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Author’s note


The original (and much scoffed-at) plan was for me to finally capture, subdue, and present to the readers that most elusive beast (at least for me)—an actual three-volume trilogy. I have tried and failed several times before, but I was plucky and optimistic again this time, certain I could constrain my tale to three convenient volumes.


Short version: I failed. Again.


Thus, anything unusual about this volume—a bit less long than either of the first two, for instance—can be ascribed to it originally being the first half of what would have been a very, very, very long third volume. But the publishing industry has changed since the days of the first Osten Ard series and To Green Angel Tower, and it quickly became clear we couldn’t manage that long a third volume this time even in hardcover, á la TGAT.


Fortunately, the monstrous last book split pretty evenly, and the first half still works as a single volume, I think, because it was already paced to have a watershed at the original mid-point. And the final volume is coming soon, I promise.


Thank you for your patience. My books and I are still a work in progress.



Synopsis of
The Witchwood Crown


More than thirty years have passed in Osten Ard since the end of the Storm King’s deadly, magical war—a war that nearly doomed mankind. King Simon and Queen Miriamele, scarcely more than children when the Storm King was defeated, now rule over the human nations from the High Throne, but they have lost touch with their onetime allies, the immortal Sithi folk. Then Tanahaya, the first Sithi envoy since the end of the war, is ambushed on her way to the Hayholt, the ancient castle that is the seat of the High Throne.


While Tiamak, scholar and close friend of the king and queen, works with his wife Thelía to save Tanahaya’s life, Queen Miriamele and King Simon are away from the castle on a royal progress. Currently they are visiting the neighboring country of Hernystir and its King Hugh as part of a royal progress to the north, where Simon and Miriamele are troubled by the behavior of Hugh and his new love, the mysterious Lady Tylleth. Dowager queen Inahwen warns the royal couple’s advisor Count Eolair that King Hugh and Tylleth have revived worship of the Morriga, an ancient, dark, and bloodstained Hernystiri goddess.


Even while accompanying the royal family on their progress, Prince Morgan, the seventeen-year-old grandson of Simon and Miriamele, spends his days drinking and womanizing with his knightly companions Astrian, Olveris and old Porto. Morgan’s father, Prince John Josua—the only child of Simon and Miriamele—died of a strange illness some years earlier, leaving his wife Idela a widow, Morgan and his younger sister Lillia fatherless, and the king and queen, John Josua’s royal parents, still grieving.


When not nursing the poisoned Sithi envoy, royal counselor Tiamak is collecting books for a library to commemorate the late John Josua, but when his helper Brother Etan investigates some of the dead prince’s possessions, he discovers a banned and dangerous volume, A Treatise on the Aetheric Whispers. Tiamak is filled with foreboding, because the Treatise once belonged to the wizard Pryrates, now dead, who collaborated with the Storm King Ineluki to destroy humanity, though they ultimately failed.


The threats to Simon’s and Miriamele’s peaceful reign are increasing. In the icy north, in the cavern city of Nakkiga beneath the mountain Stormspike, the ageless ruler of the Norns, Queen Utuk’ku, has awakened from a years-long magical slumber. Her chief servant, the magician Akhenabi, summons the High Magister of Builders Viyeki to an audience with the queen, who declares her intention to attack the mortal lands again. The queen leads a strange ceremony that resurrects Ommu, one of the chief servants of the Storm King, though Ommu was thought to have perished forever during the Norns’ failed attempt to destroy the Hayholt and the mortal kingdoms.


In Elvritshalla, the capital of Rimmersgard, King Simon and Queen Miriamele are reunited with their old ally Sludig and his wife Alva, as well as their dear Qanuc friends Binabik and his wife Sisqi. They also meet the trolls’ daughter Qina and her betrothed, Little Snenneq.


The royal progress reaches Elvritshalla just in time to say farewell to Duke Isgrimnur, who dies shortly after their arrival. His last request to Simon and Miriamele is that they renew their search for Prince Josua (Miriamele’s uncle, Simon’s mentor, and John Josua’s namesake) and his twin children, Derra and Deornoth, who mysteriously vanished twenty years earlier. Later Little Snenneq, who is Binabik’s apprentice, meets Prince Morgan and predicts that he will become as important to Morgan as Binabik became to Morgan’s grandfather, King Simon.


In a castle in southern Rimmersgard where the royal party is guesting on their way home, Simon realizes he has not dreamed in many days. He consults Binabik, who creates a talisman to help him. That very night, Simon dreams of his dead son and the voice of the child Leleth, who had once whispered to him in dreams three decades earlier. Leleth tells him “the children are coming back”. After Simon frightens the whole household while sleepwalking, Miriamele destroys the talisman, and Simon again loses the ability to dream.


In the still more distant north, the half-blood Sacrifice Nezeru, daughter of Norn noble Viyeki and human woman Tzoja, is sent as part of a “Talon” of Norn warriors to retrieve the bones of Hakatri, brother of Ineluki, the defeated Storm King. Nezeru and her fellows, commanded by their chieftain Makho, find the bones being venerated by mortals, but Makho and the Norns take them and escape from the angry islanders. During the escape, Nezeru fails to kill one of their enemies (a child) and is severely punished for it by Makho.


However, before the Talon can return to Nakkiga with Hakatri’s remains, they are met by the Norn Queen’s arch-magician Akhenabi, who takes the bones and sends the Talon on a new quest to Mount Urmsheim to collect the blood of a living dragon. To aid in this dangerous feat, he sends with them an enslaved giant named Goh Gam Gar.


While traveling eastward towards Mount Urmsheim, the Norn Talon encounters a mortal man named Jarnulf, a former slave in Nakkiga who has vowed to destroy the Norns and their undying queen, Utuk’ku. Because the Talon has lost its Echo—their trained communicator—Jarnulf, hoping to further his own private aims, convinces the Norns to take him on as a guide. They all travel eastward towards the mountain, last known home of dragons, and on the way Jarnulf overhears the Norns discussing their queen’s great plan to defeat the mortals by recovering something called “The Witchwood Crown”.


In central Rimmersgard, the Talon encounters the royal party, and Jarnulf is able to get a secret message to Queen Miriamele and King Simon that the Norn Queen is looking for something called the Witchwood Crown. Simon, Miriamele, and their advisors are alarmed, and they have seen enough signs of renewed hostility from the Norns that they take Jarnulf’s message seriously, though this is the first they have heard of him.


In the City of Nabban, a Wrannawoman named Jesa cares for Serasina, the infant daughter of Duke Saluceris and Duchess Canthia, Simon’s and Miriamele’s allies. Tensions in Nabban are rising: Count Dallo Ingadaris has allied with Saluceris’s brother Earl Drusis to fan fears of the nomadic Thrithings-men whose lands border on Nabban. Drusis accuses Saluceris of being too cowardly to properly punish the barbarians and drive them back into the grasslands.


Meanwhile, on the plains of the Thrithings, gray-eyed Unver, an adopted member of the Crane Clan, and his companion Fremur, participate in a raid on a Nabbanai settlement. As they escape, Unver saves Fremur’s life, perhaps in part because Unver hopes to marry Fremur’s sister, Kulva.


Sir Aelin catches up with the royal party, bringing messages for his great-uncle, Count Eolair. Lord Pasevalles, Eolair’s temporary replacement at the Hayholt, sends his worries about Nabban, and Queen Inahwen of Hernystir sends news that King Hugh and Lady Tylleth are growing ever more open in their worship of terrible old gods. Eolair sends Aelin with this bad news to a trustworthy ally, Earl Murdo. But while seeking shelter from a passing storm, Aelin and his men spend the night in a border castle with Baron Curudan, leader of King Hugh’s private, elite troops. During a storm that night, Aelin sees the dim shapes of a vast Norn army outside the fort, and then watches Curudan meet with humankind’s deadliest enemies. But before Aelin and his men can escape with the news of this treachery, they are captured and imprisoned by Curudan’s Silver Stags.


In the Norn city of Nakkiga, Viyeki is sent by Lord Akhenabi on a secret mission to the mortal lands with his Builders, but he is accompanied by a small army of Norn soldiers as well. Tzoja discovers that with Viyeki gone, her life is threatened by her lover’s wife, Lady Khimabu, who hates Tzoja for giving Viyeki a child, Nezeru, when Khimabu could not. Tzoja knows she must escape if she wishes to live.


As Tzoja thinks of her past with the Astaline sisters in Rimmersgard and her childhood in Kwanitupul, it becomes clear Tzoja is actually Derra, one of the lost twins of Prince Josua and his Thrithings wife Vorzheva. Tzoja flees to Viyeki’s empty lake-house in a cavern deep beneath the city.


Their royal progress finally returned to the Hayholt, Simon and Miriamele ask Tiamak to honor Isgrimnur’s dying request with a new search for Prince Josua. Tiamak sends his assistant Brother Etan south to try to discover what happened to Josua when he disappeared twenty years earlier.


Meanwhile, challenged by Little Snenneq, Morgan climbs Hjeldin’s Tower, the Hayholt’s most infamous spot, and is almost killed. He believes he saw long-dead Pryrates while he was atop the tower, and swears Little Snenneq to secrecy.


With evidence of the Norn resurgence everywhere, Simon and Miriamele realize these ancient and magical foes are too powerful to face alone. They decide to try to contact the Sithi, especially their old allies Jiriki and Aditu. At Simon’s urging, Miriamele reluctantly agrees to send their grandson Prince Morgan with Eolair and a host of soldiers to Aldheorte Forest to find the Sithi and return their poisoned messenger Tanahaya for more healing.


Viyeki travels south from Nakkiga toward mortal lands, accompanied by an army of Norns who plan to attack the mortal fortress of Naglimund. Viyeki is told that he and his Builders are going to excavate the tomb beneath the fortress of the legendary Tinukeda’ya Ruyan Vé, called “the Navigator”, and salvage his magical armor, though Viyeki does not understand how this can happen without causing a war with the mortals. Tinukeda’ya, also called “Changelings”, came to Osten Ard with the Sithi and Norn, though they are not the same as these other immortals. In Osten Ard, the Tinukeda’ya have taken on many shapes and roles.


Prince Morgan and Count Eolair finally contact the Sithi at the edge of Aldheorte Forest. The immortals have abandoned their settlement of Jao é-Tinukai’i and their matriarch Likimeya was attacked by humans and has fallen into a deep, magical sleep. Khendraja’aro, of the ruling Sithi Year-Dancing House, has declared himself Protector of their people and refuses to help the mortals in any way, causing friction with Likimeya’s children, Jiriki and Aditu. Aditu is pregnant, a rarity among the Sithi. The father is Yeja’aro, nephew and militant supporter of Khendraja’aro.


In the Thrithings, Unver challenges and kills his rival for Fremur’s sister Kulva. But Kulva’s brother, Thane Odrig, does not want to give his sister to an outsider and slits her throat instead. Unver kills Odrig and flees the Crane Clane to return to the Stallion Clan of his mother Vorzheva. Unver, we learn, is actually Deornoth, the other of Josua and Vorzheva’s twins. When Unver demands his mother tell him why he was sent away and where his sister has gone, Vorzheva says he was sent away by order of her father, Thane Fikolmij, and that Derra ran away shortly after.


Thane Gurdig, husband to Vorzheva’s sister Hyara and Fikolmij’s successor, comes to attack Unver, and in the confusion Vorzheva kills her now old and infirm father, Fikolmij. A giant flock of crows appears out of nowhere to attack Gurdig and his allies, causing many Thrithings-folk to declare that Unver may be the new Shan, the universal monarch of the Thrithings. Unver kills Gurdig, and is then declared the new thane of the Stallion Clan.


Far to the northeast, the Talon and Jarnulf manage to capture a small, young dragon, but then the mother dragon appears. During the struggle Chieftain Makho is badly burned by dragon blood and one of the other Talon members is killed, but the rest manage to escape and begin dragging the captive young dragon down the mountain.


Eolair and Morgan are returning from their embassy to the Sithi to their camp beside Aldheorte Forest, but discover that their party has been attacked and all the soldiers wiped out by Thrithings-men, some of whom are still there, looking for victims and pillage. Eolair and Morgan become separated and the prince ends up lost back in ancient Aldheorte.


Back in the Hayholt, Queen Miriamele and King Simon are invited to attend an important wedding in populous and troubled Nabban. Hoping the presence of the High Throne will help solve the problems between Duke Saluceris and his brother Earl Drusis, Simon and Miriamele accept the invitation. With the increased threat of the Norns and disturbing news from Hernystir they cannot both go to Nabban, so they decide Miriamele will attend the wedding while Simon stays in the Hayholt.


Royal counselor Lord Pasevalles meets his secret lover Princess Idela, John Josua’s widow. When she gives him a letter from Nabban he had dropped, Pasevalles sees the seal is broken and fears she has read the letter. He pushes Idela down a flight of stairs and when the fall does not kill her, he breaks her neck with his boot.


In Aldheorte Forest the onetime Sithi envoy Tanahaya at last awakes from her terrible illness and is reunited with Jiriki and Aditu. Despite her recovery, the future seems dark. It is clear that the Norn Queen Utuk’ku intends war on both the Sithi and the human world.



Synopsis of
Empire of Grass


Osten Ard has fallen into confusion and struggle after years of peace. And at a time when King Simon and Queen Miriamele most need each other, they are far apart.


While Simon remains in their castle home, the Hayholt in Erkynland, Miriamele is at sea, headed for Nabban to attend the wedding that will unite two powerful families. Drusis, feuding brother of Duke Saluceris, is marrying young Turia Ingadaris, whose family are the duke’s greatest rivals. But before Miriamele can even begin to worry about Nabbanai politics, she gets the terrible news of a death back home, her daughter-in-law, Princess Idela, who (although everyone thinks it an accident) was murdered by the Lord Chancellor, Pase­valles.


At the Hayholt, Simon has to deal with not only the death of his daughter-in-law, but the disappearance of grandson Prince Morgan, the heir to the throne. Morgan and Count Eolair, after a mission to meet with Jiriki and Khendraja’aro of the Sithi people, have been attacked by Thrithings-Men on the broad grasslands west of Erkynland. Eolair has been captured and Morgan has disappeared into the vast Aldheorte Forest. While the old knight Sir Porto, and the four trolls—Binabik, Sisqi, their daughter Qina, and her betrothed Little Snenneq—hunt for Morgan, the lost prince is in real danger of starving in the forest until he saves a squirrel-like animal he calls ReeRee and nurses her back to health. Living in the trees with ReeRee and her troop of creatures that he names Chikri, he learns to survive in the unfamiliar environment.


Count Eolair is taken by his bandit captors to the Thanemoot, where all the Thrithing-folks gather at mid-summer every year. This year the most powerful thane, Rudur Redbeard, has heard reports about Unver (born “Deornoth,” one of Josua’s and Vorzheva’s twin children) who many of the grasslanders think might be the Shan, a great leader foretold in legend. Jealous Rudur captures Unver and sentences him to torture and then exposure, but after being brutally flogged, Unver survives being chained to a pole overnight, and there are signs that wild wolves have come to bow before him—or that is the story that his friend Fremur and Unver’s mother Vorzheva make sure the other Thrithings-folk hear. Now in a difficult position, Rudur tries to poison Unver, but somehow the shaman Volfrag gives Rudur the wrong cup and Redbeard himself drinks the poison. With Rudur dead, Unver is freed and is acclaimed the Shan of the Thrithings people.


While all this is happening, Queen Utuk’ku of the Norns—the Sithi’s equally immortal kin—seems to have designs on mortal territory, even planning to renew outright conflict with the mortals despite their disastrous loss in the Storm King’s War. The Norns make a bargain with King Hugh, the mortal king of Hernystir, who allows them to cross his lands in secret, but this betrayal of humankind is discovered by Sir Aelin, Count Eolair’s young relation. Hugh’s soldiers try to imprison Aelin and his men, but they escape, meaning to warn others of Hugh’s treachery and the approaching Norn army.


Meanwhile, High Magister Viyeki, an important Norn leader, is beginning to have real concerns about what Queen Utuk’ku plans—he does not think another war with the mortals is a good idea after the terrible defeat the Norns suffered in the last one. But he is one of the few with doubts, and it soon becomes clear that the Norns are going to attack the mortals’ important fort, Naglimund.


Sir Aelin and his men race to Naglimund to warn the defenders, but on the same evening they arrive, the Norn armies also show up. The battle is brutal but swift, with the Norns throwing down Naglimund’s walls and killing most of its defenders. The only mortal survivors are those Viyeki claims he must have as laborers to fulfill his given task of opening the grave of Ruyan the Navigator, hero of the Tinukeda’ya people (or “Vao”), a changeling folk who came to Osten Ard with the Sithi and Norns thousands of years earlier on the Eight Ships when their shared homeland, the Garden, was destroyed by a deadly, unstoppable force called Unbeing.


Viyeki’s mortal concubine Tzoja was born “Derra,” and is Josua’s and Vorzheva’s other lost twin. After Viyeki has left Nakkiga on his mission for the queen, Tzoja faces retribution from Viyeki’s murderous wife, Khimabu, but escapes and goes into hiding in the depths of Nakkiga, where she meets a strange, deformed group called The Hidden. Tzoja is eventually captured, but to her surprise, instead of being given to a vengeful Khimabu, she is instead assigned as a healer to Queen Utuk’ku because of Tzoja’s previous experiences with the Astaline sect. Utuk’ku, the only living being who saw the Garden, is suffering both from sheer age and the loss of the Witchwood Trees, whose fruits have extended her life for thousands of years. And when Queen Utuk’ku leaves Nakkiga for the first time in memory, headed for captured Naglimund, she takes not just Tzoja but hundreds of Norn nobles with her into mortal lands.


Back in the Hayholt in Erkynland, King Simon and others have learned of the destruction of their embassy to the Sithi by Thrithings raiders, as well as the disappearance of Count Eolair and the royal heir, Prince Morgan. Since he thinks the new Shan of the grasslands, Unver, may be holding Morgan hostage, Simon sends out an army under Morgan’s other grandfather, Duke Osric, to negotiate with Unver for Morgan’s return. Meanwhile, Unver Shan has purchased Count Eolair from the bandits who captured him, intending to use the Hernystirman as an envoy to negotiate between himself and the High Throne of Erkynland. But instead Eolair is rescued by Sir Astrian and Sir Oliveris. As they escape Unver’s camp, Eolair tries to convince Vorzheva to come with them, since Simon and Miriamele have been hunting for her and her missing husband, Prince Josua, for years. But Vorzheva refuses and attacks Eolair with a knife. She accidentally stabs her own sister Hyara, then blames Eolair, who escapes. Unver and the rest of the Thrithings leaders consider this an act of treachery by King Simon, and when a battle is provoked between Duke Osric and the grasslanders, Unver decides he must invade Erkynland to avenge what he sees as King Simon’s double-dealing.


In Nabban, far to the south, Queen Miriamele meets with the elders of the Niskies and is told that they (and other descendants of the Tinukeda’ya or Changeling race, who came from the lost Garden with the Sithi and Norns) are having powerful dreams in which they are called to go north. But Miriamele has greater worries, and soon finds herself in the middle of a deadly rivalry between Duke Saluceris and powerful House Ingadaris (into which the duke’s brother, Drusis, has just married) that threatens to turn into a civil war. While mobs of the two houses’ supporters clash in the streets of the ancient city, and as Miriamele discovers lies and treachery even within the duke’s own household, Drusis is murdered and Saluceris is naturally blamed for it. The dead man’s widow, child-bride Turia Ingadaris, tells Miriamele that she should leave Nabban, because violence is coming. It is more of a threat than a friendly warning.


In Aldheorte forest, where Prince Morgan has been living with little ReeRee and her tree-dwelling troop of Chikri creatures, he is separated from his small allies when they climb the steep hills into a mysterious valley full of fog and odd creatures. Before Morgan can follow them along the valley floor, a gigantic, monstrous ogre chases him through the mist and he only survives because he is saved by Tanahaya, the Sithi envoy sent to the Hayholt in The Witchwood Crown, who was attacked on her way to the castle and almost died. Morgan’s own mission with Count Eolair returned her to her people, who have cured her, and on her way back to Erkynland she has stumbled onto Morgan’s trail and decided to investigate. But she is not the only one. A group of Norn soldiers are tracking Morgan as well, but he and Tanahaya escape and flee the valley. She leads him to what should be a place of safety, the hillside home of her mentor, Master Himano, but they discover that the Norns have been there first and have murdered her old teacher. Tanahaya finds a parchment on Himano’s body that suggests the Norns are seeking witchwood seeds that were buried under the Hayholt long ago, back when it was the Sithi stronghold called Asu’a. Tanahaya is desperate to get this information to Jiriki and Aditu, her two close Sithi allies, but she has no Witness—a magical device for communication—and so leads Morgan toward the ancient Sithi city of Da’ai Chikiza, hoping to find a Witness there. But they are captured by the current inhabitants, a breakaway Sithi sect called The Pure, and because Morgan is a mortal, he is threatened with execution. But when Tanahaya tells the Pure of Himano’s death and the parchment, they reluctantly allow her to use a Witness to inform Jiriki about the witchwood seeds that may be hidden beneath the Hayholt. She has time only to tell him that it seems likely Utuk’ku will try to conquer the Hayholt, then they are interrupted by a force of Norn soldiers attacking Da’ai Chikiza. In the ensuing fight, Tanahaya manages to bring down the ceiling of the chamber, killing many Norns, but she and Morgan and all the others are buried under collapsing stone.


Not far away, Aelin and his few remaining men escape Naglimund only to be captured in Aldheorte. But they are fortunate: their captors are Sithi, not Norns.


Back in the Hayholt, Simon and Tiamak and Tiamak’s wife Thelía are struggling with many problems. Tiamak’s helper Brother Etan is away in the south searching for news of Prince Josua, missing for many years, but Bishop Boez informs them that he has discovered many thousands of gold pieces are missing from the royal treasury. All the news seems bad—Simon has just heard of the civil war flaring in Nabban, and is frightened for Miriamele, who is still there.


And in fact, things have gone from bad to worse in Nabban. Angry citizens, enflamed by several mysterious murders and the propaganda of House Ingadaris, now storm the ducal palace. Duke Saluceris is killed by the mob, but Queen Miriamele helps the duke’s wife, Duchess Canthia, to escape with her two children and Jesa, the children’s Wrannawoman nurse. Miriamele gives Canthia her wedding ring so that Simon will know the message the duchess carries is truly from her, but then Miriamele herself barely escapes the mob and the destruction of the palace. Miriamele must ride north alone, through wild country, in a desperate attempt to get back to Erkynland and safety. But she is attacked by bandits, and though she escapes, her horse is killed and Miriamele falls down the hillside and is struck senseless. Canthia and Jesa are even less lucky. Their carriage is chased by Thrithings mercenaries and set on fire. The duchess and her little son are killed, with Canthia burning to death in the wagon after it is hit with flaming arrows. Canthia’s friend Jesa manages to escape the carriage with infant Serasina, but the two of them are now stranded in an unfamiliar land and still being mercilessly hunted.


In Aldheorte forest, Binabik and the other trolls are searching for Prince Morgan, but the Norn invasion of Da’ai Chikiza prevents them from finding him. They have also discovered that many people and creatures—humans, ghants, even kilpa—are moving north as if drawn by some invisible force. They decide to split up, Binabik and Sisqi to take news of what is happening south to the Hayholt, their daughter Qina and her betrothed Little Snenneq to continue searching the forest for Morgan.


Inside the conquered fortress of Naglimund, Queen Utuk’ku herself has arrived—the first time she has left her mountain city of Nakkiga in living memory. Viyeki, his Builders Order, and his conscripted mortal slaves open the ancient tomb of Ruyan the Navigator and find the Tinukeda’ya lord’s fabled armor. In a strange ceremony, Utuk’ku’s Order of Song sorcerers put the bones of the Storm King’s brother Hakatri, burned by dragon’s blood and in terrible pain until his death, into Ruyan’s armor. (The bones had been found and retrieved earlier by Nezeru and her Norn companions.) Then the dragon that Nezeru and the rest captured on Urmsheim is sacrificed and the blood is poured into armor as Queen Utuk’ku invokes a terrible spell. Jarnulf, a mortal who insinuated himself into the Urmsheim expedition but then left afterward, is hoping to have a chance to kill the Norn queen with an arrow from a high spot overlooking the ceremony, but the forces Utuk’ku unleashes are so terrible that Jarnulf is overcome with terror and flees. Even Viyeki, who had already seen the resurrection ceremony that brought Ommu the Whisperer back to the world, is sickened when Ruyan’s armor comes to life, inhabited now by Hakatri’s tormented spirit. The resurrected Sitha lets out a cry of horror so dreadful that it kills birds flying overhead.


In the Hayholt, and already overwhelmed by terrible news—the Norn attack on Naglimund in the north, Unver’s grasslanders invading over the western border—Simon and his closest advisors learn that a corpse has been found in the ashes of a carriage on the border between Nabban and Erkynland. The body inside was burned beyond recognition, but it wears Miriamele’s wedding ring. Simon is devastated, and all Erkynland is plunged into mourning for their beloved queen.
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Tanahaya stood at the edge of an orchard valley and knew she must be dreaming. This lush vale, with blossoming groves that embraced both banks of the river, could only be Shisae’ron. She knew it achingly well—she had spent her childhood here. But even as the limbs of the fruit trees quivered in the gentle breeze, a part of her knew the scene was impossible, because though the river might still flow, the orchards and the home of her youth were long gone.


Full of confusion, she made her way down the slope through tumbling petals that danced like snowflakes. A single thought drew her on, though she knew she walked through her own past: Where is my mother? If the orchards are in bloom, she is still here. And Willow Hall must still stand!!


Just as some part of her knew that she was dreaming, she also knew that the orchards her father had planted so carefully had not long outlived her mother. During Siriaya’s long decline, as her mourning for Tanahaya’s father slowly became something darker and closer to madness, most of the members of her Heart-Seed Clan had deserted her and the beautiful settlement had begun to die—as if, like Siriaya herself, it had lost the desire to continue. But here it stood once more, alive and burgeoning, and if the orchards lived, then so did her mother. Their house must still stand above the valley, watching over the river and the trees. Everything could be reclaimed. Time’s previous, terrible path could be changed and both Siriaya and the House of Heart-Seed could be saved.


The branches of the orchard trees, at first only a lacy fretwork, grew thicker and closer together as Tanahaya passed deeper into the valley, until she could barely see the sky. The limbs reached toward her like hungry ghosts, hemming her in, and soon she was completely enwrapped. She struggled, but soon the sky was gone, the darkness complete, and she could not move.


Protect it! A voice filled her head, the voice of someone she knew almost as well as she knew herself but for some reason could not name. Do not let it be harmed!


The egg, Tanahaya remembered, swiftly and unquestioningly melding one dream with another. The witchwood egg I found—it is in danger!


And even as she thought of it, she could feel the ovoid shape clutched against her body, curved and smooth and warm.


The trees now closed so tightly around her that she almost felt she was becoming a tree herself. But these are not our ancient willows, she thought in dismay. These are the trees of the new land, not our beloved Garden. They will strangle me, they will destroy the egg, they will grow over us and leave no trace of what went before!


She was being held more tightly, sinking ever deeper beneath a thickening rind of bark that sealed her away from the air, from the sky, from everything that mattered. And the witchwood egg she clutched against herself was dying—she could feel that.


Protect it! the voice said. It must grow!


Who are you? Tanahaya cried, though she did not speak with lips, lungs, or air. Her mouth was sealed with bark, her limbs pinioned by heartwood. Help me! I cannot get free!


And then, suddenly, someone was with her. Tanahaya could not see through the strangling darkness of limbs and roots, but she felt a presence like a cool breeze on fevered skin.


You are walking the Road of Dreams, daughter of my heart, if not of my flesh. The faint voice seemed to come from some echoing place far, far away. You can only hear and be heard by those who also walk that road or stand near it. But you must leave your dreams of the past and awaken now—that is all that matters. You must save what has been gifted to you—and you must beware the queen’s device!


In the first moments, Tanahaya had thought it might truly be her mother’s voice, but now she knew such fierceness could not come from Siriaya’s broken, hopeless spirit.


Who are you?


My name does not matter here, the voice told her, nor can I recall it. For the moment, I am only memory—the memory of all our people, something that cannot be destroyed except by Unbeing. You must save yourself and help save our folk, or even the memory of us will die. Only you! The voice grew fainter, as if it tumbled way down a deep hole. But remember—watch for the queen’s device!


And then the presence was utterly gone. The darkness was still solid around her, but the moment had given something back.


My mother’s heart broke and she surrendered—but I will not. I cannot.


And in that not-place, whether a dream or her life’s ending, she fought as hard as she had ever fought against a foe that made no sound, uttered no words.


It’s death, she realized as she struggled against the smothering darkness. My enemy is death. It comes for everyone at last—everyone, even the deathless silver queen. We can only keep it at bay as long as we fight.


But I will not stop fighting when those I love are in danger. I cannot—I dare not!


* * *


At first the only difference between the dream and waking life (which returned to her now in a shudder of immediacy) was pain. Everything hurt. Tanahaya realized with growing alarm that she was just as trapped as she had been in her dream, but instead of crowding trees, she was prisoned beneath an incomprehensible weight of fallen stone.


She could not move her leg and at first could not even feel it. She reached down and discovered it was caught in a crevice in a chunk of stone column that had once, long ago, supported the crystalline roof of Da’ai Chikiza’s Place of Sky-Watching. As she touched her leg, she felt something wet. When she drew her hand back she saw a flash of bright red and realized that she had reached through a beam of daylight, but also that her hand was covered in blood. Still, the fear caused by the sight of blood was less than her relief at knowing the sun was in its rightful place in the sky, that she was not stuck in the endless twilight of the dreamlands. She was not even certain that the blood was her own.


Tanahaya had to twist her entire body, slowly and with great care, but as she wriggled her foot loose, she decided that although she ached all over, her ankle and foot hurt particularly fiercely. She did her best to ignore it; her dream was still with her, at least in memory, and the desperation it had fired in her had not lessened with her return to the world.


The witchwood. The dream-egg. The warning voice. Far more than just her own life hinged on her escape. There were secrets to be uncovered and understood—in fact, she carried secrets within herself.


“Beware the queen’s device,” the voice had told her. But what could that mean? Had someone truly spoken to her on the dream-road, or had it only been Tanahaya’s own memory prodding her to save herself?


At last, with a scraping of her flesh that made her gasp, she managed to twist her foot and slide it free, but she was still caught beneath a tumble of broken columns and perhaps badly injured. She began to clamber slowly through the jumbled pile, trying to stay silent even through the worst of the pain. She remembered now that she had not been alone in Da’ai Chikiza’s crumbling ruins. She and Vinyedu and the rest of the Pure had been under attack by Queen Utuk’ku’s Sacrifice soldiers; the fight had been going poorly before Tanahaya brought the ceiling down. Her allies and the poor mortal Prince Morgan might all be dead. And the invading Hikeda’ya might be only a short distance away, listening for any sounds of survival.


Squirming like an earthworm, almost blind but for the single chink of light she could see, Tanahaya slowly crawled through spaces so small and so painful that they made her want to cry out in agony. At last she felt rain on her face; then, a few moments later, her head emerged from the pile of fallen stone. She could see roiling gray clouds above the shattered roof. Nothing else moved in the ruins of the Place of Sky-Watching.


Tanahaya dragged the lower half of her body out and onto the top of the rubble, still listening for any sign of either her enemies or surviving allies, but she heard only the soft plash of rain on stone: if a battle was still being fought in the tunnels beneath Da’ai Chikiza, it was too far away to hear. What surrounded her instead was the silence of death. Her heart felt cold and sickly. She could not hope to shift the stones, to look for Morgan or any of the Pure, but she also could not believe anything else had survived that terrible collapse. A pang of fury and regret gnawed at her. She had lost the mortal youth she had tried so hard to protect—in truth, might have led him to straight to his death—and now she could not even find his body.


Grieving, Tanahaya tallied her wounds. It was hard to tell where the worst injuries were, since she had been scratched and scraped in many places, but her ankle and foot hurt the most. She was relieved to find she could still bend them, though every movement made her gasp for breath. She tore a piece from her shredded tunic and bound the ankle as tightly as she could. When that was done, she pulled her bloody boot back on and began to climb down the piled rubble, taking care to protect her most vulnerable parts. She could not forget the words she had heard in the dream.


“You must save yourself, save our people, or even the memory of us will die.”


What could that mean? Had it been only a call from her dreaming self to the part of her that had already awakened? Or had someone else spoken to her—some spirit or lost traveler on the Dream Road?


She slid off the last shattered column and winced as her wounded foot struck the floor, then realized she had not been protecting her injured ankle or foot as she climbed down. Instead, she had curled one arm protectively over her belly.


By my clan and the Garden, she thought. Those dreams, even when I was in the grips of fever. The precious egg. “Protect it,” the dream-voice—perhaps her own voice—had told her. “It must grow! It is the seed of our salvation.”


My dreams knew before I did, she realized. For long moments she could only sit beside the rubble, amazed and terrified. The egg I had to protect. My dreams knew!


I carry a child inside me.



PART ONE
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Time of Gathering


The substance of an arrow is wood,


But the arrow’s spirit is air.


Is that why, when the wind makes the 
forest trees shake and murmur,


I am struck to the heart?


—BENAYHA OF KEMENTARI
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1


The Keen Edge
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They crouched together in deep darkness, his captor’s chill, firm hand pressing the knife against Morgan’s throat. Each time quiet footsteps passed their hiding place, his heart raced. Whether they were found by Sithi or Norn, Morgan did not think the discoverers would care that he belonged to neither army.


The sounds of pursuit faded at last. After a long silence, he whispered, “There’s no one else coming. You can let me go now. I promise I won’t tell anyone.”


His only reply was a quiet hiss. It might have been laughter but could have been something less pleasant. The keen edge of the knife was cold against his skin. It seemed like such a small thing, that edge, thinner than a broom straw, barely more perceptible than a smear of water or a waft of cool air, yet he did not doubt it could end his life.


The one who holds me is a Norn—one of the White Foxes. They have no souls. They hate us and they want our kind dead. But for some unknown reason he was still alive.


The Norn put her feet into the small of his back and shoved him hard enough to send him sprawling forward onto his hands and knees. “Get up,” she said quietly. “Slow. We go now.”


He considered trying to crawl away and then make a run for it but remembered that both the Norns and Sithi could see much better in the dark than he could. He started to get to his feet and knocked his head painfully against the stone above him.


“Go,” she said. “Move. I am just behind.”


“Go where?” he asked, rubbing his aching head. “Deeper into the tunnels?”


Again the hiss. “Fool. I never have been in this place but still I know more than you. Below this city much farther—below the river—the water comes in everywhere. Can you live without breath?” He felt the point of a heavier blade than the knife push against his spine. “We move now,” she said. “But quiet. Do only what I say.”


Do all immortals speak Westerling? he wondered. Is it some magic?


She made him lie face down on the stone as she climbed over him to get out of the crevice. She felt surprisingly light but moved with such swift purpose that he did not even consider trying to fight for his freedom. He followed her out into the passage and nearly walked into the point of a long, sharp sword.


“Do I need to say no tricks?” she asked.


Morgan shook his head. Now that they had left the crevice, the light from the glowing stones shone on them again, dim but steady. He could see that the woman—no, the immortal creature, he reminded himself, perhaps many centuries old—was a little shorter than he was and much more slender. Still, the sword in her death-pale hand did not waver, as though it were lighter than a birch wand. But it was the narrow oval of her face that caught his attention: her eyes were large and tilted upward, like the those of the Sithi-folk he had met, but this creature’s eyes were not molten gold like theirs but dark as a starless sky, a difference made even more prominent by her almost invisible, cobweb eyebrows. He had never seen a Norn, and he was startled by how much she looked like a very pale-skinned mortal: her face was narrow, but her features would not have been outlandish on one of his own kind.


“You stare,” she said, sounding almost amused, though Morgan would not have wanted to risk his life on that. “You find me horrifying? Or you think me comely?”


He did find her comely, even with her sword only inches from his throat, but he quickly looked down. “No. I just didn’t know who it was that . . . that caught me in the dark.” He lifted his eyes until he met hers—bottomless wells, inky depths. “Now I see.”


She made a noise of derision. “Move, then. I do not stay here—no, cannot stay here. Soon the Sacrifices will have all the city, then they make a careful search of even these deep places.”


Morgan was exhausted, every muscle trembling, and yet there was that unarguable sword pointed directly at him, the gray blade so slim it was almost invisible. “What do you want me to do?”


“Walk before me. Do nothing foolish.”


He lifted his hands in a gesture of resignation. “And my own sword?”


To his surprise, she laughed. “Wear it if you like. But draw it against me and you learn fast what a Sacrifice knows.”


“Sacrifice? Is that what you call yourself?”


The laugh again, swift and harsh. “Hah. Once I did, with much pride. Now I do not. Walk, mortal boy.”


“Not a boy,” he muttered, but his captor gave no sign of having heard him.


The Norn moved so silently that Morgan kept looking back to see if she was following. Each time, he found her only an arm’s length or so behind him, and each time she gestured fiercely for him to keep moving.


Despite her earlier words, she forced him down into Da’ai Chikiza’s ancient depths. Tunnels that had been shaped to a smooth finish in the upper levels and freely carved with figures and symbols barely touched by time now grew more crude. The few carvings they encountered were simple constructions of straight lines, and Morgan suspected they were nothing more ambitious than direction markers. It would certainly have been easy to lose oneself in the maze of tunnels, which seemed just as shapeless and haphazard to him as the arrangement of the city above ground. Here, though, there were no distractions except the occasional net of roots splayed across the tunnel ceiling or clusters of mushrooms clinging to the damp walls. In some places the palely radiant stones still shone in the walls and roof, but as they descended, these pools of light became less frequent, and the tunnel floors were often clogged by debris fallen from the ceiling. Several times they had to get down on all fours and crawl through a particularly narrow spot, the Norn’s sword poking at the soles of his boots.


They had been walking for what seemed at least an hour, and Morgan was finding it hard going. Overwhelmed by weariness and the ache in his bruised chest each time he took a deep breath, he finally broke the silence. “Where are we going? Do you know?”


Something jabbed him in the back of his neck, nasty and shocking as the sting of a bee. Morgan reached up to feel it; when he brought his hand down it was smeared with blood. He turned to say something angry, but the look in his captor’s night-dark eyes silenced him immediately. She lifted a finger to her mouth but the poke in the neck and her hard stare had already made the message clear: he was not to talk.


He still couldn’t understand his captor’s plan. He had seen with his own eyes that the ruined city of Da’ai Chikiza stood beside a wide, often swift river, and after such a long time walking downward, Morgan thought the two of them must now be below it. In some places water seeped out of cracks in the wall and ran beside their path for a short while before disappearing down into other crevices, but otherwise the river seemed no closer than it had been when they started.


At last his captor began to guide him upward once more through a series of sloping passages. The change from carefully excavated and finished corridors to crudely hacked tunnels now reversed itself: intricate carvings began to appear on the walls again. They passed several caverns enlarged into storehouses, and he could even see the remains of earthenware jars in some. Most of the vessels had long since broken into pieces.


Just as the fear in his belly and the painful throb of sore muscles had driven him to a serious contemplation of throwing himself down on the ground and letting the Norn end his suffering, she poked him again, but more gently this time. They had reached a place where three tunnels came together. She slipped past him to examine the faint scratches in the wall, then pointed down one of the passages. Morgan groaned quietly but began to walk again.


At first he sensed the difference more than saw it, because the great space into which they entered was much darker than the corridor. He stopped, befuddled by the different feeling of the air and the dying echoes. A dim light kindled above him, then another, and another, until half a dozen slabs of crystal glowed faintly in the ceiling of the wide chamber.


And it was a wide chamber, though as in other parts of the tunnels, the floor was cluttered with fallen stone and broken pottery and even what looked like the rotting remains of wooden furniture. The ceiling stretched upward three times his own height and the nearest walls on the far side looked to be a long stone’s throw away.


“One of the city’s great vaults.” She spoke in a whisper. “Here you may rest for a while.”


Morgan’s weariness overwhelmed any curiosity he might have felt. He staggered forward until he found a place where the stone floor was empty of jagged potsherds, then stretched out in the ancient dust. Within moments he had tumbled into sleep.
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“First you said you did not want to travel so close to the river, Snenneq.” Qina was trying to keep frustration out of her voice but not entirely succeeding. “Now you say that we are too far from the river. You are like a mountain wind, first blowing this way, then that.” She pointed. “Should I ignore these tracks, all these signs of Prince Morgan’s passage? I thought we were sworn to look for him.”


“You said yourself that they did not all seem like his tracks.”


She thought Snenneq was dangerously close to pouting. “We do not know how he is traveling, nor with whom,” she said. “The Norns leave almost no sign of their passage. The same is true for their kin, the Sithi. But here are tracks that speak of several travelers. Perhaps they have captured Morgan and carry him. Should I ignore the tracks because they no longer follow the river?”


“The river is what will lead us to the old Sithi city,” Little Snenneq replied. “I did not wish to travel too close to its bank only because we saw those kilpa things, those water monsters. Perhaps you are following the trail of those horrible creatures and will bring us right to them.”


“Now you are just making up objections,” she said in exasperation. “What I am following is neither kilpa nor . . . what was that tree-beast we killed, with a shell like a beetle? A ghant? These tracks are not from either of those—unless they wear shoes. Look.” She pointed at the soft ground. “Those are the marks of stitching. Stitching.”


“Daughter of the Mountains, you are stubborn!” Snenneq straightened up, shaking his head. “But you are right. No, I do not think that kilpa, even so far from their home in southern waters, have taken to wearing shoes. But I fear we are following these tracks so far that I will not be able to find the river again.”


“Listen. I can hear its noise clearly.” Would their marriage be like this too—every disagreement a stalemate, neither with the power to overrule the other? Qina was not certain she could bear a lifetime of argument, though she feared Snenneq would see nothing wrong with the prospect. “What can we agree? I suggest we keep following the tracks until the river is barely in our ears, then we will head back, as you wish, to follow the water toward the old city.”


Snenneq thought this over. “This is a good idea, my beloved. I am glad you have a nukapik like me, so reasonable, so willing to let you have your way. Not all men of the Qanuc are so accommodating.”


She clenched her teeth. “If you say so.”


The long afternoon wound down. The sun still shed light, but it had dropped behind the veil of forest. Little Snenneq kept talking about finding something to eat, and Qina could not much blame him. Their progress had been slow. In many places the strange tracks had all but disappeared, and each time it had taken all her skill to find them again, sometimes by a sign as faint as a single bent blade of grass.


“The sad thing,” Snenneq said, “is we are so far from the river now that we will probably eat only dried fish as old as our journey, when fresh fish swim just a short distance away to catch.”


“For me to catch, you mean,” Qina said. “You do not like to come so close to the water, remember.” She rose, weary and unhappy. “Snenneq, my heart,” she began, “I know it is difficult sometimes—” She fell silent. Her husband-to-be was not even looking at her but staring instead at a strange figure in a hooded cloak that had risen from the bracken before them. Qina gasped and fell back a step, fumbling at her belt for her knife. “Be careful, Snenneq!”


The stranger was almost twice their height, as tall as a flatland mortal but somehow different. For a moment she thought he might be one of the Norns or even a Sitha. The tilt and size of the stranger’s eyes seemed like theirs, although the color of his eyes and skin did not look quite like either one.


“Kikkasut’s Nest,” Snenneq said quietly. He stood very still. “What sort of person are you?”


The stranger raised one arm and his wide sleeve fell back, revealing a hand with such long, slender fingers that it became even clearer this person was neither Hikeda’ya nor Zida’ya. “Peace,” he said in recognizable if strangely inflected Qanuc speech. “Come with me.” He beckoned with long fingers. “No harm will come to you. That is a promise.” Then he turned and walked back into the trees.


For long moments Qina and Little Snenneq could only look at each other, stunned and uncertain.


“Is that what we have been following?” Snenneq whispered.


“I think so. Should we trust him?”


“No. But we should follow, though carefully. He spoke our tongue. He said, ‘no harm.’” Snenneq quickly pulled apart his walking stick and slid a wool-wrapped dart into the hollow tube made by half of it. “Only a middling poison,” he explained as she watched. “Enough to put something that size to sleep. Or so I hope.”


“I am frightened, dear one,” she said. “First those horrible beasts, now this strange person—neither a mortal nor an immortal as far as I can tell. What madness is happening here? Creatures that should not be, creatures I have never heard about.”


“It makes me fearful too,” he said. “But meetings are rare in such a place, and he might have seen something of Morgan. Let us follow but keep ourselves ready to fight or run.”


“I have been ready for both since I came into this queer, dark forest,” said Qina.


They had not followed the stranger far before they noticed the tang of woodsmoke in the air. Their guide threw back his head and let out a strange, mournful call that sounded more like the cry of a loon than mortal speech. From somewhere in the trees ahead an answering call came back.


“Now we must be ready,” Snenneq whispered.


“Again, dearest, you seem to think I am not already as tight as a bowstring.”


The smell of smoke grew stronger as they stepped into a clearing at the center of a ring of ancient linden trees and saw the campfire, its flames shielded behind a circular wall of flat stones. Several creatures like the one who led them sat huddled around it, but these others were big-headed and slow of movement, and looked even less like either immortals or men than did their guide.


One of the figures turned slowly toward the trolls, watching calmly as they approached. His face was like the first stranger’s but sagging with age and all but hairless, skin dry and wrinkled as ancient parchment. Qina thought he might be the single oldest-looking person she had ever seen.


“Welcome to our fire.” The ancient one’s Qanuc speech was effortless and perfect. “Peace be upon you. I am sorry if Tih-Rumi’s sudden appearance was alarming.”


“Who are you?” said Snenneq.


“I will tell you all you wish to know soon enough,” said the wrinkled one, smiling. “But first I wish to greet you properly, and for that I will need your names. I promise we mean you no harm.”


The trolls exchanged a look. “Little Snenneq, son of Snenneq, am I,” he said at last, “of Mintahoq mountain. This is Qina, daughter of Mintahoq’s Singing Man, and also granddaughter of our Herder and Huntress. How do you come to speak our tongue so well?”


“I give you greetings, Qina and Little Snenneq. May the beloved Sea be your haven. May you dream extravagantly.” The ancient stranger folded his hands as if in prayer—hands smaller than those of most of his companions but still large and long-fingered. “To answer your question, I speak many tongues—those of all the first tribes of humankind, the Qanuc, the Qo’sei, the high hill-folk, the water-seekers of the desert and the dwellers in the marshy and distant Wran. I also speak the tongues of the Keida’ya, our onetime masters, and of all my sundered, time-lost kin, whom the immortals call Tinukeda’ya.”


“You are Tinukeda’ya?” Snenneq nodded slowly. “Yes, of course you are. But you and your companions do not look like Niskies. Are you the Agaki, as are told of in our old mountain stories? The diggers in the earth?”


Qina took a breath. If that was true, it was more unexpected to her than even southern swamp creatures roaming the woods. The deep-dwelling Agaki were almost as legendary among her people as Sedda or Kikkasut or any of the other gods, goddesses, or world-spirits.


“Our companions are delvers, yes,” the old one said, “—or dwarrows, as men name them in the Westerling speech. But I am of an older sort of Tinukeda’ya, and so is my apprentice, Tih-Rumi.” The faintest hint of a smile curled the thin, cracked lips. “My name is Kuyu-kun Sa’Vao. I am the Voice of the Dreaming Sea. I wish you both good health, though I fear it cannot last long now that we have come to the end of the world.”


It took a moment before the stranger’s words sank in, then Qina felt the blood go cold in her veins like a winter stream freezing into ice.
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Morgan awoke to find the Norn’s narrow, ghostlike face directly above his own and her hand clamped firmly over his mouth. He struggled, but she set the tip of her knife against his cheek just beneath his eye.


“Silent,” she hissed. “Hounds coming.”


“I don’t hear . . .” he began, but a prick from her knife convinced him to close his mouth. She pointed to her nose, then toward the far side of the cavernous space she had called a great vault: she was saying that she could smell them.


He climbed onto his feet as silently as he could. Hounds? he wondered. What did that mean?


Another of his grandfather’s stories came drifting up from his memory, a tale about young Simon being chased through the forest by huge white dogs. But Morgan couldn’t remember how that story had ended, except that, obviously, his grandfather had escaped. A quick look at his captor told him that though escape might be possible, it would not be easy: her pale features seemed an empty mask, but her posture and her drawn weapons—long knife and silvery-gray sword—told him she was prepared for a deadly fight.


Morgan slid Snakesplitter out of its scabbard and moved to her side just as half a dozen or more pale, silent animal shapes burst into the high chamber from an opening at the vault’s far end. As the beasts sprang toward them, toothy mouths gaping, the Norn leaped to one side. For a panicky instant Morgan thought she had deserted him, but the pack immediately split into two groups, two of the huge hounds heading toward Morgan while the rest continued toward his Norn companion.


The beasts were huge, nearly the size of ponies, their white fur so short that even in dim light he could see their muscles and tendons almost as clearly as if they had been skinned. They made no sound except for their panting breath—no barking, no howling, not even the click of claws on stone. The two bounding toward him each looked to weigh at least as much as he did, so Morgan did the only thing he could do, backing up until he could clamber onto one of the fallen roof stones and gain the advantage of high ground. He had barely turned back when the first hound sprang at him from almost a dozen paces away, an astonishing leap he would never have guessed possible.


Time seemed to slow to a snail’s crawl. The great pink mouth opened wide like a blooming flower, yellow fangs visible to the gums; it was all Morgan could manage to get the point of his sword in front of him. His jab caught flesh, but it was only a glancing cut. The massive beast missed him by a handsbreadth; the blood from its wounded muzzle, warm as a summer rain, sprayed his face as it flew past. Then the second hound attacked.


This animal was more cautious than the first: instead of jumping, it put its front paws up on the stone and, like a striking snake, darted its head at Morgan’s legs. He knew he had only wounded the first hound, so he jabbed hurriedly at the second and by a lucky chance managed to plunge his blade into the creature’s mouth, piercing its jaw. The white hound let out a strangled yelp and whipped its head back and forth like an eel as it tried to get free of the sword. Morgan managed to hold onto Snakesplitter, but the dog slipped over backward and its weight tugged Morgan off his stone perch.


His fall to the cavern floor knocked out his breath. The hound managed to yank the sword from his grip but seemed more intent on getting free of the painful piece of metal in its jaw than coming after him. Still, Morgan was terrified that the other hound would attack while he was unarmed, so he grabbed the first object he could find, a jagged piece of pottery, and when the struggling second dog turned toward him, he swung the shard into the creature’s eye. The pottery broke into pieces, but the dog stumbled and fell. Before it could get up again, he yanked his sword free from its jaw and thrust it as far as he could into the thing’s belly.


Something struck him from behind, knocking him over the hound’s corpse so hard that he rolled several times. Before he had even stopped tumbling a great weight landed on top of him—the first hound, snapping at Morgan’s head and neck. He rolled onto his back and punched at it, then pulled up his knees until they were against the dog’s heaving midsection. He tried to push it off him, but the beast kept lunging, still eerily silent, spittle and blood flying from its muzzle. Morgan managed to get Snakesplitter up and flat against the dog’s neck, his other hand wrapped around the blade to hold back the creature’s snapping jaws. Blood from his palm ran down his wrist but Morgan did not even feel it, not with the hound’s carrion breath fouling his nostrils.


The creature’s weight bent the sword and kept Morgan from turning the edge of the blade toward its throat. Then, as it strained toward him, bending Snakesplitter even farther, the dog abruptly twitched violently, shivered, and thrust its snout high in the air before collapsing on top of him.


For several heartbeats Morgan could only gasp for breath. When he tried to move the hound’s body, he felt the hilt of a knife sticking out of its broad ribcage.


“Not safe yet.” The Norn appeared beside him and freed him from the pale, canine corpse.


Morgan struggled to sit up. With the hound’s weight gone he felt light as a feather and not much more substantial. His limbs were trembling. “What?”


She yanked the knife out of the dog’s bloody side. “Not safe yet.”


Morgan stared at the scatter of animal bodies on the other side of the room. One, two, three, four . . . and the one on top of him made five. She had killed four of the white monsters in the time it took him to kill one, and then managed to kill the sixth as it tried to bite off his face—and she was not even breathing swiftly. “How did you . . . did you throw that knife . . . ?”


“Get up!”


He scrambled to his feet just as three more shapes ran into the storeroom—two-legged newcomers, all of them carrying long knives and short spears. The parchment-white faces told him instantly that they must be Norns.


“Kaddara!” one of the figures cried, and all three sprinted toward Morgan and the Norn. Their speed shocked him, but the swiftness of his companion was even more astounding: in the blink of an eye she leaped forward to meet them at the center of the great vault, her sword cocked at an angle above her head that made no sense to Morgan. She blocked one almost invisibly fast spear thrust. Then, so swiftly that Morgan could not quite make sense of it, she blocked the stab of a second attacker, then flipped his spear out of his hand and sent it clattering into the shadows along the cavern’s edge.


To Morgan’s shame and relief, all three of the attackers now surrounded her, ignoring him completely. He considered trying to escape while they distracted each other: after all, he was the Norn’s prisoner, not her ally. But he could not make himself run—not least because he could not tear his attention from the spectacle unfolding before him.


Morgan had watched the Sitha Tanahaya fighting alongside the Pure only a few short hours earlier and had been amazed by her grace and facility with a blade. But the Norn who had captured him was something else entirely. She moved with what seemed like impossible speed, dancing through a storm of ringing blades and stabbing spearheads, leaping, ducking, kicking. Several times she used the thrust of one enemy to block an attack from another. It would have been exceptional even if they had been clumsy fighters in heavy armor, but the Norn warriors were her own kind, capable of swift and startling feats of their own. Yet every time they seemed to have pinned her down and were trying to finish her, she slipped away like windblown smoke, and they were forced to defend themselves from a new angle of her attack.


Morgan had not given up entirely on the idea of fleeing this struggle between two different enemies, but something beyond mere admiration for the Norn’s skills was holding him. He had survived being lost in the forest, but it had not been all his own doing: only joining the troop of Chikri forest-creatures had kept him from starving. He still wanted desperately to get back to his home and family, but he had lost Tanahaya in the collapse of the roof and now was deep beneath the earth in an unfamiliar place, surrounded by creatures who would cheerfully slaughter him. His Norn captor seemed to be his best hope now—his only hope.


He raced across the room and snatched up the spear that she had knocked away from one of her attackers. When he turned, he saw that, though one of the Norn soldiers had been downed, he was not badly injured and was about to rejoin the fight. Morgan dashed forward and shoved the spear into the Norn soldier’s back even as he rose, all ideas of fairness and chivalry gone in the terror of real combat. The Norn arched in agony as Morgan yanked the spear back out, his blood gushing black in the dark vault before he tumbled forward and lay motionless.


One of the other attackers was distracted by his fellow warrior’s death-gasp, and in that instant Morgan’s Norn captor put the tip of her slender gray blade into his eye, then snatched the spear from his suddenly strengthless hand and blocked a desperate blow at her neck from the third Sacrifice soldier. A moment later her blade passed through his stomach and tented his cloak behind him. She yanked out the gray sword with a flourish like a courtier presenting an expensive gift; the Norn soldier slumped to the stone floor and did not move again.


As she cleaned her blade on her dead enemy’s cloak, she looked over at Morgan, her face still preternaturally calm, as if she had not just destroyed two skilled fairy-warriors and several monstrous hounds in a matter of moments. “What did you say your name was, mortal?”


It took a moment—he was still short of breath. “I don’t think I did. You had a knife to my throat, remember?”


Her expression did not change. “Your name?”


“Morgan.” He considered listing his titles, letting her know how important he was, but decided against it. “Morgan of Erchester. And I’ve forgotten your name.”


“Nezeru.” She slid her blade back into its scabbard, still fixing him with that stony look. “So, Morgan of Erchester, I will say only this—you may have thought to win my trust, but do not involve yourself in my battles again. I do not need your help. I do not want your aid. In fact, I want nothing at all from any mortal.”




2


Wolves at the Door
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Each morning when Simon awoke, everything felt ordinary. He surfaced from his always-dreamless sleep and lay with his face pressed deep into the pillow as the world reassembled itself around him. And then he remembered.


The pain was so big, so overwhelming, that he rolled over onto his back and cried out. “Oh, God! Oh, God, why?”


“Your Majesty?” Avel, his young chamber servant, had crawled from his pallet on the floor to stand swaying at the foot of Simon’s bed. He rubbed his eyes with his knuckles and stifled a yawn. “It is morning.”


“I know. I know it’s morning.” It was almost too difficult to speak, as if some huge beast were sitting on his chest. The king sank back into his bed and closed his eyes. “It doesn’t matter whether you want it or not. It always comes.”


“Majesty?”


“Morning. Damnable, damnable morning.” The first innocent moment was gone as if it had never existed, a bare heartbeat or two in which Miri was not dead, in which the world still had meaning. Now everything had climbed back on top of him again. Simon rolled over and buried his face in the bedding. He did not have the strength to bear such a terrible burden. He couldn’t believe he would ever have that strength again.


“Majesty, there is a note by the door,” Avel announced.


Simon said nothing. A note, an armed rebellion, a raging dragon—he could not imagine anything outside this chamber that was worth the struggle against the awful weight of being alive.


“It is from Lord Tiamak, sire. I recognize his seal.” There was a long silence. “Do you want me to open it?” the boy finally asked.


“Do as you wish.” Simon tasted sweaty linen and pushed the covers away from his mouth. “Read it or do not read it. Take it to Market Square and announce it to the crowds there. Set it on fire. I leave it to you.”


He heard Avel fumbling with the folded parchment. When he spoke, he sounded anxious. “Should I read it out loud to you? I am not good with spelling and words, Majesty, but I will try.”


Simon pulled the pillow off his head. He was not angry, he was not worried, he was not anything. He sat up. The young servant looked thin, and he had a touch of blue beneath his eyes. “No. Give it to me, lad. Then go and get yourself something to eat.”


“But you, Majesty? Will you break your fast?”


“Just go.”


When Avel had gone out of the bedchamber, walking on tiptoe as though the king had only pretended to be awake, Simon sat up, the message from Tiamak open and unread on his lap.


Someday I will see her again in Heaven, he told himself, but it brought him scant solace. I would go and join her now—they could bury us side by side on Swertclif—but the church says it is a sin to end your own life. I would be denied her not just for now but for eternity.


There was no way out he could see, and nothing to do but wait through the weary years. He fell back again, the unread letter already forgotten. Oh my God, why would You take her and not take me? Do You hate me so much? There is no crueler thing You could do to me.


But someday, unless the church is a liar, we will be together again. That was all he could hold onto, all that kept him moving in a semblance of life. We will be together in Your infinite grace. A colder thought intruded. But the sermons say we will be with all the others that have gone before us, together forever in the unwavering light of God. He did not want Miriamele back only to share her with everyone. The best moments of his life had been their times alone, private talks where they made each other laugh until tears flowed, quiet, irreverent asides to each other at the most important of moments—and of course, the glorious secrets of their marital bed. If Heaven denied him those private moments, how could it be all the priests promised?


It did not matter. Even if she would be given back to him in Heaven, the empty years still stretched before him—days, months, seasons that would trudge past like exhausted prisoners being marched to an unknown fate.


Simon made a sound of despair and struck at the bed with his fists, but he did not weep. He had used up his tears for good on the day they had lowered Miri’s casket into the earth on Swertclif, and since then his eyes had been dry as dust.
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Eolair, Count of Nad Mullach, had been gone from the Hayholt a long time, and was surprised by how different Tiamak looked. The Wrannaman had always been small, but now seemed shrunken, as though something vital was slowly leaking out of him. Obviously, it had not been a good time to be the king’s counselor.


But how must I look, this battered old man I have become? the count wondered. I feel my age as never before. Or is it the world that has aged around me? Where have all the colors gone?


“Welcome back, my lord,” said Tiamak, bowing. “This place has missed you more than you can guess.”


“And I have missed it, though I would have much preferred to return in happier times and bearing better news from the world outside.”


“It would not much matter, at least at this moment. The world outside seems to be of little interest to the king right now. I wrote to tell him you were here, but it is almost noon and I have not had any word regarding when he will see you.”


Eolair shrugged. “He sleeps a great deal, does he?”


“Well, he is in bed a great deal. How much he sleeps, I cannot say.” Tiamak frowned. “He suffers, our old friend. He mourns. In truth, he shuffles around the castle like a ghost—as though he was the one who died but has not realized it yet.”


“He truly loved her,” said Eolair. “They were no arranged joining of dynasties like many royal couples—there was no dynasty when they came together, only two young people who needed one another. Simon has lost a part of himself.” He certainly knew how that felt: it was an unusual day when he did not think of lost Maegwin, despite all the intervening years.


“You spoke of dynasties,” Tiamak said slowly. “I hate to turn so quickly to practical thoughts, but Prince Morgan is still missing. We must begin to consider what we should do if something were to happen to the king.”


“Something?” Eolair felt his skin prickle. “What are you saying, man? Is he ill?”


“No, at least not in body. But he is . . . the queen’s death has affected him badly.”


“Surely that is no surprise. He loved her. We all loved her.”


Tiamak shook his head, then looked around as though he feared to be overheard, but the retiring room was empty but for the two of them. “No surprise that he is mourning her. But it feels like something worse.”


“Tell me your thoughts straightly, my friend.”


“The king seems to have given up on everything, Eolair. He barely leaves his chambers, and when he does, he scuttles back to them as quickly as he can, like a crab to its pool. At the queen’s funeral, Lord Chancellor Pasevalles and I were so afraid he might collapse altogether that Pasevalles stood close and held his elbow while Captain Zakiel stood on his other side. Even so, we feared Simon might throw himself into the grave after her.” Tiamak shook his head. “I am afraid he might do himself harm, Eolair. I have never seen him like this.”


“Then we shall talk about the succession, if we must.” But Eolair felt now as if his own weight was pulling him down into a hole from which there would be no emerging. He had visited the queen’s grave early in the morning—it had felt like a bad dream. Eolair had never considered that he might outlive the queen. “It is hard not to feel that Heaven is against us,” he said heavily. “So many terrible things all at once.”


Tiamak gave him a quick, startled look. After studying Eolair’s face for a moment, he said, “We will talk more of that later, too. But for now, I want your news and I will give you mine. Perhaps the king will meet with us later.”


“I know we must talk of Hernystir,” said Eolair, “but King Hugh’s treachery fills me with shame so deep it presses out my breath. I was already in horror that Hugh let the cursed Norns pass through Hernystir, which we would not have even known about but for my grand-nephew Aelin, but I thought Hugh would at least wish to keep his crimes secret. Now I hear he outright refused Simon’s request for aid.”


“That is for the best, I think,” Tiamak said. “If Hernystir’s king is now our enemy in truth, better not to have him beside us where he could do even more harm.”


“But making compact with the Norns! I am told those monstrous things have attacked the fortress of Naglimund.”


“Attacked it and took it in a single terrible night, if the reports of survivors are to be believed.” Tiamak sighed. “This is heavy work, my lord. I think despite the earliness of the hour, I need a cup of strong wine. Will you join me?”


If the usually abstemious Wrannaman was indulging before noon, thought Eolair, what was the point of staying sober? “Yes, I think I will,” he said.


“Tell me again about what happened on the River Laestfinger,” Tiamak said when the servant had gone. “The king took your letter away with him and I have not had a chance to read it again more carefully.”


“It was shocking—and strange,” Eolair said. “Unver, this so-called Shan, this grassland king of kings, gathered his fighters on the river across from Osric’s camp, although it was only a fraction of what numbers he might have mustered, at least from what I saw at the Thrithings-men’s great gathering. We thought Unver would wait for more warriors and try to overrun us by sheer numbers. But he is a very different creature than the other Thrithings leaders we have faced—more complicated, and certainly a better general.


“While Duke Osric’s men were reinforcing their defenses, Unver sent a troop of riders across the river farther south so that they could come silently around behind our camp in the night. No word came to warn us, and they struck just before the first light, catching our soldiers by surprise. Then Unver himself led his other troop across the river. Osric and the rest of the Erkynlanders fought bravely but it was no use—we were outnumbered and turned two ways, fighting at the front and the rear. We were nearly caught between them and destroyed.” He paused as the memories of that terrible dawn washed over him—shouting grasslanders riding down the Erkynguard, the hail of arrows ending lives all around him. “Then Duke Osric fell. His herald and the rest of his household dragged him off the field. Others saw them retreat and it became a full-fledged rout, which is probably all that saved us—Osric would have fought until every Erkynlandish soldier was dead, so much does he hate the grassland barbarians.” Once the memories had been summoned, it was hard to dismiss them. A little wine spilled over the rim of his cup and Eolair realized his hands were shaking badly.


“I am told Osric lives, at least,” Tiamak said quietly. “How many men did we lose?”


“Still no true idea. Hundreds. But in a strange turn, Unver did not try to stop us when he might have finished us off. We retreated across the fields in a shambles until we reached Fellmere Castle. Unver followed, but slowly and with surprising caution. I even hear that he has kept his army from plundering anything that was not in his direct path. Perhaps Unver means to protect what he plans to rule someday.” Eolair was silent for a long moment. “I fear that man, I will not lie to you. And I fear that my own actions may have been what began this.”


“I have heard the story,” said Tiamak. “I do not blame you. You saw Vorzheva, who we have been seeking for years, and you tried to get her to come back to Erkynland. Any of us would have done the same.”


“She tried to stab me!” Eolair was still astonished. “As if she would rather be a servant in Unver’s household than the widow—I beg pardon—than the wife of a missing and beloved prince.”


“She was always a difficult person to know or understand. But what you say about this Unver Shan worries me.” Tiamak took a sip of his wine, then another, as if he sought courage before his next words. “Could Unver have ordered the murder of Queen Miriamele? Thrithings arrows were found at the scene of her death.”


The count shook his head. “It seems unlikely to me, but I can offer you no proof. There are many men of the grasslands who have become sell-swords, so Thrithings arrows do not prove who ordered the attack. And it may be that I have lost my ability to judge people, or perhaps the Thrithings-folk are too strange and different for me to understand, but Unver seemed truthful when he talked to me of wanting peace with Erkynland and the High Throne.”


“Lost your ability? Do not rate yourself so lowly, old friend. When I consider that the Sitha woman we saved was felled with poisoned Thrithings arrows within sight of the Hayholt’s walls, I can only agree with you. Else we must believe that this Unver began a campaign against us a year ago and risked the anger of the Sithi as well. No, there is some other player at work in this game, I suspect, though I cannot say yet who it might be. Too many things have gone wrong for it to be pure chance.”


“You do not think it King Hugh, do you? By all the gods, is my shame to be made even greater? Could he really be so foul? Striking at the heart of the High Throne even while the king and queen were dining at his table last spring?”


“I put nothing past Hugh,” said Tiamak sourly. “But I rather suspect that we are seeing another hand—perhaps a pale, immortal one—behind our many troubles.”


“The Queen of the Norns, you mean.”


“She is unquestionably at the back of all this. But she may have a cat’s-paw closer to us who is responsible for our current calamities.” He put his cup down and sat straight. “But this is too much speculation for so early in the day. You and I will speak more of all these things later, good Eolair, but now I think we should see the king. Perhaps you can breathe some resolve into him where Lord Pasevalles and I cannot. You are, after all, the Hand of the High Throne, and you have been badly missed.”


“I hear Pasevalles has been more than capable.”


“Oh, he has done all that he could,” said Tiamak. “But the throne needs you now more than ever.”


Eolair started to say something, then decided against it. “Lead me to King Simon, then. His heart is heavy, I know. Perhaps it will help him to have another old friend to share the burden.”


“King Simon,” said Tiamak and knocked again. “Majesty, it is Tiamak. I’ve brought Count Eolair, just returned from the east. He has news for you.”


A young servant opened the door. “Very sorry, my lords,” he said, unable to meet their eyes. “But the king is feeling unwell and asks you to come back another time.”


“Ha!” Tiamak assumed a bluff tone that Eolair could tell was as false as a lead fithing-piece. “Then it is good I am here because I am the king’s physician. I will see him now.” And he slipped past the servant and limped through the anteroom toward the royal bedchamber.


“Bring some food and wine,” Eolair told the serving boy. “Do not stint. If I know Tiamak, he will make the king eat something, so be sure to give His Majesty a rich choice.”


The king was sitting up in his great wooden bed. His haggard face and long, unkempt beard startled Eolair: Simon looked like a man who had been lost and adrift at sea for many days.


“Straighten up, fellow,” he said as Eolair bowed before him. “Who is that? I can scarcely see you.”


“Perhaps if you opened the drapes, Simon, you would see your visitor better.” Tiamak spoke as if to a sullen child instead of a monarch.


“But I don’t want the light in here.” Simon squinted. “Eolair? Is that you?”


“It is, Majesty.” He rose. “Here to give you my deepest condolences, and to offer any assistance I can.”


“Huh. Can you raise the dead? Can you bring back my wife?” Simon pulled his coverlet up almost to his chin as if he was contemplating disappearing beneath it altogether. “If not, there is little you or anyone else can do for me, Count.”


“If I could, I would, Majesty,” said Eolair. “As would every one of your subjects. We all loved Queen Miriamele.”


“Love.” Simon leaned back against the headboard, his stare flat and empty. “Love is a trap that God sets for us, Eolair. And it is also the bait.”


“Majesty,” said Tiamak quickly, “the Hand of the High Throne has journeyed all the way from Fellmere to see you. Eolair witnessed the battle with the Thrithings-men firsthand, and before that he was a prisoner among the grasslanders for some time. Is there nothing you wish to ask him?”


Simon lowered the coverlet again, staring with eyes so full of pain that it almost took Eolair’s breath away. “Then tell me the truth—is my grandson really lost? Or do the barbarians hold him prisoner?”


For a moment, Eolair was startled into confusion. He had written the entire story of his trip with Prince Morgan and their meeting with the Sithi, of returning in time to see the attack on the Erkynguard camp, and of his own subsequent capture. Had the king not even read it, he wondered, or had grief driven it from his mind?


“Ah . . . as I said in my letter to you, Majesty, Prince Morgan fled the field and back into the forest at my direction. He was no coward and would have stayed to fight, but I knew his duty to your subjects outweighed it. I have no certainty of what happened to him afterward, I am very sorry to say, but I am sure that he is not being held by the Thrithings-men. Unver was preparing to ransom me. Why would he have done that if he had the prince to use as a bargaining piece instead?”


Simon, whose body had tensed as if he feared a blow—or hoped desperately for some relief—slumped once more. “I recollect your letter now. I had forgotten, that is all. The days have been dark, you see. Since Miri. Since we heard.” His expression remained bleak and empty. “They murdered her. She was terribly burned, you know. Tiamak did not want me to see what they had done to her, but I could not—I could not believe until I saw.”


Eolair wanted desperately to change the subject. “I bring at least a little good news, Majesty.”


Simon looked at the count and his eyebrow rose; for a moment he looked a little more like his old, familiar self. “Truly? I had forgotten that such a thing even existed.”


“The Thrithings leader Unver is angry, Majesty, but he does not seem to intend a true invasion of Erkynlandish territory. He besieges Fellmere but has not done anything like the damage to the surrounding countryside that he might have. There are other, softer strongholds not far away, ripe for plunder, but he has left them alone.”


Simon made a noise of disgust. “Ah, good. So, we may be grateful that the barbarians are behaving themselves and only killing the Erkynlanders directly in their path. Obviously ‘good news’ has changed its meaning in these evil days, Count.”


Eolair was silent for a long moment, considering. “Such sarcasm ill becomes you, Simon,” he said at last, and saw the king’s eyes widen a little at the reproof and the calculated use of his name. “Yes, we are fighting against invaders, but every Erkynlandish subject of yours they do not kill when they might is indeed a good thing. And although you may no longer wish to get out of bed and face it, the rest of us have enough to worry about that we are glad—yes, glad—that Unver seems intent on nothing worse than punishing us for my escape. An escape,” he said with slow emphasis, “that I did not wish, and tried to resist.”


“Did you really?” Simon looked at least mildly interested. “I had not heard.”


“The men you sent, they forced me. I told them I was negotiating with the one called Unver Shan, but they would hear none of it.”


Simon nodded. “Yes, I recall you put that in the letter as well. Still, it is all water over the dam and cannot be undone now.” The eyebrow rose again. “Unless you are volunteering to return to this Unver’s custody?”


Eolair was not happy with this current version of the king. Even when Simon acted as if he cared about the state of the High Ward, there was a hollowness behind his words that Eolair had never heard before. “I do not think that would help now Majesty, or, indeed, I would readily return.”


“Then what should we do, High King’s Hand?”


Eolair looked at Tiamak, but the little man showed no hint of what he was thinking. “Resume the search for your grandson, Majesty.” Eolair took a breath. “And let me return to Hernystir.”


“What?” Simon was actually startled. “What folly is this? Have you given up on us entirely?”


“Count Eolair,” Tiamak began, “do you really—?”


“Hear me out, please, both of you,” Eolair began, “and let me have a little more of that wine, because I have been dreading this for days.”


When the servant boy had refilled his cup and stepped away to a discreet distance, Eolair took a long swallow. “My king—Simon—you know that I have pledged my life and honor to the protection of the High Ward and your throne. I beg you to hear me out. Everything I say begins with that pledge—and ends with it, for that matter.”


“Go on,” said Simon, but he seemed to be holding back anger.


“What I hear from Tiamak and others suggests that Pasevalles has ably replaced me in my long absence. It seems to me there is little I could do here at the Hayholt that would change our situation.”


“Except to stay at your king’s side when he most needs you.”


“Please, Simon. Hear me out, I beg you. Of course I will do as you wish, and if my presence will bring you comfort, you have only to tell me and I will stay. But listen to my thoughts and see if I am so far off the mark.” He took another sip. “The attack on Naglimund is a terrible, terrible thing and should be uppermost in our thoughts. We know that the Norns did not lightly enter our lands, and that they would not have done so unless they intended something more than merely taking that one castle. I fear—we all fear—that they mean to bring war all the way to the Hayholt, as they did so many years ago. We also know we face a grave situation in the east of Erkynland. So far, Unver seems interested only in making his displeasure clear, but we must defend against his invasion anyway. Many Erkynlandish troops are besieged in Fellmere, and others are being readied here to relieve them. Nothing can change that need.


“The news from Nabban was bad even before . . . well, enough to say that Nabban is in chaos, with the nobles of House Ingadaris apparently seizing power after the death of Duke Saluceris. We can change nothing there without using armed force, and you and I and Lord Tiamak know that would be a foolish, pointless thing even to contemplate. We need every soldier we have, and it still may not be enough to save the High Ward in this hard time. So for now Nabban must boil and bubble like a pot left too long on the fire, and we will wait to see what is left afterward.


“The people of Rimmersgard and Isgrimnur’s son, the new duke, are still true to the High Throne, but Grimbrand will not be able to send us much help. He is fighting against the Norns too, as well as against treacherous Hugh on the Frostmarch borderlands. But that is to our good.”


“To our good?” Simon scowled. “We have no allies anywhere, the Norns may march down on us any moment, and you say it is to our good? And what does this all have to do with you deserting me to return to Hernystir?”


“You misunderstand me, Majesty. I mean it is good that Hugh is pushing against his borders with Rimmersgard. Though it means he holds Grimbrand back from helping us, it also means that his attention is divided and many of his soldiers are committed there.”


“I see a flicker of sense in all this now,” said Tiamak. “I am sure His Majesty does too.”


“No, I do not,” Simon said, but anger had brought a little life to his face and voice. “I see disaster on all sides.”


“Only a fool would tell you we are not in danger,” said Eolair, nodding. “We are—all the lands of men are in danger. But we must still make careful decisions. Now listen, please, both of you. My young kinsman Aelin was the first to see the Norn army. We know that because he told Lord Murdo, Earl of Inbarh, who passed it along to our mutual friend, Count Nial, who brought the news here. Murdo is a good man, one of the High Throne’s staunchest supporters, and there are many more like him in my country, nobles who do not love what King Hugh has done and will love it even less when they learn he has made compact with the Norns. Hugh is ambitious, that is clear, and he has apparently made some bargain with the Norn Queen and her White Foxes. What if she demands that he attack Erkynland from the west while she attacks from the north?”


“This is not making me feel better,” said the king.


“I think Eolair may have a solution,” Tiamak told him. “Or at least an idea.”


“My idea is simple. We must rally the Hernystiri nobles against Hugh. If we force him to defend the capital, Hernysadharc, he will have little freedom to make mischief against us here. Murdo and Nial will be with us, but their dislike of Hugh has been known for a long time, and the other nobles might think an uprising only their own ambition. With all humility, Majesty, I can say that I am one of the few men trusted by the Hernystiri lords we need to unseat Hugh—or at least keep him greatly occupied. In Hernystir I can raise a rebellion. Here in the Hayholt I can only wait to see what trouble comes upon us next.”


Simon thought about this, frowning and tapping his fingers on his knee, but he looked even more weary than he had when they came in, and Eolair feared they might not have his attention for long.


“What the count says has good reason behind it,” Tiamak offered.


“You said we must search for Morgan as well,” said Simon. “You are right. What good to save the kingdom if I lose him?”


“We must do our best to save both, Simon,” said Eolair. “You sent men to find me—not an army but a pair of useful fellows, though I could have wished they would have listened to me better. Perhaps the same men could be put to work, tracking him down. But I beg you to consider, Majesty, what I said about Hernystir. I do not see all of Hugh’s plans yet, but I fear them, whatever they may be. I will be of more use to the High Throne there, I feel that strongly.”


“Yes, I understand.” Simon waved his hand. “But I cannot give you an answer now—it’s too much to think about and my head hurts. Leave me now and we’ll speak again later.”


Eolair was afraid of losing the moment. “But, Majesty, I think . . .”


“Enough!” Simon balled his hands into fists and shoved them against his temples. “Enough. My head is splitting. I am doing my best, curse it all—would you bleed me like a pig? Go. I said we will speak again and we will, Count Eolair. But for now, I am tired and angry. And whether we find my grandson or save the kingdom, the truth is that my queen—my wife—will still be dead.”
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I am . . . alive. Yes, I think I am alive.


But Miriamele was not entirely certain. Her head throbbed like a hive full of angry bees, and she could see blood pooled on the ground where she had lain. She reached up and felt her scalp, gasped when she found the stinging gash, and then stared down at her own bloody fingers, working to make sense of it all.


She clambered back up through the tangled vegetation of the hillside, following the path of broken pine trees. Halfway up she found her horse’s remains. Wolves had found brave Orn, who had died carrying her, and she could not bear to look at the ruin of his flesh crawling with flies. She closed her eyes as she rummaged in the saddlebag. For her trouble she found only a bit of bread and a bit of dried fish, but it filled her aching stomach.


Noble Orn, you and your master Sir Jurgen saved me, she thought, and even in death you have helped spare my life. If the wolves had not found an easier meal, they might have dined on me instead.


When she reached the top of the slope she stepped onto the road and looked around. The marks of her mount’s last staggering steps still scarred the hard earth, but otherwise the road was empty. Miriamele lingered for a moment, listening for the sound of pursuit, but heard nothing, so she began walking. She was still unsteady and her head throbbed fiercely, but she was alive, alive.


She did not follow the road for long, though she slept in a tussock of grass beside it the first night, cold in her tattered court dress. The next day a few farm wagons and oxcarts came rumbling along the wide track, forcing her to scurry off the side and into the trees: she could not afford to trust anyone in this part of the world, since she was not even certain she had crossed out of Nabban and into Erkynland. Whatever else she did, she knew she must continue northward to be sure of reaching her own country.


As the day went on, she could see far enough ahead at times to know that the road was descending from the heights and the tree cover was growing thinner as the dirt track wound its way down into bare meadows. Soon there would be nowhere to hide when people passed by, so when the last, long slope of the hill had begun, leading her downward into a broad valley, she stepped off the road for good and made her way downhill toward a line of alders, trees which often grew beside streams.


She found something more than a mere stream flowing at the bottom of the valley. The river was not wide, but its calm though fast-moving waters seemed deep, and she suddenly thought of fish—fresh fish, freshly caught. She had finished the little bit of food she had salvaged the previous night: her stomach felt as sadly empty as an abandoned cottage. Still, she followed the course of the river until she was far from the road and the sky was darkening before she stopped to try to catch something.


She had no hook or net, so she picked out a backwater, took off her shoes and hose, then rolled up her skirts. The weather was cool, not cold, but she did not want to spend the night shivering in a heavy, wet dress.


Fishing by hand was harder than it seemed: every time she sighted a small, shining shape, it slipped easily through her fingers before she could lift it out of the water. At last, after what seemed at least an hour, she managed to hold onto a silver bitterling no longer than her palm. For a moment she contemplated making a fire, then decided she did not want to make smoke and give herself away to anyone who might be out wandering in the vicinity, so she opened and cleaned it with her fingers, then ate her catch raw.


Her swift and only slightly satisfying meal finished, she tossed the well-picked bones into the water and found a place to curl up for the night, high enough on the riverbank that the ground was dry but the spot was still sheltered from the wind. The sun had set some time earlier, a fat new moon had risen, and the stars were now fully visible. She prayed silently for the lives and health of her husband and grandchildren, then for the safety of the troubled lands of the High Ward. Afterward she lay for a long time watching the white fires wheel slowly through the sky, the Hare, the Shepherd’s Crook, and the wide Spinning Wheel, until sleep overtook her in her hollow above the murmuring waters.


Days slipped past as Miri followed the winding course of the river north, each one bringing her a little closer to home, though how far she would have to travel to reach it was still a mystery. She thought she must be on a tributary of the Coldwater River, which rolled down from Nabban’s Nearulagh Hills and poured into the sea at last in Erkynlandish territory south of Wentmouth. But even if that was true, she did not know what point along the river she had first struck, and whether she was still on the Nabbanai side of the border. It was strange to realize that she could not tell the difference between her mother’s land and her own, between the nation that had once ruled the earth and the one that ruled it now, where her husband and friends and family waited for her.


We make marks on maps to separate one country from the next, then write treaties to make law of those separations, she thought. But in truth, unless people contest the borders, the differences mean little. Most folk who live on the edges speak the language of both sides, and there is little else to separate one nation’s people from another’s.


So is there something wrong in the way men rule each other? she wondered. Animals walk and birds fly freely from one land to the next and no one thinks to stop them doing it. And God makes no lines across His Heavens—the sky is blue from one horizon to the other with scarcely a difference to be seen, let alone a boundary. And yet His children fight each other to the death over lines they can only imagine.


The thought stuck in her head and would not be dislodged, not even by the distractions of her slow, difficult, and very muddy journey beside the river.


I hope I’m right about what river this is. Then I only need to follow it to reach Erkynland. For drinking, a river’s name does not matter. But for finding my way home, the name matters much.


Perhaps this truly is the Coldwater, she thought one morning as she made her way along the river’s upper bank, following its leisurely twists through the valley. Its northward flow certainly suggested that it must come down from the Nearulagh Hills, and when she drank from it, it was certainly cold enough to have had its birth in the heights. It was variable, too: in places the river widened until she could not have shot an arrow across it; at other spots it narrowed to a frothy, hurrying thing scarcely more than a dozen ells across. As she followed its course from the bank, the river turned and sped through a narrow gorge, and though she did not like to walk where she could be seen, to follow it Miri had to climb up the rocky slope then and walk along the crest, the water hissing and booming far below her, filling the air with spray.


On the other side of the gorge the river swirled through a boneyard of pale stones that turned the water to white spume. A little farther on it finally fell back and began to behave itself once more, widening into its previous slow progress, and Miri finally felt safe to clamber down the slope and make her way along the river’s brushy bank once more. It was hard going in places, choked with shrubs, small trees, and stands of reeds, but the slope above her looked even more tangled. Then she reached a place where a large, rounded stone jutted into the river, blocking her path along the bank. After a moment’s consideration, she decided that she could make her way around it through the water more easily than climbing past it through the thick brush on the slope above.


She rolled up her skirts, then stepped into the bitingly cold shallows, moving slowly to make sure the footing was firm, leaning on the stone for balance as she crept around it. The water reached as high as her hips, but the tug of the current was not too bad, and when she was halfway around the obstacle she saw that the river spread into a wide, calm backwater just ahead. This reassured her, and she even dared to take her hands off the stone as she negotiated the last few cautious steps. When she had reached the far side she stopped, contemplating with relieved satisfaction the placid spread of the river and the bank covered with gently swaying reeds. Then something caught her leg and yanked her off her feet and into the green water.


It happened so suddenly that in the first thrashing startled moments as the river closed over her head, Miriamele thought that she must have stepped into a deep hole. But when she managed to get her face above water for a moment, whatever held her immediately yanked her back down, pulling on her leg and twisting so that she spun as she descended, and all her struggling could not bring her back toward the surface. In terror, she opened her eyes, and through the green water she saw a shape that she at first thought was a man beneath her, wide across the shoulders, with grasping fingers that flailed as it turned to look up. Its mouth was so big that she could not see her attacker’s eyes, could see nothing but the wide jaws that held her foot and ankle in an unbreakable grip and a squirming, wormlike tangle on either side of the huge mouth. Kilpa! she thought, but even as her lungs began to burn, she realized the thing was too bulky and squat to be any kilpa she had ever seen. She kicked hard at the broad, smooth head, but the thing did not loosen its hold and her foot slid off it.


The creature dragged her farther away from the bank, and as she spun, her hand closed on a piece of wood. She jabbed it at the creature’s face—or at least where a face should be. For a moment the rasping mouth gaped, and Miriamele yanked her foot away. She swam hard for the surface and managed to get her head above water and suck in a life-giving breath. In that fleeting instant she saw that the bank was now much farther away, then the clammy mouth closed on her leg once more and dragged her back down.


She had only managed to take in a small amount of air. Already darkness seemed to be flowing over her thoughts like spilled ink.


Simon, she thought. Simon. Home.


The thing had now engulfed her leg almost to the knee. She shoved at her attacker’s tough, smooth skin, and kicked as hard as she could with her failing strength, but she might as well have tried to kick loose an anvil. She looked up to a circle of light shining in the murky green above her.


Is it Heaven?


Then the thing that held her spun again and she lost sight of the shining spot, the light fading in a whirl of green and black and green and black.




Hakatri


First Interlude
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For an unmeasurable time he knew nothing except that he had died. The intrusive chaos of being alive had become so distant as to be utterly without importance. He had died, and now he slept, though his sleep was not entirely dreamless: he had thoughts, though they were slow and cold as fish in a frozen winter stream. Still, the ending of his life had finally brought him a kind of peace. Instead of squeezing him in its cruel grip, time now flowed around him without touching him, slow and heavy as a river of mercury. Somehow, he had escaped its awful tyranny and the pain that living had inflicted on him—or so he believed as the world, which he could hardly recall, spun on without him.


But if he had almost forgotten the world, that did not mean the world had forgotten him.


After a seeming eternity of this glorious nothingness, something began to prod at his sluggish thoughts, drawing him up from his vegetal slumbers toward a greater awareness—and, unavoidably, toward the living world he had so willingly left behind. Something in that world was calling him. He did not want to be called, but try as he might, he could not ignore it. With that return to awareness came something else: a memory of life and its unending, unendurable pain. And with that memory came horror.


Like some underground creature dragged from the dark safety of its burrow into harsh daylight, he tried desperately to wriggle away from the increasing pull, to escape back down to shadowed, dreaming unconcern. Life was agony, he remembered now with horrifying certainty, and he would do anything not to experience it again.


But whatever sought to awaken him would not let him escape so easily, did not care that all he wanted was to be left alone. And as the cruel, nameless thing drew him closer to life and light, torment returned—a growing and horrific pain, not just of the body but of the spirit too, a terrible gash in his being that he knew would split him open and expose every part of him once more to life’s merciless attentions. But struggle though he might, he was drawn ever upward, and as he rose the old agony burst out in full force, blooming like some scorching fire-flower, growing with each passing instant until it overwhelmed everything else.


He could think again. He could feel. But after so long at peace, he could imagine nothing worse.


Pain and madness came rushing in together like a burning wind, and his thoughts became a firestorm. Wordless words thundered through him, drawing him up ever faster toward the terrible, terrible light.


Then life caught him in its jaws and shook him. The glare of the living world came blazing in from everywhere at once—a dreadful, scalding radiance. He screamed and heard his own voice, no longer just curls of dream but something that shrieked real words made of real breath. He screamed until it felt as though the sky itself must crack open and the firmament shatter and fall. Pain was everywhere. Pain was everything. Treacherous, hateful life had stolen his peace and dragged him screaming back into endless suffering. He could not bear it. All he wanted . . . all he wanted . . .


“We summon you!” The words cascaded over him, burned through him like sparks landing on fine muslin. “We summon you!” The words were in a tongue he did not know, but they forced their way into him as the dragon’s black blood had done so long ago. Was it one voice or many that dragged him upward? Whatever it was sang a harmony that gripped him like the claws of some great hunting bird as the terrible words thundered on. “We speak the Word of Command! You are summoned back. Return! The hour has come and your blood calls you!”


He could not form words or even the shapes of words, but his whole spirit seemed to shudder in horror.


“Come back to us! You cannot turn away from the Word of Command. RETURN!”


And then he was pulled out into the blinding, burning light, into the monstrous grip of time, and he howled and howled like something skinned alive.




3


Mummers’ Parade
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It was never less than terrifying to attend the Queen of the Norns, but this was even worse. Today Tzoja, High Magister Viyeki’s mortal mistress, needed to ask Queen Utuk’ku a question—a question whose answer she feared. Just thinking about it made her tongue grow large and useless in her mouth and her heart race until it seemed to rattle against her ribs.


Shrouded in layers of darkness—her blindfold, the heavy mask, and the inky shadows inside the queen’s wagon—all of Tzoja’s attention was fixed on her fingertips as they slid over the queen’s slender body, pushing here, palpating there. But what she was really trying to do was to summon her courage. Do I dare speak to the Mother of All unbidden? This lean frame, which felt so ordinary, belonged to a creature who could destroy her as easily as Tzoja herself might flick a bit of catkin fluff from her sleeve. And the more she thought about the uncountable years the queen had lived and the power that was in her, the more Tzoja wanted to say nothing, to simply finish what she was doing and scuttle away, back to her dark wagon.


She knew she dared not wait any longer. “Your Majesty.”


The pause was long. Tzoja wondered if the immortal queen had fallen asleep. Then Utuk’ku’s voice was inside her head, intimate as a kiss but cold as the lips of a corpse. What do you want, mortal?


Tzoja took a breath. “Your Majesty, is . . . is anything I’ve done . . . the tinctures, the ointments . . . is any of it helping?”


Another long silence passed. No. Or perhaps there is a fraction less suffering than there would be without your mortal remedies.


Tzoja could only wait, trembling now that the truth of her failure had been acknowledged, wait for her service to the queen to be ended and perhaps her life as well. But the queen stayed silent; for a moment Tzoja had the shuddersome feeling of sharing the room with something dead.


Was there more you wished to ask? Utuk’ku’s question was without weight: she was apparently thinking about something else.


The serpent is sleeping today, Tzoja decided, unutterably grateful for whatever was distracting the queen. I still live. But I must poke it again. “Forgive me, Great Majesty,” she said out loud. “I have done what I can, but I could do more. With respect, if you wish me to help you then I must know what works and what does not. I need truth.” Tzoja’s skin was prickling badly now. She was an eyelash away from disputing with the sacred Mother of All, or so any Hikeda’ya courtier would see it. As Tzoja waited for an answer, the darkness and silence seemed to swell. She had become little more than a small, frightened animal and had to struggle not to turn and run. The whole world seemed to tilt inward, as though the queen’s supine body were a deep pit whose vertiginous depths could cause Tzoja to lose her wits and fall simply from being too near. But when the queen’s words finally sounded in her head, they felt shallow, almost sullen.


Foolish little mortal creature. You cannot understand.


Tzoja swallowed, took a breath. “Please, then, Majesty—help me to understand. Tell me what else I can do for you.”


You can do nothing, slave. My own healers have long since exhausted their lore and their experience without curing my pain or even much diminishing it. The queen’s words were as bitter as rotting grain. I have eaten the last of the witchwood fruits. The sacred trees we brought from the Garden are all dead now—every last one. Help me? Little mortal, little buzzing fly, I was old already when your ancestors lived in caves, when they heard giants shouting in anger every time thunder cracked. After so long, nothing but the kei-t’si itself could prevent death from dragging me down into darkness—but the witchwood fruits are all gone. And on my way down the long descent, I will suffer for all those fleeting centuries I kept death at bay. The queen’s thoughts were as heavy and cold as the lid of a stone sarcophagus.


Tzoja had never heard the Mother of All say so much at one time. Despite knowing the terror and destruction that the silver-masked queen had brought to so many, at this moment, with her hands on Utuk’ku’s spare and chilly flesh, Tzoja could not think of her as entirely inhuman. A little pity, even, bloomed deep inside her, a single early wildflower emerging from a snowbank.


But do not misunderstand me, child. Harder thoughts now, sharp as icicles. I must stay alive—I must stay strong. I have one last, important task I must perform for my people, and only I can do it. So, you will continue to search for your herbs and simples. Continue to make your potions. They do not seem to harm me, and it could be they will help me to last that little bit longer . . . for the sake of my people.


“I will do as you ask, Your Majesty.”


But do it swiftly. We will not stay in this place long, so take this chance to gather whatever you can.


Tzoja had been so concerned with merely staying alive that she hadn’t considered that things might change now that Naglimund had fallen. “Where are we going, Your Majesty?”


This time the silence went on very long, until the blackness seemed to spin around her. Tzoja could almost feel the queen’s disapproval through her fingertips. With an involuntary gasp, Tzoja pulled the shroud back up over Utuk’ku’s body.


“I h-have b-been . . . been foolish, Majesty.” She could barely hear herself above the thundering of her own pulse. “I had no right to ask such a question of the Mother of All. Because of your generosity, I forgot myself. Please forgive me, Your Majesty. Forgive an ignorant mortal.”


Go. The word fell into her thoughts and lay there like a discarded dagger. Tzoja gathered up her flasks and her bag of herbs and hurried out.
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“Follow me, Viyeki-tza.” The voice was a familiar one—his old master, Yaarike. But High Magister Yaarike had been dead for a long time.


Viyeki accompanied the dim shape deeper into the tunnel. Even though he knew he must be dreaming, he still looked for landmarks. “Where do we go, Master?”


“You are the master now, Viyeki-tza.” The figure before him was little more than a shadow, except for the ni’yo gleaming in its hand like a tiny star. “That is why you must see the crossings before you reach them and discern the seams that will reward excavation from those which might collapse. If you choose wrongly, you will not be the only one to pay the price.”


“Do you mean my family, Master?”


“Not just them.” The dim shape abruptly stopped. They were in a place where many corridors met, some rough and hand-hewn, others smoothed and polished by expert hands—so many corridors that Viyeki could not count them all. Some led upward, others down into the depths or away toward every quadrant of the compass, like a single, invisible knot that tied together dozens of cords. “You must choose,” the shadowy figure said.


“How could I choose from so many ways, Master? I do not know any of them. I have never been in this place before.”


“Precisely,” said Yaarike’s shade. “That is precisely the problem you must solve, Viyeki-tza. Choose carefully. All of the passages are dangerous, and most lead directly to disaster and death. You will need all your wisdom and luck to pick the one passage that might lead you back to the air and the sky.”


Confusion and fear now overcame him. “Air and sky? Our people would never choose that! How could we be safe in such a place?”


“We could not. But that is the choice you must make, nevertheless.”


The walls of the tunnels began to slump inward. Stones and dirt began to patter down on his head. Viyeki tried to cry out, but earth filled his mouth and he could not spit it out. It surrounded him, weighing down his arms and legs, smothering him. He would be lost and forgotten for all the ages to come . . .


“High Magister! High Magister, wake up!”


As he struggled to claw free, he felt the heavy, prisoning earth changing beneath his fingers, until he realized he was gripping cloth instead of sliding soil.


“High Magister, please be careful—you are hurting me!”


As he recognized his secretary Nonao’s voice, Viyeki discovered that he was sitting on his bed, tangled almost painfully in his blanket, and that he was twisting Nonao’s arm. A moment later he realized where he was—in his chambers in the conquered mortal fortress.


“You are to be summoned, High Magister.” Nonao just managed to hide his angry, hurt expression, though he could not make his bow look properly servile. “I have heard that the queen will call for you within the hour.”


“It would be dangerous to anticipate it, but I will go the moment the Mother of the People summons me.” Viyeki felt his throat tighten and his stomach writhe at the thought of facing her. He would almost rather have been back in his dream, smothering. “But how did this early news come to you?”


His secretary’s face was now carefully expressionless. “By chance, Magister. High Marshal Muyare has just come from the queen’s wagon. One of his body-servants told me.”


So Nonao had an informant in Muyare’s household. Viyeki set that bit of intelligence aside to be considered later. “And did this body-servant tell you anything else of interest?”


Nonao nodded. “Yes, Magister. It seems the high marshal and the army are being sent south to attack the mortal castle that once was Asu’a.”


More unhappy news, Viyeki thought. If a siege was coming, his Builders would certainly be expected to join the Order of Sacrifice in the flames and chaos of battle. And where was his only child now—Nezeru, his warrior daughter? Would she be one of those caught up and maybe killed as war blazed across the mortal lands? A chill settled in the pit of his stomach, but all he said was, “We live to serve the queen, Nonao. Make order of my things and prepare yourself and the others to leave as soon as possible.”


Viyeki crossed the blackened wreckage of the mortal fortress, doing his best to ignore the lingering stench of death wafting from the burial pits. The queen’s huge, linked wagons stood just inside the castle’s ruined front gates. Two silent Queen’s Teeth guarded the entrance at the nearest end, but a more welcoming figure was waiting for him there as well. Viyeki stopped and bowed deeply. “High Celebrant Zuniyabe. It is good to see you.”


The ivory mask inclined to show acknowledgment. “And you as well, High Magister.” The ancient celebrant was the final source other than the queen herself on all protocol and precedent. He was also one of the few ranking nobles that Viyeki did not actively distrust.


“I did not know you were here, my lord.”


“When the queen leaves Nakkiga, where else should I be?” Zuniyabe beckoned him up the stairs and into a sort of antechamber, a small room at the front of the wagon with a cushioned bench, the walls clad in beautifully carved wood that might have come straight out of the palace back home in Nakkiga. “These are strange days, are they not?” Zuniyabe said as Viyeki seated himself. “Who would ever have thought the Mother of All would not only leave our sacred mountain, but come so far?”


Viyeki nodded. “Strange days, indeed. But how are you, High Celebrant? Are you well?”


“As well as can be expected.” Zuniyabe sat on a nearby stool and folded his gloved hands in his lap. “Like most of us, I have not tasted the life-giving elixir of the kei-t’si for almost half a Great Year and I feel my strength ebbing. It is one thing for those of you who are still young, but we of the first generation here, the Landborn, are stretched already beyond what is natural. It is . . . uncomfortable.”


Such honesty from a high official almost felt like an invitation. Viyeki made a gesture of dignified concern. “Perhaps when all has been arranged to the queen’s satisfaction, you and I might find time to share a celebratory cup. I have saved a jar of very fine analita-zé for just such a happy occasion.”


“Perhaps. I would certainly enjoy that.” But the High Celebrant now sounded as if he might be regretting his unguarded remarks. His ivory mask showed only his eyes, making it hard for Viyeki to guess what he was thinking. “Please excuse me now, High Magister. I have duties for the Mother of All still awaiting me.”


When the High Celebrant had gone out again, Viyeki arranged himself to wait. After a span that might have been an hour but seemed like longer, more guards appeared and at last ushered him into the queen’s presence. At first, Utuk’ku’s white garments and silver mask were the only thing in the dim chamber he could see, but after a moment he made out the magician Akhenabi standing silent and motionless behind her high-backed chair, like a templar bug waiting to snatch a victim out of the air. A heartbeat later he realized that the queen had one more companion on the raised platform, an unmoving, seated figure at her left hand whose grotesque silhouette provoked Viyeki to a sudden, surprised intake of breath.


It’s the thing she summoned back from death—Hakatri, the Storm King’s brother.


Had he not already encountered the queen’s first summoning, Ommu the Whisperer, Viyeki might have wondered if this truly was the dead Zida’ya princeling, since almost anything or anybody could have been inside that crystal armor. But even from several paces away, Viyeki could feel the same otherworldly emptiness that he had felt during his unwanted audience with the Whisperer, the unmistakable chill that settled not in his skin or bones, but in his heart.


The revenant sat with a gauntleted hand on each arm of the chair, head lowered as if in thought or slumber. In contrast to the glittering armor of crystal tiles laced together by almost impossibly slender gold wires, Hakatri’s helmet seemed crude, the three circles that made up its eyes and mouth completing the simplest possible sketch of a face. As Viyeki stared, the helmeted head slowly lifted, then turned toward him with the heavy inevitability of a millwheel, until the twin flames burning in the eye holes seemed to stare right at him.


His heart speeding so swiftly that he could not distinguish between beats, Viyeki dropped to his hands and knees, fortuitously facing the queen.


High Magister Viyeki. Utuk’ku’s words rang in his head like hammerblows on stone. You have done us useful service here in the mortal fortress. Prince-Templar Pratiki has told me of how you overcame several obstacles to open the traitor Ruyan Vé’s tomb.


It was unutterably strange that he should find the queen’s attention the lesser of two terrifying things, but even though he could swear he felt Hakatri’s fiery but empty stare, he also knew he could not afford any slackening of attention while in the queen’s presence. Such mild compliments as she had just given him were often the last thing a noble heard before being condemned and dragged off to execution. He kept his eyes resolutely on the flagstones as he summoned the courage to answer, although it was very hard to keep his voice steady. “The Mother of the People is too kind to her servant. It was your Majesty’s wish—I could do nothing other than fulfill it.”


Of course. And now I have another task for you. You are to take your Builders north, under Pratiki’s leadership.


Even the chill of death’s farthest regions emanating from Hakatri could not prevent Viyeki’s surprise. He had been certain that he and his workers would be traveling south with Muyare as part of the queen’s attack on the mortal kingdoms. “But, Majesty—!” he began before he could swallow the startled words, then set his forehead against the stone floor and waited through a daunting silence. When she did not speak again, he took his life in his hands to explain his outburst. “My regrets for my foolish outcry, Majesty. Prince-Templar Pratiki told me we are at war with the mortal kingdoms. Will you not need my Builders for the sieges and other battles of that conflict?”


The prince-templar should practice discretion. Her words came with a swift stab of pain in Viyeki’s temples—a mere twitch of irritation from the queen—and though the discomfort was minor, it reminded him how easily the Mother of All could obliterate him, and how quickly afterward even his name would be effaced from history. His family would vanish too, including his beloved daughter and his mortal mistress. “I apologize, Majesty, if my question sounds of anything but surprise,” he added quickly. “I want only to do your bidding.”


Then go and prepare yourself and the minions of your order, Magister. Utuk’ku’s thoughts now felt flat and heavy and faintly disapproving; it was all Viyeki could do not to knock his head against the floor in shame and terror. The prince-templar will give you what information you need. General Kikiti and two legions of Sacrifices will lead the company.


Pratiki will be furious with me for offering him as an excuse, Viyeki thought. He is my only ally—I must be more careful. But any unconsidered thought was dangerous in front of the Mother of All, so he spoke up quickly. “Of course, Majesty! Thank you, Majesty! You honor me with your trust.” He did his best to force down all confusion and doubt—the Garden forbid that the queen should sense them! “If I have your leave, I will begin preparing at once.”


Go, she told him.


As he backed toward the door, Viyeki kept his mind as empty as he could manage. Hakatri’s helmet swiveled to follow him, slow as some great war engine being swung into position. The pulsing sparks in the dark depths of the eye holes were the last thing he saw as the door closed.


As he made his way back across the mud and tumbled stones, heart racing, Viyeki could at last begin to think clearly again. What possible task can there be for me in the north? Where am I to go now? Wait—could she be sending us back to Nakkiga? A momentary hope flared in his breast. He longed to see his home again, to hold Tzoja in his arms. His wife Khimabu would also be grateful to have him back, especially if she knew that the queen had complimented his work on Ruyan Vé’s tomb.


But of course, wondering would avail nothing, and many lives depended on him. He would be told where the queen wanted him, and he would go there. The Mother of All could hear thoughts. She could summon abominations like Hakatri from beyond the veil of death. Viyeki would wait to be told what to do, then he would do it. Anything else was unthinkable.


[image: Image]


The lands around the conquered fortress of Naglimund were empty of life now, nothing but trampled grass, mud, and the scorched and shattered remains of buildings. Still, when the queen’s guardsman carried Tzoja on his horse down to the river, she discovered that life had not been entirely erased.


Even with the Season of Withering almost upon them, the stony riverbanks were alive with storksbills and blue gentians. To her delight, she even found a cluster of agate mushrooms, delicate fans of concentric stripes that peeped from the grass grown over a fallen log. She gathered them up greedily, then went looking for others, eventually finding several more clusters along the banks of the river. The mushrooms provided one of the most sovereign remedies for many of the pains of old age—the Astaline healers who taught her had prized it especially. They were far too tough to be chewed and swallowed but could be dried and then ground into powder for tinctures. It was one of the remedies she had not tried on the queen, and she was anxious to see if it lessened Utuk’ku’s suffering.


But how can anything lessen the suffering of someone like her? Viyeki called her the oldest creature in the world. She would have died long ago if not for the witchwood fruit. A sudden realization struck her: that must have been the fruit that Lord Jijibo had brought to the queen when he had forced his way in some days before.


Tzoja returned to her search, wading through the grass as the sky grew ever darker and frogs began to murmur in the reeds. She found other useful plants, too, and for a while forgot everything else in the simple pleasure of the hunt. Then the helmeted guard, who had been watching her from horseback the whole time, motionless as a statue, raised his gauntleted hand to signal it was time to go.


As they neared the top of the hill, Tzoja was surprised to see a large troop of Sacrifices and others marching away northward along the road that ran beneath Naglimund’s great outer wall, though the wall itself was now little more than a cemetery of broken stones and rubble. She could dimly make out the forms of the officers who led the procession, and the Hamakha serpent banner that flew above them, and she wondered where they were going. There was nothing significant to the north, that she knew of, though she had traveled across much of Erkynland in the days before her capture and slavery.


Perhaps they are taking a roundabout way back home, she thought. Perhaps now that this stronghold has been conquered, they are returning to Nakkiga. An unexpected pang of homesickness for the city in the mountain suddenly struck her—not for the place itself, which she loathed, but for her lover Viyeki and the safety she had felt with him. The ache was so strong and sudden that she almost wept.


Viyeki—and my dear daughter Nezeru, my fierce little girl—where are you?


The early years of her child’s life had been difficult for Tzoja, so difficult. “Do not grow attached,” Viyeki had warned her. “She is not yours but the queen’s and her people’s. Soon she will go to Yedade’s Box for her rite of passage, then to one of the order-houses. That is the way it is for the children of nobility—even half-mortals.” But even before the Sacrifices had taken her away, Nezeru had been a difficult child to hold, if not to love. Stubborn little Nezeru had crawled after her father whenever she saw him, following him even into his working sanctuary where she was not allowed. Time and again he brought her back to Tzoja, saying, “She must learn patience. She must learn to live with solitude, to wait until it is time for her. That is the way of our people.” But for Tzoja, who already agonized over how little time she was able to spend with her lover, it was a lesson she was not equipped to teach or even to understand. Eventually even Nezeru began to see her mother as different and weak, and soon afterward, at an age when mortal children were still at their mother’s heels and under her feet, she found her way out of Yedade’s puzzle-box and into training to become a Sacrifice officer. And although Tzoja had seen it coming—who could not have envisioned that future for such a determined child, so full of strength?—losing her daughter had almost destroyed her. For months afterward she had hidden in her room in darkness and silence until even Viyeki, despite not truly understanding her pain, had urged his mistress to fight for life.


“Our Nezeru was born to serve the Mother of All,” her lover told her over and over, “and to lift the honor of my clan, the Enduya, even higher. How can you not understand that?” Another time he had told her, “If it grieves you so, we can make another child for you.”


And then snatch that one away, too, she had thought. He would never understand. Men did not understand even women of their own kind, and Viyeki, with a lifespan of tens of centuries, could not see the horror that had overwhelmed mortal Tzoja as the child she had grown inside herself was taken away and taught to hate the queen’s enemies. Because as far as the Order of Sacrifice was concerned, even Nezeru’s own mother was such an enemy.


As the guard brought her back to the train of wagons she was distracted from her gloomy memories. One of the wagons had been pulled out of the train of carriages and brought to the front, where it stood not far from the queen’s. Tzoja had seen that wagon before, and would have recognized its black-stained, featureless exterior even without the reddish light that seeped through the cracks. Tzoja had spent a horribly uncomfortable time in that wagon, face to face with the undead thing called Ommu the Whisperer.


“The dead cannot lie,” the shrouded, tattered thing in the wagon had told her, a string of words that had flared in Tzoja’s thoughts as though written in fire, “and I tell you this—your line has a destiny that even I cannot see in fullness.”


Just being in the Whisperer’s presence had made her feel ill, and she slept for hours afterward. She tried not to think about that day and had never mentioned it even to her blind friend Vordis. Just being near Ommu had been like standing in front of a window that opened onto ultimate, frozen emptiness. The experience had taught Tzoja that some things truly were worse than death, and that returning from death must be one of those things.


We will meet again before the end. The undead thing had told her that too, and the memory made her shiver.


Without realizing it, Tzoja had lifted her hand to slow the queen’s guard on whose saddle she rode, and for some reason he had obliged, even bringing their mount to a halt while she stared at the featureless wagon. But soon he slapped the reins against the white horse’s shoulder, and they started forward once more along the line of wagons, headed for Tzoja’s own carriage. But even with the Whisperer’s wagon out of sight, she could not shed the memory of that terrible emptiness in human form.


We will meet again before the end.


Although the light had now all but faded with the setting of the sun, long years in Nakkiga had made Tzoja’s eyes sharper: she could see Vordis standing at the wagon’s open window as they approached, eyes fixed on nothing, sweet face peaceful. In the midst of so much unhappiness and so many evil memories, Tzoja felt a wash of relief at the sight of her friend.


I think I can bear anything if I am not alone, she thought. I have been alone too much in this life.


“I hear that the wagons will be moving out again soon,” Vordis said as she combed Tzoja’s wind-tangled hair. “We are leaving.”


“Leaving for where? And who told you?”


“The other Anchoresses were talking about it when we were last summoned to wait on the queen. As to where, that is more than I can say. If the others knew, they did not tell me.”


Before Tzoja had a chance to respond to this new and unsettling idea, the door to their wagon swung open. Night had fallen, but even so she could recognize the serpent-shaped helmets of two fully armored Hamakha Guards silhouetted in the doorway.


“Who is there?” asked Vordis, startled.


“One of you just returned,” said the nearest guard. “Which one?”


Tzoja fought to steady herself as she rose. “Me. I have just come back from gathering herbs to make simples for Queen Utuk’ku. I am one of her healers.”


“You are to come with us.”


“Bring the other too,” his companion said. “His lordship will want both.”


“Where are you taking us?” Tzoja demanded, trying to sound stern, though she was terrified by the sudden intrusion: mortal slaves had no rights among the Hikeda’ya.


The helmeted guard only prodded her out of the wagon. Outside a saddled horse and a two-wheeled cart were waiting; the cart was hitched to a silent, slow-chewing Nakkiga goat, a shaggy black creature as big as a plow horse. One of the guards lifted Tzoja under her arms and swung her roughly into the cart, then a moment later Vordis was set down beside her. One guard climbed into the saddle and the other onto the seat of the cart, then they set out along the track that ran beside the wagons, heading toward the front of the line.


Tzoja had not entirely given up hope. “Are you taking me to Her Majesty? If so, I will need my herbs and tinctures.”


Neither of the guards replied or even glanced her way, and with their backs to her she could not even see their faces.


“What happened while you were out?” Vordis asked in a tremulous whisper.


“Nothing!” She could make no sense of it, which made it all even more frightening.


The cart creaked to a stop beside one of the biggest wagons Tzoja had yet seen, something with a dozen wheels, more like a high-roofed barn than any normal carriage. Its outer walls were covered with crudely painted symbols she could not read. For a moment, her heart sinking and her belly curdling, she thought it might belong to her master Viyeki’s hated enemy, the arch-magician Akhenabi, master of the Order of Song.


They were lifted from the cart as unceremoniously as they had been placed in it, then forced up the steps and inside. The interior of the wagon was lit, but not brightly, by a single ni’yo sphere the size of an apple, which sat on a wooden tripod on the table. A wide bed stood against one wall, and she could dimly make out a pair of figures in it, then one of them sprang out from beneath the covers with the alacrity of a child finally allowed outside to play.


“Could it be? It is! Ah, what fun, but there is no one to share it with.” The white-skinned figure was dressed in only an unbelted robe, so that Tzoja could see his naked loins and narrow chest, but it was his grinning face that held her eye as he leaned to examine the prisoners in the light of the sphere. “Still, they both have meat on them, as mortals do. Succulent. And they scream so unreservedly.”


Lord Jijibo stood over them, robe flapping like a scarecrow in the wind. He had black paint smeared above and below his bright, black eyes, like a clown from a mummers’ parade. The half-naked, wild-haired creature was the queen’s descendant and the maddest of all the strange, ageless members of Clan Hamakha.


“Tell me your name,” he said, his face almost touching Tzoja’s. His breath smelled of something metallic. “Ah! Look at her, poor brute. Trying to think, trying to think! It is not hard, child. Just tell me your name.”


“I am Tzoja, m-my Lord Jijibo,” she stammered. “Slave to High Magister Viyeki and healer to Her Majesty the queen.” Beside her, Vordis kneeled with her chin against her chest, silent and motionless as if her heart had stopped: she clearly recognized their captor’s name.


“Oh, most excellent. Healer! Mistress of forgotten lore! But with just one of my sharp little knives I could carve that knowledge out of her, piece by piece, until even her own name was a mystery.” He moved closer still—close as a lover. “You were seen just a short while ago, slave, spying on the queen’s most important ally. Why? And for whom?”


“Sp-spying? I do not understand you, my lord. Spying on whom?”


“The Whisperer, of course.” He reached out to touch her cheek, a gesture that seemed almost tender until something concealed in his hand pierced the skin just below her ear and made Tzoja cry out in pain. “Why were you spying on Ommu’s wagon?”


“I wasn’t! I only looked at it.”


“But why? Oh, harken! Mortals are such terrible liars, even before the pain begins. I wonder if their hearts are smaller and more fearful than ours.” He reached out again, as swiftly this time as a snake striking, and again something stung her face.


“Please, my lord, I tell you only the truth,” she said. “I met her, the one you speak of. I spoke to her—not today, but another time. She . . . she said things to me I could not understand, and when I saw her wagon today, I remembered and thought about it.” She hurriedly told him everything that happened before, when Ommu had ensorcelled a queen’s guard and brought Tzoja into her sanctuary.


“Insolent little bitch.” Jijibo’s smile remained merry. “Here,” he told the guards, “take up the other one. She looks a bit more delicate. Perhaps her friend will speak more freely when she hears her crying.”


“No, my lord!” Tzoja cried. “I am telling you the truth!” But already the guards had grabbed Vordis and held her tightly as Jijibo produced a long needle from the sleeve of his robe. He probed first at the girl’s neck, then at her ears, cocking his head as if measuring the quality of her weeping protests.


Tzoja threw herself down and crawled toward Jijibo until she could wrap her arms around the Hikeda’ya noble’s cold legs. “Please do not hurt her, Lord Jijibo. She is one of the queen’s healers, too. The queen will not like it.”


For a long moment he stared down at her, his eyes so full of mad amusement that she had to look away. As she wept and pleaded, she saw for the first time that the other figure in Jijibo’s bed was no living being at all, but a thing made of jointed wood like a string-puppet with no strings, its face blank and featureless. “Oh, please, please, my lord,” she cried, trying to push this new, confounding horror from her mind, “I do not know what I have done wrong. I swear I have told you all the truth I know.”


“Have you, then?” Jijibo turned away from sobbing Vordis, which was some consolation at least. “Perhaps she truly does not know,” he said as if to ­someone—perhaps the wooden doll, Tzoja thought, and felt as if she would be sick. “But could that be? I should test it. But perhaps Great-Grandmother would indeed take it amiss if I carved this pretty little joint of meat into slices.” He squatted in front of Tzoja, his pale, rootlike manhood dangling only a short distance in front of her. “Let us try again, creature. You see, I know you, Slave Tzoja, plaything of the Enduya. Many of us know about you. But why should deathless Ommu take an interest?”


She could only shake her head.


“I might almost believe it a coincidence,” he said slowly, “but it is one coincidence too many, don’t you think?” His words seemed offered to the air. “But perhaps the poor cow is ignorant of that, too.” He extended his arm, held her chin with one of his chilly hands, then slapped her hard with the other. “I told you, I know you, mortal wretch. You fled from your master’s house. You made your way to Suno’ku’s lake and you met my children there. You have no secrets from me.”


His children. The Hidden. Then Jijibo really was their ‘Lord of Dreams.’ Tzoja had guessed rightly, but now she wished fervently it had never happened. “I met . . . strange creatures there.”


“Strange?” Again he slapped her, then caressed her face as if to make it right. “Not strange. Beautiful. The Hidden are so beautiful I can scarcely stand it. What right does a vile thing like you, a . . . random thing . . . have to call them such a name?”


“I am sorry, my lord. They were kind to me.” Until they betrayed me.


“Pfah.” Jijibo abruptly stood. “They should have killed and eaten you. Then they would not always complain to me that they are starving. Still, I cannot help loving them. I made them, did you know?” He stared at her. “No, how could you? How could such as you even understand an art like mine? Neither Yedade nor his vaunted father ever managed such a thing, though they tried. Even the Mother of All does not know all I can do.”


Jijibo began pacing now, as if he had forgotten Tzoja, Vordis, and the guards entirely. “But they all think to keep me from what I want. Except Great-Grandmother. She understands. And when the day comes . . .”


He broke off and returned to Tzoja. “Look!” His face again loomed close to hers. “She trembles—ah, see! She thinks her life is all she has to lose. Do I dare show her the gulfs she cannot imagine, the empty places beyond what she knows?” He giggled. “Ah, ah—what a sweet pleasure that would be. She has a certain faded charm that would be bliss to destroy. And the other—she is blind! All those other senses that could be exploited, nursed, caressed with so many kinds of agony—!” He stopped abruptly. “But still, all that talk of her line. All that talk of the last king . . .” He lifted a clawlike white hand and scratched absently at his belly and the pale, wispy patch of fur below it. “Perhaps I should consider more carefully. Yes! Never give in to the pleasures of the moment without looking to the future.” He fixed Tzoja with his night-dark eyes, lips stretched in another dreadful grin. “You see, the only way to be certain you will not offend someone . . . is to birth your own victims.”


Tzoja had lost the strength to do anything except crouch and silently pray.


“Take them back,” he told the guards at last. “I will learn no more because she knows no more herself. But now I also must worry for my beautiful children back at home. Did I leave them any food? It is so hard, sometimes, when my mind is so full of ideas—!”


Jijibo turned his back on them then and went back to his bed, stretching his lean body beside the silent wooden manikin. After a few more moments had passed the guards decided Jijibo had finished. They hauled both women to their feet and shoved them toward the door.


When they had been returned to their wagon again and the Hamakha soldiers had locked them in, Tzoja and Vordis fell onto the nearest pallet, clutched each other, and wept, mostly in silence, until they fell asleep exhausted in each other’s arms.




4


One Way Out
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Nezeru held up her hand for silence, but the young mortal took a last step. The faint sound of his boot scuffing against the passage floor—pif—seemed as loud to her straining ears as a crack of thunder. She took a breath to calm herself. The youth was not even useful as a shield between herself and her enemies, as she had originally planned, because she had to make him walk behind her so she could hear what was in front of them. At least, unlike Jarnulf, this creature was not trying to make her doubt herself. Still, she thought, it might be a simpler and more merciful thing to draw her sword, Cold Root, and have the young fool’s head off now, before he gave them away to her enemies.


Despite the mortal youth’s noisiness, she could hear nothing except the deep, nearly inaudible groans of shifting rock common in underground places, but she could smell the resins that some in her Sacrifice Order used on their armor. Hikeda’ya warriors were somewhere close. She had known she would have no easy escape from Da’ai Chikiza, but she had chosen the abandoned city out of deadly necessity, not strategy.


“Do you hear anything?” the mortal whispered. Nezeru was concentrating so fiercely that his words seemed loud as a shout. She whirled on him in fury and her hand dropped to the hilt of the witchwood sword.


Whatever else he might be, the youth was not completely stupid: He recognized Nezeru’s rage and quickly took a few steps backward, lifting his hands as if in surrender. Something about his expression abruptly drained much of her anger.


With those round ears and that tousled hair, he looks like Minku, she thought. The little brown stoat, whose name meant ‘Slippery,’ had been the only one of her father’s wife’s familiars that Nezeru had been able to stand. Her stepmother’s other companion creatures had always reminded her of Khimabu herself, sharp-eyed and spiteful, but Minku had been a clown, knocking things off tabletops to chase them across the floor as they bounced away, or climbing into ridiculous positions and then chittering in dismay until someone helped him down. Like this mortal, whose thick hair stood up where it shouldn’t, Minku had possessed a tuft of fur on the top of his narrow, brown head. When her father’s wife had grown frustrated with the animal’s misbehavior and had told one of her servants to take it away and drown it, Nezeru had felt her dislike of cold, beautiful Khimabu harden into something like hatred. Nothing since had changed that.


So you miss Minku, do you? she sneered at herself. By the Garden, are you really sparing this clumsy fool’s life because he reminds you of a dead animal? How many ways can you shame the teachings of your order?


“Back,” was all she said. “This way is guarded.” This time she let him lead, half-hoping for a Sacrifice ambush that would solve the problem for her.


They paused in an empty storeroom so she could consider her next move. She could tell he wanted to ask her something, but that he had been sufficiently alarmed by her reaction to his most recent words that he did not want to chance it. Suppressing a sigh of frustration, she said, “Speak.”


“Nezeru—that is your name, yes? I have that right?”


She only stared at him. At least Minku, for all his playful wickedness, hadn’t asked questions.


“I wondered . . . I wondered where you learned to speak Westerling. To speak my tongue. Do they teach it to all Norn soldiers?”


“Norn?” It was a word she only dimly remembered.


“Hikeda’ya.” He pronounced it as though he had a mouth full of sticks. “Your people.”


“In my order, they teach us only war.”


“Then how is it you speak my tongue?”


“My father knows some of that speaking. He learned from his—” She did not know the mortal word for s’huo-gan, which was the most fitting term for Viyeki’s old teacher and superior, the former High Magister, Yaarike sey-Kijana. “He learned from his master. But also my mother teaches me.”


Memories swam up as Nezeru spoke, like eager fish coming to be fed, of her visits home from the order-house during festivals and holy days, of her desperation to be with her father even when he was at work in his study. He had always seemed pleased to see her when she arrived but would fall into long silences as he perused his parchments and his old books. After a while she had usually surrendered to what felt like a shameful need, retreating to her mother’s tiny chamber and climbing into bed with her, to be enfolded in Tzoja’s soft arms. Sometimes her mother would sing to her, explaining the songs’ mortal words, and though the tunes seemed almost bitterly discordant to Nezeru, the words, once explained, had always soothed her, songs of childhood and sleep and parents watching over their young.


She had lost something since those days, she realized, though she was not sure what it was. But for the first time she recognized an ache that had been with her for as long as she could remember.
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