his tone implied her husband couldn’t do that. At some stage, the purposeful flatness of his voice had receded, and hints of a lyrical accent, reminiscent somehow of a sad song, slipped past his lips. “Though it benefits you all that it was done.”

“What do you mean?”

“These forests that you walk in peace, that your men hunt in, that you carve your parks out of, they should be crawling with Hallowed so close to the Carve. But they aren’t. Why?” He brought them to a stop.

Idora frowned. Not for the reasons Christoph thought. “To tame the forest? That’s why she’s been caught like that.”

“Mm. You imprison the heart, and only a trickle remains where there was once a river. Barely enough to live off.” He turned his palms up, spreading his arms to encompass it all. “These forests will take another hundred years to die. But they are dying, starved for magic. Empty.” Like the woods in the south, over-hunted and pruned back so they became void echoes of their former selves.

“And if she were freed?”

Marten’s gaze fixed on her, and Idora wondered how eyes could be so utterly absent of color. Not in the way that hers were grey, not even murky as she had originally thought them, but like black voids, an absence where others had windows. “Only a flood can proceed a broken dam.”

The pause was long enough for Idora to view her question with regret. It had been a dangerous thing to ask.

“Tell me, what did you feel when you touched it?”

Anger. So much anger.

“What did you see?” His voice lured, like he knew she wasn’t going to admit either what she felt or saw. 

Idora’s eyes narrowed. “Why show me that place?”

“Well, who else?” There was a lilt back to his voice, derived from his suddenly smiling mouth. The bruises were gone from his skin, as though they had never been more than shadows.

A bitter taste filled her mouth. His was a twisted sense of humor. “If entertainment is what you seek, Mage, I would recommend you attend to those rumormongers you so enjoy.”

“Ahh, but they aren’t likely to wander the woods with a stranger, and one they dislike at that, are they?”

The taste in her mouth curled her lip. That he had picked up on her apathy, seen her disregard for her own wellbeing, made Idora feel spied upon, as though he’d undressed her to see beneath the false courage. She would have liked to turn away, to leave him with her receding back.

“But now…” His thoughtful frown was for her benefit as he said, “I can only presume your dislike of me, can’t I? For you didn’t answer my question. So, why don’t you tell me now, Idora, what you think?”

Pinching her lips shut, Idora looked at the mage, at his nose, big and hooked, and dimples in not quite the right places. She saw him for what he was — just a man, one who wielded magic, it was true, but nothing more. “I think you’re bored. You saw coming here to this new northern court, and how exciting it would be. That you wouldn’t just be a trophy to a throne, the live-in entertainment. But really, it’s worse. Because that is the fate of your kind. Kings make their worlds, and you dispense tricks.”

What small satisfaction she gained from seeing his smile fade dispersed into the woods with the echo of her words.

“And what path would you recommend to me, now that that is all I am?” he asked calmly, quietly.

“Do as I have done. Accept your fate.”

The transformation on his face was slow, but complete. The slight tilt to the head vanished, along with any other evidence of curiosity. What replaced them was a malevolent grin, and this time light tricked the shadows on his face into coalescing around his mouth, somehow too wide, too red. “Oh, my queen, why do you lie to me?”

Her feet carried her backwards, putting space between them, finding distance from that animal mouth. Turning her back on him elicited the hair on the back of her neck to stand on end, but she refused to break into a run. Idora marched from his sight, through a forest suddenly filled with dark pockets for eyes, and long reaching fingers for branches, as slowly as her feet would let her.

He doesn’t know anything, Idora thought, or perhaps whispered, to herself. He’s just the kingdom’s latest pet. Christoph probably put him up to it, setting him on her like some magical hound, sniffing out disloyalty.  The thought that her husband was at all suspicious of her chased away what vestiges of calm Idora had found for herself. Surely, as much as they might fight, Christoph had no reason to think that she had not accepted her fate as his queen. No reason to suspect that she was lying to him…

But what could the mage see? Perhaps things her husband, with his tunnel vision for the Carve and the glory beyond, couldn’t? Like everyone outside of the guild, Idora had little understanding of magic. Perhaps Marten could see…

No, she was careful. She…

… was not where she thought she was.

Having come abruptly upon the forest’s edge, Idora blinked against the open slate of the land stretching before her. It was a flat palette all the way to the western wall of Hadrod.

The western wall. Not the eastern side she had left from that morning. Of course, it should have been of little surprise to her, having understood the rules of these northern forests, but this meant that her horse was several hours of walking away, across a valley, which was hazy with the beginnings of drizzly autumn rain.

She couldn’t very well walk to Hadrod, as although it would take less than half the time compared to getting back to Silent Woods and Pearl, it would raise questions when she turned up horseless, muddy and sopping wet.

Cursing the mage, then cursing herself for being led by the mage and her own curiosity, she pulled her feet from the soft ground by the tree line. South, a hut hugged the edge of the forest near enough that she could smell the confusing mix of scents wafting in the white smoke rising from its short chimney. 

Sighing, Idora started walking.


      ***Once she was close enough to spot Gabeck where he knelt in the wild garden before his house, Idora felt the pang of envy which often accompanied her here. In another life, another world, she could have been like him. A herb-woman and a hermit, concerned only with the wild, whose pricks and poisons were intended so differently from the venoms of court.

He lifted his face when he heard her steps on the stone pavers. Even in winter, Gabeck always seemed to bear a tanned complexion, flattered by the dark roots of his hair and the whiteness of his beard. He was a big man, thick, sturdy limbs speaking of a diet denied to most peasants. There was comforting familiarity here, pushing the bone grove, and the mage, further from her mind.

Gabeck frowned as he glanced beyond her, the back of his hand with its silver hair brushing dirt onto his cheek. “Queen Idora? How did you get here?”

Idora opened her mouth, with little idea of what she would say, but then he asked, “Aren’t you cold?”

And Idora realized she was. That she had left her cloak with the mage. Letting out a breath, she pressed her fingers to her temple, looking back as though her cloak might appear there, preferably without the mage. What an impression she must be making on him.

Gabeck came to his feet in the slow nature of ageing men, squinting at Idora enough for her to recognize that she’d cursed aloud. He raised a dark eyebrow. “What brings you?”

Idora hugged herself. “I was… nearby.” She’d met Gabeck last winter, when one of her walks brought her to his cabin. Finding him unperturbed by her queenhood, even her wanderings, she’d taken to paying him visits, finding his company more agreeable than what awaited within the castle walls.

“Hmph. Well, come on then.” Turning, he ducked under the low doorway and led her inside.

A constantly burning hearth leant deep warmth, giving the cabin the rich aroma of herbs. Moving through the small, cluttered room to find a kettle, water and tea leaves, Gabeck set a course of disturbed objects — drying herbs caged in twine to hang from the low rafters, and small animal skins — waving and weaving in his wake.

Passing through carefully, Idora moved to a small, recessed window which looked out into the trees. “Have you always lived so near the forest?”

Gabeck clattered about through some jars and tins that littered every narrow wooden shelf and bowed bench. “Mm. Just like my father, and his father. Always here.”

“Do the Hallowed ever bother you?”

He peered at her through two skeins of dried meat. “Why the sudden interest?”

She couldn’t very well ask if he’d ever stumbled across a grove where animals and Hallowed alike went to die. Or if he’d happened to touch an iron box and be filled with enough hate and anger to briefly envision burning down Hadrod with everybody inside. So, she shrugged. “Just curious.”

Gabeck went back to dropping dried leaves picked from random jars into his pot. “The ash trees behind the house keep away all but the most unseelie. No, the Hallowed bother me no more than your husband’s soldiers do. He intends to bring his entire army here, does he?”

Idora smiled thinly, looking back towards the window, whereby angling her head she could see the white triangular tips of their tent city to the north, dark in the lengthening shadow of Hadrod’s western wall. “I suppose he might. I wouldn’t know.” Crouching on the loose bricks before the fireplace, Gabeck pushed the pot onto some glowing coals. “The soldiers hassle you? I imagine they’d be bored up here.”

Gabeck grinned briefly in her direction, and Idora caught a flash of what must have wooed plenty of village women in his day. “And be refused their ointments? No, they’re not so foolish to cross the one who brings them their medicine.”

“Medicine?”

“The price of… certain company.” He might’ve winked.

The corner of Idora’s mouth lifted. A pure and shining army to defeat the Carve indeed. Gabeck handed her a steaming cup. “This will calm you.”

“Calm me?”

“You look flustered. Like you were chased from the forest by a wolf.” He said it with a laugh. Unable to disagree with him, she took a sip. Somehow, the faded armchair surpassed every surface in the castle for comfort as she sunk further into it.

“The new mage, that Marten…”

When Gabeck said the name, Idora, half expecting the mage to be standing in the doorway, looked up so suddenly that she poured hot tea over her hand. Luckily, Gabeck’s back was to her, and perhaps more luckily, Marten was nowhere to be seen as Idora swallowed her pained gasp, patting the amber stains into her gown.

Gabeck continued. “I spotted him when the king decided to blow a hole in the village last week. He’s…” Gabeck trailed off, uncharacteristically motionless until she prompted him. He met her eye and said, “Dangerous.”

With a failed smile, Idora asked, “You don’t mean just because of his guild training I suppose?”

Gabeck scoffed. “What they learn in their fancy halls… pretty lights and illusions, all of it.”

“With luck, he’s the same,” Idora offered.

Shaking his head, Gabeck said, “You should stay away from him.”

Idora smiled, a true one this time. “Gabeck… I’ve survived my husband so far, haven’t I?”

“We both know the king is only as dangerous as whoever has his ear. It’s the bastards he keeps company with, and that witch Esme. And now, mayhap the mage.”

Sipping her tea, seeking those calming effects, Idora promised, “I’ll be careful. I always am.”

Gabeck laughed. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

“Speaking of.” Idora blushed. “Can I borrow your horse? And a cloak?” 


      ***The dining hall was loud with chatter and booming laughter that evening, though only half the benches were full. New faces came every week, more and more fathers sending their sons, followed by their daughters for the other men’s sons.

Beside her, Jorge leaned over Christoph’s seat, sharing with the king what she imagined to be some lewd observation before clapping him on the back and shooting Idora a look. Jorge was the worst of the group of men in Hadrod whom Idora generously thought of as royal thugs, each of them a spare heir or bastard son. Their decisions to leave their refined wives in the city and follow the king to the wild north for a chance at glory, a chance at bettering their brothers and fathers, must have been easy ones. The better for Christoph.

In other circumstances, Jorge might have died in an alleyway before he even came of age. Occasionally Idora wished that he had, that Christoph had not instead taken his father’s bastard as a close confidant. Often, she thought that the only difference between Jorge and her husband was legitimacy. And, on the part of Jorge, a streak of cruel intelligence which made Idora grateful for the fate that saw him a bastard and Christoph as her husband. The likeness between them was hard to miss, though Jorge had a lower brow over small, bright eyes of different shades — one pale brown, the other cold blue. He was taller, and perhaps more handsome than the king, keeping his dark hair cropped short. But it was all in the way he looked at her, contemplative and threatening at once, that made Idora’s skin crawl and her eyes shift away.

Jorge made to leave, to take his place on one of the dozen lower tables more suited to him. She’d barely had time to breathe a sigh of relief before Marten appeared. The empty seat to her left was to be his, then, and as he took it, Idora noted Jorge’s narrow gaze on the mage. So, she and Jorge had that distrust in common. It wasn’t a comfort.

While the food came and went, the ale kept flowing, the volume in the hall rising towards the point in the evening that Idora could excuse herself unnoticed.

“Mage Marten!” Christoph called in a volume far higher than the proximity demanded, for he was, after all, only shouting across Idora. “What do you think of the castle hound?”

She did not twist to see the mage’s reaction, having ignored him all night, Idora was loath to acknowledge him now. Though, she recognized she would have been wise to flatter him into not mentioning her excursion to the king. Keeping her gaze forward, however, made her vain attempt not to look upon the thing that Christoph spoke of hopeless.

It had been there, chained to the center of the floor on a too-short leash since last winter. Month after month it remained, diminishing in body, and in its effect on the crowd. As her eyes reluctantly landed upon the creature, she thought that if Christoph’s aim in keeping a Hallowed chained in plain sight of everyone was to inspire disgust, then he had chanced upon capturing the right one.

This monster was humanoid, but it also brought to mind a spider robbed of half of its legs, with skin thin to the point of bluish translucency sliding over spindly bones and a stark ribcage whenever it moved. Skeletal wings protruded from near its knobbly spine, looking too fragile and too damaged to lift a creature its size. On a gaunt, skull-like head, its eyes were huge black expanses, shaped like almonds pointed towards a tiny lump of a nose. A thin lipless line stretched from sharp ear to sharp ear. For all this, and even knowing the long, thick rows of needle teeth behind that line, Idora had only pity for the creature. On its long back legs, it could have stood half as tall as any man here, but the chain attached to a thick collar kept it forever on all fours. Even in just the soft yellow light of the dining hall, its thin-lidded eyes, intended for some deep, damp subterranean home, saw little, and so its head swung sightlessly about when there was any great noise nearby.

Lately, the thing had taken to sitting in its wide, shallow water dish, and it was there when Christoph nodded to Jorge. His grinning brother held a spear in one hand, though he didn’t forsake the chicken leg he held in his other. The room watched him as he passed down the rows, stopping near the Hallowed, which wobbled its head but otherwise made no move in reaction to the sudden silence. Prodding the membranous skin of its ribs with the spear rewarded Jorge with a lazy wave of its long arm. Idora could have wrapped her hand around any part of that arm, it was so narrow.

Some seated closer to it laughed uncertainly. More prodding.

Idora blinked.

There was a crash, a splash, and a snap. Then a shocked yell. The Hallowed was up on its knuckles. A hand’s length of teeth were exposed all the way to the black gums. The spear was in two pieces. The end Jorge held snapped backwards as he lunged away in surprise, but he was otherwise unharmed, and he made a show of taking another bite of his meal after he recovered from the shock.

Laughter, tinged now with nerves, rippled through the hall. Christoph gestured again.

Another spear was handed to the abuser, this one tipped in a black head. The Hallowed could not follow the sound of Jorge’s footsteps as he stepped behind it. The merest touch against its skin sizzled, like bacon thrown into a hot pan.

Idora imagined she could smell it.

Some thought the Hallowed could be born of any violent death. But that wasn’t true. In Erith they had known what kind of death could birth a Hallowed. That knowledge influenced their laws, and laced every violent act with fear that the victim would return as a vengeful Hallowed.

To have died at man’s hand, directly or indirectly — that was all it took, the only criteria Ke’toris had imbued the making of his children with. Which was why so many had been human, once. Some very, very long ago. In the same vein however, a horse cut down for sport could return as a kelpie, a betrayed dog as a blackhound. And so on.

The wail that filled the hall now left no doubt to Idora that this thing had once been human. The collar pulled back on its skinny neck, its sightless eyes casting about. Its back was to the king’s table, and Idora could see the mark left by the spear. An angry blister, bright red on its grey-pink skin. Just the most recent, alongside other blackened and puckered scars.

“Iron.” Christoph rested back. “No monster can stand it. And if the fae do exist above the Carve, they will fall to iron just the same.”

Marten said something brief that nonetheless pleased the king. Idora wasn’t listening, rather she watched the creature give up casting about for its abuser and sit, its head hanging. The water bowl was yet to be replaced, so the creature sat on the stone floor. The collar had long since rubbed the delicate skin of its neck raw, and there was forever a dark crust beneath it. A dull look had begun to come to its great wild eyes, and it saddened and frightened her to see it.

It could be that her eyes were undergoing the same change. There were things a mirror could not see.

Her gaze slid to Christoph. His crown sat lopsided on his head, rubies glinting in the light of a dozen torches. Her own much smaller crown felt as though it were a vice, squeezing her skull in a dull throb.

It had belonged to someone else, once. Another queen, another life.

After dinner, Idora would go back to her rooms, and if Christoph didn’t send for her, she would lie atop her quilts, shivering in the cold air until she felt numb. If he did send for her, she would do the same, but later, and then the goosebumps all over her body would feel purifying as well as numbing as they chased away the memory of all touch.

In this way, once she began to doze, she would climb into bed and live in that space of half-wakefulness where the warmth came from the sun and her feet tingled with the coarse touch of Erith’s fine white sand. But her recollections were aging and dying, and Idora was no longer sure of what she was preserving. Sanity, she supposed, though it too was a thing she was gradually allowing to slip away. Then it wouldn’t matter what sand really felt like.

Christoph was talking to the mage again. Her eyes came back into focus on his alcohol-rich spittle as it flew across the table.

Marten wasn’t beside her anymore. She spotted him by the lower tables. Despite herself, Idora felt a pang at the sight of a stranger, unknown and untrusted as any guild member, talking easily among the people. Even as she, their queen of some years now, saw no friendly faces about the room. That it was her own doing didn’t always make the rejection easier. 

As Marten looked up to his king, Idora hoped that this second calling would not lead to a spectacle as terrible as the first.

So little did she know.

It took her a moment to understand the words being said amid the jeers and laughter, “… entertainment is hard to find up here. We do our best…”

A memory emerged, unbidden. It happened after a man, fresh to the north, had mocked the prestige of the catch displayed in the center of the room. A week later, in a banquet much like this one, her husband had nodded towards the back of the room, much like he did now. Then, his thugs dragged a great bear, shackled and angry, the biggest she’d ever seen, into the hall.

Back in the present, her eyes drifted to the floorboards around the Hallowed, where the horror of that evening still stained the floors. When she looked back up towards the other end of the dining hall, she had to force a breath, swaying in the dizziness that followed.

The two girls were edging on womanhood. Their wide, sleep-wakened eyes darted around the room at the painted faces, at the remains of food more bountiful than would pass through their village in the space of a month. At the Hallowed. The latter of these things held their attention before they were shoved to stand before the king’s table.

There was cold sweat on the back of Idora’s neck. Christoph’s voice was like an echo in her ear, as was the laughter. “… slim pickings… who’s to say there’s no indulgences in the north…” The girls shuffled, pressing close. Maybe sisters.

“Christoph…” Idora choked out his name, but he shouted over her words.

“Now, dance for us!” Christoph ordered, frowning towards the back of the room when he identified the lack of music. The song which had ended in a discordant twang now started up again. His attention came back to the pair, his sudden yell seeming to rattle their bones. “I said, dance!”

It was a short moment he gave them before he gestured at one of the thugs. It wasn’t Jorge. He had drifted off to the side, a blank expression on his face. Idora wondered if he was thinking of his mother, of the endless men she had performed for before Christoph’s father, and more after.

This one of her husband’s thugs wore his thick, black beard long enough to brush his collar. He might have been grinning through it.

But when he marched up to the taller of the two and ripped open her nightdress, Idora closed her eyes. She didn’t want to see his smile. When the girl screamed, and her friend moved toward her, he casually backhanded her across the face, spinning her on her feet.

Idora thought of the bear. In its last moments when its injuries were too great, it had given a long, plaintive moan. It was regretful. It was a bad way to die.

Marten’s voice was so clear, carrying around the room from otherwise softly spoken words, that Idora felt her eyes drifting open, felt herself coming back to the present.

She did not see the humiliating, desperate attempts of the girls to dance. Rather, she saw Marten’s eyes on them, filled with a thing far from lust. “My king, I thank you for your efforts to entertain me this night…”

It was hard, at first, to identify what had changed about the room. 

The torches were brighter, but that was because all else had dipped so suddenly darker, the shadows pushing at the flames and turning them into bright, struggling pinpricks. Before Idora had time to wonder if her eyes were tricking her, she felt something roll over her skin, not quite cold, not quite a breeze. Like someone had come in and moved all the furniture by an inch, there was now something off about the room, something invisible and so completely wrong.

Only briefly, Idora thought to blame her imagination, but the faces of the guests spoke otherwise. They were blank. Expressions caught in a moment in time, a time before the light dimmed like a giant beast had laid its shadow over their dinner. 

A sudden, heavy wave of dizziness tried to pull her down. She had not had too much wine. This magic tasted metallic, something that stuck in the back of her throat. She held onto that sense, focused on it so it wouldn’t slip away. As much as knowing when one was dreaming was key to waking up, the awareness of an enchantment was the key to staying lucid. 

The village girl with the cheek quickly blooming into an angry bruise stilled utterly, her face a mask over unseeing eyes. The whole room watched, but only Idora saw. It was only her, isolated in a sea of dumbly smiling faces. Idora wanted to scream, to grab the nearest person and shake that expression away, to have them blink and look around in horror with her. The silence was so deep she could hear the overlapping breaths of the others; the only reason she knew they yet lived and were not mere smiling corpses held up by the cool, prickly touch of magic that now so gently shifted her hair and caressed her throat in a phantom touch. 

The girl turned, her lank, dark hair shadowing her face. She marched up to the man who had struck her. Even as she pulled the dagger from his belt, even as she plunged it into his thigh, all the way to the hilt, his eyes did not so much as flicker. His pant leg darkened, glossy. Crimson waterfalls formed a puddle beneath his boots.

Idora’s breath caught as the metallic taste turned thick, tanged with actual blood. The man swayed. The color drained directly from his face into the growing pool. Still, no one — not he, not the king, not any of the smiling onlookers — did a thing. They didn’t move, didn’t make a sound. The soft trickle of his blood joined the unanimous breath, fallen now into a rhythm to be as one.

Jorge made a sound like a wheeze to her right. He twitched, his smile of stasis turning to a look of horror. Idora felt a surge of hope that she wasn’t alone. But then his battle was lost, and the dumb smile returned to stay.

“However, I find this more to my liking.”

Marten.

Idora looked toward him slowly. She wanted to delay it. For on his crooked face, it was not a smile of stasis, but a malicious smile, and eyes that were all too aware.

Beyond him, the Hallowed’s face lifted, tiny nose twitching at the smell of blood.

The man with the dagger in his thigh limped forward to stand before the king, before Idora. There was a river in his wake. Another stain on the floor. Another thing to forget. He was, she saw now, smiling.

Idora’s chair scraped back, clattering to the floor as she pushed away from the table. She nearly stumbled over it, backing away with her eyes glued to the man dying with a smile on his face.

She could hear, more than feel, her stuttering inhalation. Like lying back in a still lake, where all sounds but her own breathing, her heartbeat, were muted. Except, instead of a broad blue sky ahead, it was the mage’s face.

The pulse in her ears thumped erratically. His hands gripped her shoulders, and then she couldn’t hear even that. In a voice calm, almost conversational, Marten said, “What do you think now, Idora?”

The dark shroud of his hair blocked the nightmare-scape of the room beyond. Her mouth was dry. “This is you. You bewitched me,” she said in a whisper, a plea, before her voice dried up fully. “You’re making me see things that… that aren’t true.” She had to meet his black eyes.

“You are so sure?” When he leaned toward her, she dared not move. As he spoke, voice low and intimate by her ear, she dared not breathe. “Or… perhaps you’re the only one I haven’t bewitched.” Pulling back, he looked from one wide eye to the other. “But who will believe you, Queen Idora?”

Whatever had prevented her from running, from locking herself in her room to hide beneath the blankets for the rest of the night’s cold hours, evaporated. 

She was chased by the thump of the man’s body, and the laughing call of Marten, “I’m just dispensing tricks, Idora!”









