

  

    

      

    

  




  

    

      

    

  










One










The messenger arrived in the dead of night, soaked to the skin and with blood staining her face. The first Rue knew of her was when the door to the office ‒ her own office, the official premises of Moonruin Investigations ‒ banged open without ceremony. Rue hadn’t been sleeping, despite the hour; she knew Viri would chastise her for it, but he wasn’t there, and sometimes a woman just needed a few hours of peace before morning came.


So much for that.


The woman stood, straight-backed and still, as what was surely one of the last of winter’s storms raged behind her. Wind rustled the papers on the heavy oak desk, and swirling rain pattered against the floorboards. Outside, Rue could hear the office’s sign creaking.


She rose slowly, cupping a hand around the one candle that hadn’t blown out. “Can I help you?”


The woman didn’t immediately speak. Her face was shadowed, her eyes dark pits in a pale face. Her chin was tilted up, making her mouth a thin line. The first shivers of warning crawled up Rue’s spine, until her fingers itched for a weapon. For once, she overrode the need. The stranger wasn’t even armed.


The woman finally crossed the threshold, though she made no move to close the door. Her clothing was grey from head to toe, and the blood smudged across her forehead had an odd, silver-gold sheen in the candlelight.


“Are you injured?” Rue tried again. Either the woman had been struck mute, or something else held her tongue.


The woman shook her head and finally spoke, though her voice was hoarse and the words seemed dragged out of her throat involuntarily. “‘Tis but a scratch. You are needed.”


The services of a silverclaw were often needed ‒ and often at strange hours, too ‒ but there was something about the woman that made Rue’s blood run cold. She wore the cloak and satchel of a messenger, and she looked ordinary enough ‒ not cursed, not possessed ‒ but there was a blankness to her eyes, and a stiffness to her posture…


Shock, Rue decided, perhaps compounded by a blow to the head. She rounded the desk, reaching to shut the door.


The woman’s hand landed upon it. “You are needed. Now.”


“What for?”


“There is… a bard.” Once again, the woman sounded oddly strangled, and as distant as though she was halfway down a well. “We were travelling together, on the north road. He was taken.”


A little of Rue’s dread abated. This was more comfortable territory. Taken, in the forest, by bandits or some manner of monster. Silverclaws were trained for exactly such situations: to slay beasts and rescue their victims, to hunt and track and kill. Moonruin Investigations had undertaken three such missions that winter alone, even if most of the work in Silverhill was far less demanding. Yes, this she could deal with.


Rue removed her hand from the door and risked returning the candle to the desk. “Fine. Do you want to discuss payment now or when we return?”


The look the woman gave her wasn’t exactly baffled, nor did it seem disingenuous. She simply looked as though she didn’t know money existed.


For the first time, Rue truly hesitated. It wasn’t just the money. Of course, silverclaws usually worked for a fee; her mother had always taught her that honour didn’t put food on the table, and that was a tenet Rue lived by. Exceptions could be made, though, in the face of vicious storms and kidnapped bards and apparently addled messengers. Duty and a desire to serve could be put before everything else.


But not a silverclaw’s life, not in anything but the direst circumstances ‒ and there was something about the messenger that made Rue’s pulse beat louder in her ears. Something that spoke of dark hollows and treacherous paths and freshly dug graves with the turf barely turned…


Rue blinked and shook herself. Neither of them had moved; the messenger didn’t seem to have noticed the delay. She was just a shocked, injured woman, caught in a bastard of a storm. Anything else was sheer imagination, something Rue rarely succumbed to.


“Later, then,” she said wearily. The messenger hardly looked destitute; there was a chance Moonruin would see some coin from all this, once the work was done. “Give me ten minutes. I need my weapons and supplies, and to wake my associate.”


The woman’s head tipped to one side. “Associate?”


The last druid in the Weald. The ‘moon’ half of Moonruin. My closest friend, and the biggest pain in my arse. There wasn’t time to explain all that, though, if the messenger didn’t already know. “Viri,” Rue said instead. “He’s… a healer.”


That got less of a response from the woman than Rue had expected. Healers were a rare and valuable commodity in the Weald, and being able to rouse one on command in the dead of night was a true boon. Shock, indeed.


Rue returned to the desk, retrieving her sword and belt from the peg on the wall, her smaller blades from a drawer, her lantern and satchel of sundry supplies from a cupboard, and her coat and hat from the rack. Only when she was ready did she realise the woman hadn’t even moved to stop the rain pelting against her back.


That note of dread was back, but this time Rue merely shook her head. Viri would know what to do. Killing monsters was one thing, but the rest… Viri always knew.


Finally, she ushered the messenger out of the door, into the storm that had been raging since mid-afternoon. It obscured stars and both moons, and even replaced the lights of the town around them with a demonic whirl of black. If Rue hadn’t known better, she would have said they’d stepped out into the wild, miles from civilisation. Not that there was much ‘civilisation’ to be had in the Weald, but Silverhill was better than nothing.


It was only as Rue locked the office door and slid the heavy key into her pocket that she returned to her questions. The woman had moved off and was barely visible by the wan light of the storm lantern Rue carried. “You said he’d been taken.”


“Taken?”


“The bard.”


“Yes.”


Rue swallowed her irritation. Viri always called her ‘taciturn’; her mother preferred the word ‘awkward’. She was starting to understand why they complained about both. “Taken by whom?”


‘What’ was more likely, in the middle of the night; even bandits had more sense than to be out at this hour.


The messenger turned her head slowly, until her face hung like one of the missing moons, distant and unreadable. “Taken,” she said again, “by a kulpi.”


***


“A kulpi.” Viri was still yawning as he bumbled around the tiny cottage they called home, stuffing miscellaneous items into a sack. Rue couldn’t picture a use for half of them, but that was Viri all over. “Then what’s the problem?”


Rue glanced towards the closed cottage door. The messenger had refused to come inside, storm or no storm. Rue usually followed her instincts, which were practically screaming that something indefinable was wrong with this whole business… But she’d overruled them for a reason. The woman was shocked and injured, she was probably harmless ‒ and she needed their help.


“It’s taken a bard,” Rue replied.


“So?” Viri added a bundle of dried lavender, a case full of clinking vials, and some kind of carved stick to his sack. There was, on the surface, little urgency in his movements, but Rue could see how much faster than usual he was packing. “I’m sure this is all a misunderstanding. Kulpi aren’t monsters. They can be reasoned with.”


It was true the definition of ‘monster’ wasn’t a particularly clear one, even for a silverclaw. There were creatures that ate people out of need and opportunity ‒ a starving wolf, for example ‒ and then there were those that ate people because they wanted to make musical instruments out of the leftover leg bones. Unfortunately, the line between the two extremes wasn’t exactly a straight one.


Take kulpis, for instance. They did indeed have intelligence, and could converse in mortal tongues. You could even reason with them, as Viri suggested, if you were willing to endure a lot of snarling and wailing. Usually, they were benign ‒ if fierce ‒ protector spirits, guardians of their small forest nook… But there were exceptions.


“Reason,” Rue said, folding her arms, “in the heart of a storm, when the kulpi’s already tasted blood?”


Viri paused in the act of tying up his sack. His head tilted, much like the messenger woman’s had, making his pale hair ‒ almost still white, but growing greener by the day ‒ fall across his forehead. “Well, no… Not if you put it like that…”


“Come on.” Rue made for the door. “We’ve got a bard to save.”


She would have liked to have made any number of arrangements first. To have roused her mother and her school of nascent silverclaws at Carn Daenum. To have found better protection from the storm than a hat and coat. To have arranged payment in advance for venturing into the forest at night and facing a blood-addled, storm-frenzied kulpi. There was no time for any of those things, though. Her sword and her skill would have to be enough.


And Viri, of course. There was always Viri.


Outside, it was still as black as pitch; dawn was hours away. Rue was halfway down the garden path when she realised the messenger was lurking just beyond the garden gate. She’d half expected the woman to have buggered off to the tavern by now, and left the kulpi-hunting to the professionals ‒ but there she was, looking as stiff and uncomfortable as before.


Viri peered past Rue, concern on his face. “Is she all right? Excuse me. Are you all right?”


The messenger studied Viri with the same ponderous consideration as before. “The associate. This way.”


She was gone before any more words could be exchanged, forcing Rue to pull down the brim of her hat and follow. Behind her, she could hear Viri’s indignant exclamation of, “Associate?”, but even he hurried to keep up.


A pair of storm lanterns and a good sense of direction were scant defence against the storm, but the messenger seemed to have no trouble. She led them from the town, unerring despite the lashing rain. Within minutes, water had soaked through the back of Rue’s coat and through the stitching of her boots, and though the trees kept off the worst of the wind, hearing their branches thrashing all around was hardly reassuring. The messenger walked with purpose, though, and Viri seemed little perturbed. He was already soaked to the skin, but there was something about being a druid, or maybe a celestial, that inured him to ordinary physical discomforts. He hadn’t even put on a coat.


The town fell behind them, the north road cutting straight through the forest. They’d gone some three or four miles at a steady pace before the messenger plunged off the road and into the trees without the faintest hesitation. If there was indeed a kulpi grove out here, Rue had heard no tell of it ‒ but such groves could rarely be found in daylight, an odd sort of magic concealing them from prying eyes, and even the inhabitants of a town as safe as Silverhill generally knew better than to go wandering around the forest at night. Not this messenger, though. Rue called out a warning, but if the woman heard, she gave no sign. She might have been strolling through a market.


Viri caught up long enough to grab Rue’s arm. Even he looked somewhat wary, now. “Are you sure about this, Rue?”


“No. Are you?”


Viri considered the question in silence. “I don’t feel anything out of the ordinary,” he said finally, and with evident reluctance. “But nothing feels the same when it’s raining.”


Rue had long since given up trying to understand the vagaries of Viri’s druid senses. All she knew was that, for once, she couldn’t rely on them. From the moment the messenger had arrived on the doorstep, something had seemed off… But she’d come all this way, and she couldn’t turn back when someone was in trouble. Maybe, like Viri said, it was only the weather and the time of night that had her so on edge. Maybe she was overreacting and they’d reason with this kulpi, then be back home in time for breakfast.


Or not.


The trees thinned quite suddenly. The messenger had stopped at the edge of a clearing, her grey clothing glowing faintly. In fact, with the rain abruptly stopped, the whole clearing glowed, lit by a circular pool that had an odd inner radiance. By its light, even Rue’s very human senses were enough to see what lay ahead.


The clearing might once have been natural, but it was now consciously maintained, a proper glade under the care of someone who knew what they were doing. The undergrowth had been cut back and all around the pool lay meticulously trimmed grass dotted with white flowers.


It would have been idyllic, in other words, in daylight and better weather ‒ if it hadn’t been for the kulpi.


She stood with their back to them, which was perhaps a mercy. It wasn’t enough to hide the man bound to the tree at the centre of the glade. Rue had a sudden, sickening recollection of a clearing much like this one, plunged into unnatural darkness, where a bone wraith had captured a young girl. She and Lanthe had intervened then, and only just in time; the girl had been partly ossified, as the wraith prepared to turn her insides into a feast.


But there the similarities ‒ and the nightmare ‒ ended. The kulpi was far smaller than a bone wraith, and looked almost human from behind. More importantly, the man she had tied to the tree was adult, fully conscious ‒ and singing.


Rue felt Viri’s hand on her arm before she could draw her sword; he knew very well how she’d approach this, given the choice. “He’s got her bewitched,” he murmured.


Rue might have agreed, except this was no haunting ballad. Instead, the bard seemed to be halfway through a bawdy tavern song about a royal celebration in Rivenhold, which made frequent use of rhyming ‘calls’ with ‘balls’, and occasionally ‘smalls’.


Viri wrinkled his nose. “Or not.”


Rue began to edge around the clearing. She could see the kulpi only in profile, long black hair hanging limp over white-clad shoulders, the hem of her dirty gown dragging across the grass. One of her hands was raised, the fingers just crooked enough to be inhuman, but not yet turned into claws. A good sign. Maybe.


As she watched, the kulpi lifted her hand higher, stroking those long fingers down the bard’s cheek. He gave a visible shudder, but his song never wavered. “…and all the girls did diddle him, if the truth be told‒”


Rue rolled her eyes. The bard’s lyrics were about on a par with her mother’s, after she’d had a few drinks. She’d have to hire this one for Lanthe’s next birthday party.


If they survived long enough, that was.


Viri was halfway across the clearing. Rue hadn’t seen him move, but the damned druid had a stubborn streak when he thought he knew better than her. He hefted his ridiculous sack on his shoulder and called out, “Maiden of the forest, we entreat your kindness, and your understanding for entering your grove uninvited. We bring gifts‒”


Those words were enough to break the calm. The kulpi’s snarl rent the air, and Rue had her sword in her hand before she even knew what she was doing. The kulpi spun, fingers turned to claws, hair writhing like a nest of snakes, face twisted into a hideous rictus crowned by razor teeth and blank black eyes. She had blood down the front of her ragged gown and around her mouth; there was more now visible across the bard’s throat.


The kulpi lunged for Viri ‒ and so did Rue.


They struck all three at once. Rue’s sword clanged against the kulpi’s grasping claws, and Viri’s magic flared in a burst of white light. For a moment, they were locked together, and then the kulpi snarled and lashed out with her other hand, launching Viri backwards through the air. The mossy ground rose willingly to catch him, which was enough to tell Rue he was safe. She drew back and swung her sword, straight for the kulpi’s head ‒ and got a faceful of barbed hair, writhing like a dozen more angry limbs, for her trouble.


Rue leapt back, swinging hard once again. This time, she sliced through a hank of hair. It fell away, still twitching, and the kulpi screeched loud enough to make Rue’s teeth ache.


The kulpi’s own teeth were bared and bloody. She threw herself at Viri, but the druid was back on his feet, and his raised hand glowed like a third moon. The kulpi dropped into a crouch, spitting expletives in some forest tongue. Rue darted after her, sword lowered ‒ but before she could make contact, an unseen twist of hair struck her from behind, throwing her into Viri. They both staggered, and then the kulpi was right there, claws and teeth in Rue’s face, hands as strong as an ogre’s prising the sword from Rue’s grip.


Rue stumbled backwards, yanking a dagger from its sheath on her thigh. When the kulpi came after her, she plunged the blade upwards, right into the kulpi’s heart.


The blade sank into flesh as soft and yielding as pond slime, until the wound bubbled out a cascade of black fluid just as stinking. The kulpi cackled, teeth snapping in Rue’s face, filling her nostrils with the wet smell of turned earth and rotting leaves. Rue abandoned her hold on the dagger and punched the kulpi instead, snapping the creature’s head backwards. Finesse, she recalled her mother saying, wasn’t her strongest attribute.


Rue just had time to grab for her dagger as the kulpi stepped backwards ‒ and then she heard Viri’s voice, very calmly and very clearly, saying, “Enough.”


The kulpi flew backwards as though tugged by a winch. And she was, practically speaking: Viri had used magic to raise a rope of tree roots, and flung it around the kulpi’s neck. Talons turned back to fingers as the kulpi scratched at the rope, but Viri’s magic was implacable.


He marched out from behind Rue, hands raised. “We offered you gifts,” he said firmly. “We were prepared to bargain. There was no need for this.”


The kulpi hissed something unintelligible, black blood still gurgling from the hole in her chest.


Viri seemed to understand her, though. “We know that, and we’re sorry. If you cannot show compassion, though, you’re as bad as the beasts she hunts.”


The kulpi’s black eyes, Rue was certain, flicked in her direction. She was also certain the snarl that followed was deeply uncomplimentary.


But Viri’s root rope fell away, and the kulpi darted towards the centre of the glade. Without a sound, she dived into the silvery waters of the pool and was gone.


In the quiet that followed, Rue realised the bard was still singing. His voice was faint and his head drooped, but he’d moved on to some kind of lay about white ships on a white shore. Rue wasn’t sure whether to be disgusted or impressed.


The kulpi’s vine bindings didn’t fall away as easily as Viri’s had. After Rue had retrieved her sword, it took them some twenty minutes to free him, with the bard talking all the time.


“You must be silverclaws,” he said, sounding faintly hysterical. “Glorious, noble silverclaws, riding to the rescue in my hour of need.”


“Rue doesn’t ride if she can help it,” Viri said. He didn’t, Rue noticed, correct the bard on the more important point ‒ that he, personally, was not a silverclaw, even if he did their work.


“But you saved me.” The bard’s head lifted a little, revealing that nasty line of scratches around his throat, and a face that was uncharacteristically pale for someone Weald-born. “I owe you my life.”


“You bloody well do.” Exhaustion, and knowing that the kulpi might not be the only creature out here in the dark, made Rue snappish. “What were you doing, wandering into a kulpi grove in the middle of the night?”


The bard’s head rolled again, but he seemed to be losing his hysteria. “I don’t really know this part of the Weald. There was such a large bend in the road on the map and I thought I could take a short-cut…”


“Through the forest? At night?” Rue couldn’t keep the incredulity out of her voice.


The bard was nearly free now, and managed a weary shrug. “It would have been safe enough at home.”


Meaning he almost certainly wasn’t Weald-born. Rue knew of nowhere in the forest safe enough to leave the road at night, and vast tracts of the Weald were as familiar to her as the back of her hand.


Finally, the vines came loose. The bard staggered forwards as though dizzy, and caught himself on Rue’s arm. He was taller than her, but he’d sagged enough that he had to look up to meet her gaze. His eyes were a very pale blue, and they seemed to focus on her face for the first time ‒ with a sudden look of recognition.


“Oh!” The bard pushed himself upright. “It is you.”


Rue took a step back. Conversations that took that turn usually ended with some variant of ‘you’re the Dread Queen reborn’ and a hasty departure on one side or the other.


But the bard was actually smiling and straightening his tunic. “I didn’t realise I’d travelled so far south. When I sent Mariam for help, I thought she’d find the first silverclaw she came to, not you.”


Rue uncurled her fingers from where they’d come to rest on the hilt of her sword, and waited.


The bard cleared his throat. “My name is Gildersleve ‒ or Gil, if you prefer ‒ a bard of the Old Road. I’ve been sent to find you.”


***


Dawn broke over Silverhill in a glorious wash of golden skies, as though to apologise for the storm just gone. Rather than take their rescued bard back to the office, Rue and Viri elected to go home. Rue stripped off her sodden clothes as soon as she got through the door, not caring who saw, whilst Gildersleve stood awkwardly beside the fire.


He was even more talkative than Viri. On the long walk back through the woods, he’d kept up a constant stream of one-sided conversation, interspersed with snippets of song. The latter, Rue gathered, were his own creations, though she was too tone-deaf to tell whether they were good or not. She listened to hardly any of it and kept her questions to herself.


It wasn’t until they were all dry and freshly dressed, and Viri was placing steaming cups of tea on the scrubbed kitchen table before them, that Rue made her move. “Where’s your friend?”


Gildersleve swallowed a mouthful of tea with an appreciative noise. His eyes kept following Viri around the room, Rue noticed, though in admiration or wariness, she couldn’t say. “Friend?” he asked vaguely.


“The messenger. Grey cloak, satchel. Saved your life by coming looking for me.”


“Oh, Mariam.” Gil waved one hand airily. “Just someone I met on the road. Certainly did me a favour, didn’t she? I’m sure she’s long gone now.”


And she was. She’d made herself scarce as soon as they’d reached the kulpi grove, and there had been no sign of her around the clearing, nor on the road back to Silverhill. She might as well have vanished with the storm.


“She was injured,” Viri said, sliding into the chair next to Rue and tapping his forehead. “I would have treated her.”


He’d already bandaged Gil’s neck, declaring the wounds too slight to use magic on ‒ though Rue noticed he’d used copious amounts of one of his many salves to fend off a blood fever or rot.


“She tripped over a tree root when we left the road,” Gil said, as vaguely as before. “It was just a scratch.”


Rue studied his face for the signs of a lie. There had been something deeply unsettling about that grey messenger, not least because she’d apparently been as unconcerned about leaving the road at night as Gildersleve was… But it was true she hadn’t seemed overly injured, and she’d left the clearing of her own accord, probably to make her way to the pub. “I’ll ask my mother and her apprentices to keep an eye out,” Rue said, sipping her tea. “Make sure she hasn’t fallen into a ditch somewhere.”


“Oh, good, good.” Gil nodded, then leaned forwards, elbows on the table. “Now, do you want to know who sent me?”


“Merle,” Viri said promptly. “You have her smell all over you.”


Rue raised an eyebrow. Smell? Probably theatrics, knowing Viri. Gildersleve, after all, had mentioned the Old Road, and they didn’t know anyone else there.


Gil looked faintly disappointed, his secret punctured too soon. “That’s right. She sent me with a message.”


“What message would that be?” Rue asked.


“She wants to see you. She needs your help ‒ you especially, Viridian.”


“It’s Viri,” Viri said, but he looked faintly discomfited, perhaps wondering how many of his secrets Merle had revealed to the bard without meaning to.


Rue gestured for Gil to go on.


Gil only shrugged. “It’s really not my place to say more. Besides, if you know Merle, you know what she’s like. She keeps her thoughts to herself.”


That much was true. They’d heard nothing from the Guardian of the Old Road all winter. Truthfully, Rue hadn’t expected to ever hear from her again, and a ‒ perhaps uncharitable ‒ part of her had been glad of it. Merle guarded a silent and empty land, and with Halamar run from the vicinity, she’d surely gone back to her patrols and her garden.


“How do you know her?” Rue asked. “Merle doesn’t seem the type to know… people.”


Gil looked genuinely affronted. “Merle is a true friend to the Summerlands, the greatest guardian of our people.”


“The Summerlands?” Both Rue and Viri spoke at once, though in very different tones.


“The Summerlands don’t exist,” Rue added. Viri had almost knocked his tea over in surprise.


“Of course they do.” Now Gil sounded amused. “I live there. I’m Summerlands born and raised, in fact. And I work for Lord Morrow. Who else would need a bard in that part of the Weald?”


Rue and Viri exchanged a glance. Viri looked dumbfounded, as though Gil was talking in a language no one else spoke.


“The Summerlands can’t exist,” Viri said, almost plaintively. “The druids would have known they were there.”


Normally, Rue would have agreed, except a prickle of apprehension had run down her spine. The druids, Viri amongst them, had certainly been masters of the Weald… Except they hadn’t watched the Old Road, that task being fully ceded to Merle. In fact, they’d tried to avoid her, if Viri’s initial wariness had been anything to go by. Perhaps the fabled Summerlands, where the land was bounteous and the sun always shone, had been right under their noses ‒ and if any of the druid elders knew it, they’d taken pains not to reveal as much to their acolytes.


Besides, it was impossible to ignore the simple fact of Gil’s existence. He knew Merle, for one thing ‒ and now he’d met Viri, heard mention of druids, and even seen Viri’s magic, all without the faintest hint of surprise. Magic was such a rarity in the Weald, and yet Gil hadn’t asked a single question? Either he was astonishingly incurious, or he came from somewhere wondrous enough that a little druid magic wasn’t worth remarking on.


Rue met the bard’s eye. “Are you asking us to work with Merle, or for this lord of yours?”


Gil flushed. “Well, it was Lord Morrow who instructed me to come…But the message came from the Guardian.”


His answer made Rue frown. Working for lords and dukes was, for a silverclaw, a sure road to being treated like dirt and paid a pittance. Ordinary people were grateful to have the monsters kept from their doors; dukes had high walls and their own men for that, and only hired silverclaws for the jobs they didn’t want to speak of.


But what choice did they have? Merle had gone far beyond her remit of protecting the Old Road when they’d faced Halamar; they owed her a great debt. Even if they weren’t exactly friends, that had to be repaid. Maybe, this time, there’d even be a little coin in it.


Viri was giving her an appraising look. “What are you thinking?”


Really, Rue was thinking that it would be easier and safer to stay behind the desk of Moonruin Investigations, to spend her days tracking lost livestock and escorting old ladies to collect herbs. That was only barely silverclaw work, though, and even if they hadn’t owed Merle, something seemed to stir in her blood at the thought of going north again. Adventuring had once been a necessary evil, hardly something she sought out ‒ but after spending a winter in Silverhill, amid the well-meaning but deeply irritating small-talk and gossip? Suddenly, a summer on the road seemed quite appealing.


Rue drained her now cold tea and thumped the cup onto the table, ignoring the faint look of knowing satisfaction Viri was giving her. “The Old Road it is ‒ but I’ll choose the short-cuts.”


To that, Gil gave a vigorous nod.













Two










The Old Road looked much as it always did, compass-straight, built by unknown hands, and now dappled in the weak sunlight of an early spring morning. Viri breathed in the warm air, which had turned unseasonably mild for the tail end of winter, and listened to the birdsong overhead. It was a beautiful day ‒ and he was unaccountably nervous.


That was the problem with coming looking for the Guardian. Merle had helped them against Halamar, and she certainly wasn’t going to cut them down for trespassing ‒ but she was still immortal, still unspeakably dangerous, and these were still lands the druids had once avoided as though they’d all catch a hideous rash if they did otherwise.


At least, this time, they’d been invited. Gil led the way along the road with a spring in his step and, even by Viri’s standards, one too many songs on his lips. He’d been equally cheery for most of the three-week journey. He seemed to think he’d played his part, and now it was their responsibility to ensure nothing ate him on the way home.


Which probably wasn’t far off the truth.


Rue, Viri thought, wasn’t much more comfortable being here than he was. There were plenty of archaic superstitions about the Old Road, but he didn’t think that was the only reason. Something had happened between Rue and Merle before they’d attacked Halamar at Karythia, whilst Viri himself had still been caged. He’d just never entirely worked out what that something was.


It was enough to make Rue even warier than usual. So wary, in fact, that partway through the morning she stopped in the road, altered her stance, and put her hand on her sword.


Gil, oblivious, bumbled on down the road; it took even Viri a moment to register what Rue had seen, and when he did, he couldn’t immediately make sense of it. There was a colossal shape off in the trees to their right, with a heavy head, plumes of snorted breath, and horns wide enough to hang an entire basket of laundry from… Ah.


“We’re here,” he said needlessly. “Merle’s domain.”


“You are always within my domain,” said a voice to their right, “when you follow Tarth-Elin.”


It had been months since they’d seen Merle, the Guardian of the Old Road, but the thing about immortals was that they always looked the same. The figure who stepped up onto the road, with her pale skin and grey eyes, her butcher’s sword almost as tall as she was, might look like a child, but she was as ageless as the hills.


Ahead of them, Merle’s aurochs snorted and trundled back into the trees. Viri swept into a bow, as ahead of them Gil turned and trotted back. “Lady Guardian. It’s good to see you again,” Viri managed, before the bard broke into a far more effusive greeting.


So effusive, in fact, that even Merle ran out of patience. “Gildersleve,” she interrupted, “I am pleased to see you are unchanged by your journey south.”


Viri almost laughed. That sounded suspiciously like a joke, though with Merle, it was hard to tell. She was even better at keeping a straight face than Rue was.


Gil pulled a courtly bow of his own. “Your wish, Lady Merle, is my command. You wanted the druid and the silverclaw, and here they are.”


“You experienced no difficulties on your journey?”


Gil didn’t even have the good manners to blush. “None worth mentioning.”


“I am glad,” Merle said gravely. “Come. We must continue west, for our arrival is expected.”


“Arrival where?” Rue asked suspiciously, though she fell into step as Merle set off.


“At Aubrin Castle.”


“Lord Morrow’s keep,” Gil supplied helpfully. “The heart of the Summerlands.”


“Which you protect.” There was an almost accusatory note in Rue’s tone, which made Viri wince.


Merle didn’t seem to hear it. “I am sure Gildersleve has told you as much.”


“You didn’t mention the Summerlands when we met you before,” Viri put in, more gently, before Rue could say anything to get herself in trouble. “Neither of us knew the place really existed.”


“When I offered my sword against Halamar, should I have bared every aspect of my life and my work?” Merle’s grey eyes were piercing enough to make Viri drop his gaze and wish he hadn’t asked. She went on, “I formed a pact with the land to which Tarth-Elin leads, many centuries ago. The Summerlands thrive because of my protection ‒ and, I allow, because of the steadfastness of its rulers ‒ but holding this land in the palm of my hand can be… tiring. Sometimes, even I must ask for aid.”


“What aid are you after now?” Rue asked, and Viri had to admit the question was justified. “What are we doing here?”


Merle came to a stop in the middle of the road, looking suddenly ancient and weary as she leant on her barbaric sword. “There are… disturbances within the land that once were not present. Imbalances, of a sort. I have tried to quell them, but I find myself…”


No one prompted her for more. It wasn’t the vagueness of her answer that troubled Viri, but the way she’d trailed off. She found herself what? Unable to fix these ‘disturbances’? What could possibly go wrong along the Old Road that the Guardian couldn’t solve?


The answer came to Viri quite suddenly. “The ley lines,” he said, the words bubbling out of him. “There’s something wrong with the ley lines.”


Without thinking, he reached out, trying to feel the problem for himself, but there was nothing he hadn’t felt already. Or perhaps there was something, like a sound on the very edge of hearing… But it was so vague and so distant that he couldn’t put a name to it.


But hadn’t the entire Weald felt somehow broken, since he’d awoken in Zanesker? Four hundred years had passed whilst he’d been caught in enchanted sleep, and the druids had been gone all that time. Their disappearance had caused ripple upon ripple, starting with their enclaves being cut off from the ley lines and spreading from there.


And now… “The damage to Karythia,” he said tentatively, because no one else had spoken; even Gil had fallen still and silent. “The magic Halamar unleashed at the Great Enclave caused a massive backlash against her. I thought she’d heal, given time… But it must have rebounded through the leys. Is that what you can feel?”


“Halamar did more damage than you know, and not only to Karythia,” Merle said sternly, and began walking away. She hadn’t, Viri noticed, exactly answered the question. “Which is why you must speak to Lord John Morrow. The remedy to this problem is out of my hands.”


Merle was, in Viri’s opinion, a being of Source ‒ so if she couldn’t fix the ley lines within her own lands, why would a mortal lord be any more useful? Why would Rue, for that matter, or Viri himself? What did Merle think they could do here?


There was no point asking. Her face had turned as implacable as stone, and even Gil seemed unwilling to break her silence.


Viri fell back a little as they walked, and soon found Rue doing the same. “All this bloody way,” she muttered, “and that’s all she’s going to say?”


Viri just shook his head. There was a malady here that Merle either would not or could not speak of, and he wasn’t sure which scared him most.


***


The Summerlands were not, contrary to their name, bathed in endless summer. Merle’s own cottage, she explained, was the exception; to extend her influence beyond that single hollow would be to imbalance the flow of the seasons in the Weald.


The Summerlands were undeniably different, though. As they followed Merle west, they came to a line of standing stones that stretched away into the trees on either side of the Old Road. Rue had walked right past before she realised Viri had slowed as he reached them, and finally come to a stop.


“What is it?” she demanded, with a prickle of unease.


“It’s… it’s…” Viri’s brow wrinkled. “I think I left something in Silverhill.”


Before Rue could respond, Gil practically skipped over to Viri and grabbed him by the arm. “It’s only the wards. Just take a few steps and you’ll be fine.”


Except Viri didn’t look fine, not one bit. His face had gone a greenish, ashy shade, and he began to struggle when Gil took his arm. There was a brief tussle between the pair, which would have been almost comical if Viri hadn’t looked so distressed. Viri was slight, though, and Gil stronger than he looked. Within a few heartbeats, they’d both passed the stones.


Viri’s expression abruptly cleared and he shook off Gil’s hold. “Oh. It is a ward.”


“It’s not a complicated one,” Gil said cheerily, gesturing to the stones. “But it works on everyone from woodcutters to druids. If you’re not Summerlands born, you can’t pass the stones without feeling a powerful urge to be somewhere else.”


Viri looked faintly disgruntled, and Rue couldn’t blame him. Between Merle and Gil being natives, and Rue’s own immunity to magic, he was the only one who could even feel it. “And this stretches all the way around the Summerlands?”


“Oh, that would be excessive,” Gil said, with a wave of one hand. “There are wards on the three roads, a few other magical snares at key points, and a lot of very tangled or boggy ground everywhere else. We get a few stragglers making their way through every year, but it’s a reasonably effective deterrent.”


“Why such an effort to keep people out?” Rue asked.


Gil opened his mouth, then closed it again. He looked almost smug. “You’ll see.”


And Rue did. As they continued west, the scenery began to change. Gone were the rest of the lands that Merle presided over, which had grown gradually emptier with every passing century. Gone were the moss-smothered ruins among the trees, abandoned by people whom Merle seemed to have little memory of. Instead, they entered a realm of order. The road itself was better maintained, for one thing; the trees, most not even in bud at this time of year, were all trimmed back. There were wooden waymarkers, too, pointing out the names of villages and farms. Each one was neatly carved and free of moss, as though the forest was too polite to overtake them.


There actually were villages out here, too, not just a handful of tumbledown cottages. The first they passed was off in the trees, affording Rue only a glimpse of shingled roofs and painted walls. The second straddled the road, though, and Merle said it was called Birchbark. Rue thought of Blacktree, another village that could be reached if one only walked due east for several weeks. That had a faded air about it, the place silent and dusty and unloved. Birchbark, with its white-walled cottages and gardens all set out for spring planting, was exactly the opposite. For the first time, Rue thought of Gil’s declaration that he wasn’t used to forests riddled with danger, and actually believed it.


She could see, too, why the Summerlands wanted to keep visitors out. If looks weren’t deceiving ‒ and, given Merle’s protection, they likely weren’t ‒ this was a haven, the sort of place half the Weald would give their right foot to live in.


An idyll, in the heart of the Weald… It was enough to make Rue twitchy.


Viri leaned close as they passed a small, thatched tavern. “Remind you of anywhere?”


It did. “Silverhill,” Rue replied, naming the very settlement they now called home. Silverhill was larger, and on a major trade route, but it was also only a few days out of the capital, Rivenhold. Birchbark was weeks away from the more settled parts of the Weald, and yet seemed to share Silverhill’s prosperity. Even its people looked healthy and well-fed, quite a feat for a village that had surely been living off winter stores for months.


And everyone, from the smallest child to the most ancient elder, knew Merle. They didn’t crowd after her in the street, but they bowed their heads as she passed, and held out their hands as though in prayer. Merle nodded to them respectfully, and once stopped to touch the cheek of a child in his mother’s arms, but did no more than that.


Viri blew out a noisy breath as the bustle fell behind them. “Well. You’re popular, aren’t you?”


He looked almost awed, and Rue could understand why. The people of Birchbark had greeted Merle not like a travelling bard, nor even like a knight. They’d looked as her as though she was some holy saint, even a god.


Merle took his bemusement with the same good grace as she’d taken Birchbark. “Without me, these people would suffer much harder lives. John Morrow is a good and fair lord, it is true, and the Summerlands prosper under his guidance ‒ but he cannot bless the soil for good harvests and keep the trees on friendly terms.”


At that, Viri nodded slowly. It occurred to Rue that Merle had only ever shown them an inkling of her power ‒ and her responsibility. Yes, she was a sight to behold with a sword in her hand, but that wasn’t the only way she defended the land. She was a true guardian spirit, as much a personification of the forest as she was a warrior.


“No need for silverclaws, then?” Rue asked.


“There is little work for them here,” Merle said, and Rue could have sworn she sounded smug. “Between my protection and the stewardship of Lord Morrow, the Summerlands have all they could ever need.”


Rue glanced sideways and realised Viri was so light on his feet, he was practically floating. “This is it,” he said, with an expansive gesture. “This is how I remember the Weald. This is how it was four hundred years ago.”


Rue didn’t point out that everything had changed because the druids had closed their enclaves. Viri knew that perfectly well, just as he knew they’d likely failed in their war against the savants, and vanished into the mists of time without trace. There was nothing to be gained by dwelling on either point.


“This,” Viri went on, more softly now, a note of sadness in his voice, “is what we’re here to protect.”


It was abundantly clear, even to Rue, that the Summerlands were worth protecting ‒ but of course, Merle wouldn’t have summoned them without good reason. Had she really tried to mend the ley lines and found herself thwarted? Rue had seen the way Viri’s face had fallen at his own suggestion, and chosen not to comment. She’d barely known the ley lines existed a year ago; there was little she could do to help.


But she could be there for Viri. Perhaps that would be enough.


They were on the very fringes of Birchbark, and Gil had drawn ahead to sing some kind of ditty to Merle ‒ whether she wanted him to or not ‒ when Rue realised they were being watched. Someone stood by the side of the road, leaning on a gnarled tree branch in place of a staff, their beard flapping in the wind.


“Tholdun?” Viri got there before her, and stopped in his tracks. He made a strange flapping gesture of surprise and delight, and bounced off the road in the direction of the dwarf.


The rest of them came to a stop. Merle greeted the dwarf with a serious, “Tholdun” and a nod of her head, as grave in that as in everything. Even the bard seemed to recognise Tholdun, and gave a cheery wave. Tholdun, for his part, looked both pleased and faintly embarrassed to be noticed.


“Thought you’d come up this way,” he said gruffly, planting his staff in the soft earth beside the road. “It’s the quickest route from the south.”


“So this is where you’ve been hiding,” Viri exclaimed. “I thought you’d gone to Rivenhold.”


Tholdun pulled a face. “You’d be surprised how much a place can change when you’ve been away fifty years. I must have been in the city all of two weeks before I came back north. Stayed a while with Merle at the end of summer, and when autumn set in, she thought there might be work for me here.”


“Tholdun has been a great asset to Lord Morrow,” Merle said.


“Nearly gave me palpitations when I found out the blasted Summerlands were real,” Tholdun said, with a gruffness that Rue thought was intended to cover his embarrassment. “Who’d have believed a story like that?”


Rue could well imagine that a northern lord like this Morrow would be glad to take Tholdun into his service. The dwarf hadn’t just aided them in their fight against Halamar; he’d travelled widely in his younger years, been part of a dwarven expedition to ruined Zanesker, and Merle had called him a friend to the forest. But he’d also spent decades hiding in the tiny town of Blacktree, and Rue supposed he hadn’t shaken off his desire for privacy. Somewhere like the Summerlands, a place no one even believed existed, was perfect for him.


“It was your idea, wasn’t it?” Viri said, nudging Tholdun in the arm. “To bring us here.”


“Aye, well… Merle here likes to solve things herself, and Lord Morrow’s just as bad ‒ but I could see fresh eyes might be useful in this situation.”


“What situation?” Rue asked.


There was an uncomfortable silence as Tholdun scratched beneath his beard. “I, ah, think you’d better ask Lord Morrow that.”


Gods above. Was this really just about ley lines? Rue was starting to think Lord Morrow had some kind of unearthly curse or a hideous pox that everyone was being too polite to mention.


“It’s… complicated,” Tholdun added, “what with the politics up here…”


That was the first they’d heard of politics. Rue winced. That was very much not the sort of problem she wanted to solve. Her favourite debates both started and ended with the thrust of a sharp sword.


“Well, you’re here now.” Tholdun stepped up onto the road, swinging his tree branch staff. “Best get to the keep before nightfall, eh?”


“Monsters in the woods?” Rue asked, casting a glance at the sky to gauge how long it would be until the sun set.


The look Tholdun gave her was almost pitying. “Not here, lass,” he said softly. “It’s not like that in the Summerlands.”


Rue nodded warily. Prosperity and well-fed people were one thing, but an absence of monsters? She’d believe that only when she saw it.


***


Neither Rue nor Viri needed to ask whether they’d arrived in the capital of the Summerlands. For one thing, they’d reached the fringes of a town, and one of a size to rival Harper Vale. Rue hadn’t even known a settlement so large existed in the western Weald; she’d never come this way alone, and any travels with her mother would have seen the wards turning them around. For another, there wasn’t just a town. There was also the keep.


It was impressive, even by Rue’s standards, and she would rarely admit to being impressed. A colossal fist of grey stone rose above the town, almost like the sea stacks she’d seen off the western coast of the Weald. The keep that sat atop it would have been modest, save that the entire rock was pierced with windows and even balconies, so that it was surely as honeycombed as a rabbit warren. The whole edifice would have been forbidding, except it was dotted with delicate greenery, some of which was in flower despite the earliness of the season.


“The stone is warm,” Merle said, before Viri could even open his mouth to ask questions. “There are hot springs beneath the keep, and deep wells of clean water, too.”


“Oh, the hot pools are worth a visit,” Gil put in, and Rue didn’t miss the slightly hopeful look he gave Viri. That, Rue thought, was a touch of something more than professional admiration.


But Viri wasn’t listening, and Rue could see him instead chewing over Merle’s words. “There’s a joining,” he said slowly, “of ley lines. Right under the keep.”


“A minor one,” Merle confirmed, “but you are correct.”


Before long, they were deep within the pretty, whitewashed town, with the keep still towering over them ‒ and on all sides, Merle had the same reception she’d had in Birchbark. Rue studied the bowed heads, the faces filled with deference, and wondered what it would feel like if silverclaws got the respect at least some of them deserved. Perhaps it would be nice, for a day or two. After that, she had the feeling it would make her want to punch someone.


The deference Merle had been shown in the town was repeated by the guards on the keep’s lowest gate. They were dressed in deep green livery, with no insignia Rue could see, and carried meticulously maintained halberds. Behind them, a road switch-backed up towards a higher entrance. Their gazes were fixed on Merle, though, and they ushered her ‒ and, by extension, her companions ‒ through without hesitation.


Merle led them up the hillside without stopping, as though this was a route she took often. In fact, unlikely though it seemed, she actually looked eager. Even immortal Guardians, Rue supposed, had to have something to look forward to.


Viri fell into step beside Rue. “Can you imagine what it must have been like when everyone on the Old Road treated her that way?”


He kept his voice low, but Rue still found herself glancing at Merle’s back. The Guardian could surely hear them, but she gave no sign of it. Perhaps she chose not to listen ‒ or perhaps she was simply too focused on what lay ahead.


“It’s a wonder,” Viri went on, “she ever got anything done.”


Rue kept her gaze fixed on Merle. “Then why did they leave? If everything on the Old Road was like the Summerlands, why did all those villagers choose to live somewhere else?”


“Well, I suppose out there they weren’t under the auspices of this Lord Morrow, or any of his ancestors. Merle said it takes more than her protection for people to thrive.”


“But you think it was more than that.”


Viri abruptly looped his arm through hers, and Rue knew it was solely so he could lower his voice still further. “There’s a chance the Guardian’s powers aren’t what they once were.”


Rue tried not to show her surprise. Merle seemed so… unchanging. So immortal. “What makes you say that?”


“Do you remember when we first met her, and she talked about the disappearance of the druids as though she’d barely even noticed it had happened?” Viri’s fingers tightened on Rue’s forearm. “Didn’t you think that was odd?”


Rue didn’t reply. Everything about Merle was odd.


“Things haven’t exactly gone back to normal since then, either,” Viri went on. “The enclaves were closed for centuries and that affected the flow of Source throughout the Weald. I think this being Merle’s domain cushioned it to an extent, because there were never any enclaves here… But do you really think a creature of Source magic could live through that and be completely unaffected?”


“And that’s what Merle is? A creature of Source magic?”


Rue felt rather than saw Viri’s shrug. “As far as I can tell. She doesn’t use it herself, exactly ‒ she’s certainly never caused any backlash that I can see. It’s more like… Like she’s innately tied to this land, and the Source within it arranges itself to her liking without her even thinking about it.”


“So when the ley lines were disrupted by the closure of the enclaves, and then by the damage to Karythia, she was too?”


“How could she not have been? But really, I think her power was contracting long before the druids disappeared. The war with the savants just made things worse.” Another shrug. “I’m only guessing, and I’m not sure she even knows it herself. Something has changed over the centuries, though, hasn’t it? My guess is that her influence has shrunk over time, until now it really only covers the Summerlands. Her guardianship of the Old Road is more of a formality than anything. Whatever she says, whole villages of people don’t just up and walk away for no reason.”


Their conversation was cut off as the road turned one final corner and plunged into a tunnel that both cut through the rock and slanted sharply upwards. It could be closed off at its ends by portcullises, and Rue thought she could feel the eyes of guards peering through slits in the tunnel walls. Her skin prickled under their regard. No enemy would enter this place and survive.


But within moments, they’d passed through, into a high courtyard ringed by the towers of the keep and bathed in wan spring sunlight. Merle turned aside and passed through a low arched doorway on the north side of the courtyard. Gil and Tholdun filed in after her, followed by Viri and finally Rue. The passages beyond were stone-flagged and white-walled, plain and functional on all sides, as they climbed up through the north wing of the keep.


“Sneaking in through the servants’ quarters?” Rue asked.


She’d meant the words only for Viri, but Merle shot a look over her shoulder. “We are not sneaking. I prefer only to move swiftly.”


To move without being worshipped, in other words. Rue could see the virtue in that, even if it felt somehow dishonest. Everyone knew Merle was here; those guards would have escorted her in, if she’d let them.


But they walked alone through the narrow corridors, and finally entered a passage panelled in polished wood. Tapestries lined it, leading to a door standing ajar at the end. Beyond was a solar, with wide windows looking over the town to the east ‒ and two men standing beside the oak table.


Both, Rue noticed, were as pale as the bard, just like everyone in the villages they’d passed. Most of those who lived in the Weald were descended from travellers who’d come from southern lands countless centuries ago, Rue’s family included. These Summerlands folk, though, seemed to belong to a very different line, which made them look like they’d never seen the sun. Knowing the Weald, they probably hadn’t.


The two men had been studying a map, but straightened as Merle entered. The elder one, dressed in the boiled leathers of a retainer, merely nodded respectfully. Only the younger made a show of being surprised by Merle’s arrival, though his guards must have told him visitors were on the way. It felt like a mummer’s show, Rue thought, all the parts carefully rehearsed. Merle wanted to creep through the palace to arrive unannounced, and Lord Morrow let her.


His delight, at least, was unfeigned. He swept into a bow, silk-lined cloak sweeping the rug behind him. When he straightened, Rue found a square-jawed, clean-shaven face looking back at them. His hair was cropped short, his shoulders broad enough to rival a silverclaw’s. Lord Morrow, it seemed, hadn’t stinted on his sword practice.


He extended a hand to Merle, and bowed once more when she took it. “Lady Guardian. Once again, you honour us.” There was a smile in his eyes as he said it ‒ and was Merle actually smiling back?


“Lord Morrow. I return your bard to you, and bring Tholdun Redmantle also. As ever, we are in your service.”


“And, as ever, I am glad of it,” Morrow replied. His gaze took in first Merle, then Tholdun, and finally Gildersleve, before he nodded in apparent satisfaction.


“Also, I bring visitors,” Merle went on. “I believe they will interest you.”


Viri, elegant as always, managed a courtly bow. Rue, despite Viri’s best efforts to teach her, could only make a vague approximation of one.


At least she could rely on Viri to cover for her clumsiness. He didn’t even need his charm ‒ his manners were as polished as a prince’s, when he chose to bring them out. “Lord Morrow. Thank you for welcoming us to your home. My name is Viridian, and this is Rue Silverclaw. Our partnership, Moonruin Investigations, is based in the town of Silverhill, but we are happy to take work wherever we are needed. Including here, as Lady Merle has it. We would be honoured, my lord, to serve however we can.”


As long as we’re paid, Rue wanted to add, but even she knew there was a time and a place for that. This wasn’t it. Yet.


“Morrow, please. And this is my man-at-arms, Grieve.” Given his youth, Morrow surely couldn’t have been lord long, but he had the shrewd gaze of a much older man. “It is I who should be honoured. We see few silverclaws in these parts ‒ and even fewer druids.”


Viri didn’t falter. “Merle told you about us.”


“Of course.” Morrow nodded towards the Guardian, who’d moved to stand beside the window. “And Tholdun added what he could. There are those within my court who are sensitive to Merle’s presence, you see. They were aware she had left her lands, and most glad when she returned.”


Meaning Merle had likely rushed back to the Summerlands to report on her absence as soon as Halamar was defeated. The thought made Rue’s skin crawl. Morrow didn’t just know, in vague terms, who she and Viri were. He knew about the battle at Karythia ‒ and perhaps more than that, too.


If he had any qualms about welcoming the Dread Queen’s heir into his castle, though, he gave no sign. Perhaps she was only being paranoid, and Morrow knew only as much as he’d said aloud. If he wasn’t going to mention prophecies and Void magic, she certainly wouldn’t be the one to bring them up.


There were calls for wine and other refreshments, and very soon the solar was bustling with activity. Rue could imagine the servants waiting outside the door, their hands full of platters of bread and cold meat, bottles of fruit wine, bowls of honeycomb, eager to catch a glimpse of their Guardian ‒ and of the young lord they so clearly adored. Morrow addressed them all by name, and Gil joked with them as old friends, and even Merle greeted them gracefully, her usual severity put aside. She seemed more at ease, here, than Rue had ever seen her.


Only when the servants were gone, and Morrow had cut the bread with his own knife, did talk turn to business. “How much has Merle told you of the reason you’re here?” he asked.


“Almost nothing,” Rue said, earning herself a sharp look from Viri.


Morrow didn’t seem to mind the lack of diplomacy, though. He didn’t eat himself, Rue noticed, just filled a fluted glass ‒ one that matched those at Merle’s cottage, the ones she’d described as a gift from a good friend ‒ almost to the brim with wine. “It was Tholdun who suggested your names, and Merle who sent Gildersleve for you. Both assured me there were ways you could help in which few others could. The heart of it will interest Viridian most, I’m told, but we’ll get to that. First, there’s business for a silverclaw.”


Rue felt her pulse beat a little quicker. “Go on.”


“Duke Sarrick is here,” Morrow said grimly. “Oh, don’t worry ‒ I’m not asking you to put an end to him. Merle told me he was behind this archdruid of yours, though. His presence here will no doubt be of interest.”


“Perhaps,” Rue hedged, though she noticed Viri was sitting up a little straighter. These, she thought, were Tholdun’s ‘politics’ and she wasn’t about to jump in without checking the depth of the water. “We don’t know how friendly the association between the two of them was. Sarrick gave up his keep to Halamar and the Order of the Holy Light, but we saw no sign of the duke himself.”


“Well, he wasn’t driven out of Harper Hill,” Morrow said sharply. “Sarrick never does anything but on his own say-so, and he has enough men to defend against any but the king in Rivenhold. If he was working with Halamar, it was voluntary.”


There was a brief silence, as Gil slathered a slice of bread with honey, and Tholdun picked at a piece of cold pork. Rue pushed her plate aside.


Morrow was no longer looking at any of them. “You will know by now,” he said, sounding distant, “that Sarrick killed my father.”


The room went still, save for a slight sound that Rue thought might be Viri choking on his wine. Was that what everyone had been refusing to tell them, or was this yet another secret? Grieve, who stood at the window, not eating, turned slowly back to the table. Even Merle put down her glass.


“Sarrick arrived on our borders some nine months ago,” Morrow went on, before Rue could point out that all of this was news to her. “He brought enough men to rival our entire garrison, and set up camp just north of the Summerlands. That is trackless land, not ours to govern, and yet…”


Morrow shook his head. “We could not simply let Sarrick claim another holding, so far from the lands granted him by the king. We rode out to meet him ‒ merely to talk, you understand. I became separated from my father during the negotiations, and the next thing I knew, he was dead.”


No wonder this Morrow was such a young lord, then; he couldn’t have been in charge for more than a few months. Grieve shifted, his leathers creaking. He looked as watchful as a silverclaw, Rue realised ‒ watchful, and uncomfortable. Whatever was coming, he didn’t like it.


“I have sent to the king for restitution and had nothing in return, not even platitudes. He and some few others in Rivenhold know of the existence of the Summerlands, of course. They see fit to keep our secret, both for the peace of the Weald, and because we pay our tithes in produce sent directly to the royal table. Our pact is a long-standing one, sealed by the Guardian’s own magic.”


Rue hid her grimace. Of course the king knew of the Summerlands, and of course he kept the secret for himself; it wouldn’t take an enchanted pact for that. A ready supply of the finest food in the Weald ‒ and a conveniently hidden bolt-hole, should he ever need one? It was a wonder Aubrin wasn’t overflowing with deposed monarchs.


“Our fealty brings us nothing, it seems. I must take matters into my own hands.” Finally, Morrow looked up. “Our poets say vengeance is a fool’s errand. If that is true, I must make myself a fool. Sarrick cannot be allowed to act with impunity. I will not rest until he has paid for his crimes.”


The silence that fell then was denser, somehow. They were no longer all holding their breaths, but Rue could feel the weight of the moment like a shroud. This was what had made Grieve, grizzled and stoic, look like he wanted to run from the room. Vengeance was a powerful thing, but it was also messy, and dangerous, and it stopped everyone involved thinking clearly. This young lord, so friendly with Merle and so popular with his people, could easily become nothing more than a hollow-eyed ghost, seeking Sarrick’s blood until his lands were in ruins.


“You said we weren’t here for an assassination,” Rue said slowly.


“And you are not.” Morrow sounded firm on that, at least. “But you have experience in lands beyond this one, where the rules are very different. I may well have need of the skills and opinions of a silverclaw ‒ but make no mistake, I will deal with Sarrick myself.”


And yet all of this was connected; Rue could feel it in her bones. “So what,” she asked, “is Sarrick doing out here? We’re a long way from Harper Vale.”


Morrow’s pretty drinking glass settled on the table with a thump. He leaned forward, a fresh fire in those shrewd eyes. “I’ll show you,” he said, rising to his feet. “Come with me.”
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