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Author’s Note


For those who wish to feel securely grounded in the Who, What, and Where of things, there are several maps and, at the end of the book, indexes of characters and places and other important materials.


 


The maps have been compiled from an exhaustive array of traveler’s tales, nearly illegible old documents, transcripts of oracular utterances, and the murmurings of dying hermits, not to mention the contents of an ancient box of land-office records discovered at a Syannese flea market. A similarly arcane and wearying process was responsible for the creation of the indexes. Use them well, remembering that many have died, or at least seriously damaged their vision and scholarly reputations, to make these aids available to you, the reader.










Prelude


THE OLDER ONES IN THE HOUSEHOLD had hunted the missing boy for an hour without result, but his sister knew where to look.


‘Surprise,’ she said. ‘It’s me.’


His dark hose and velvet tunic gray with dust and his face streaked with grime, he looked like a very sad goblin. ‘Auntie’ Lanna and the other women are all making a great fuss, searching for you,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe they didn’t look here. Don’t they remember anything?’


‘Go away.’


‘I can’t, now, stupid. Lady Simeon and two of the maids were just behind me – I heard them coming up the corridor.’ She set the candle between two paving stones in the floor. ‘If I go out now they’ll know where you’re hiding.’ She grinned, pleased with her maneuver. ‘So I’m staying, and you can’t make me go.’


‘Then be quiet.’


‘No. Not unless I want to be. I’m a princess and you can’t give me orders. Only Father’s allowed to do that.’ She settled in beside her brother, staring up at the shelves, seldom used now that the new kitchens had been built closer to the great hall. Only a few cracked pots and bowls had been left behind, as well as a half-dozen stoppered jars whose contents were so old that opening them, as Briony had once said, would be an experiment dangerous enough for Chaven of Ulos. (The children had been thrilled to learn that the household’s new physician was a man of many strange and fascinating interests.) ‘So why are you hiding?’


‘I’m not hiding. I’m thinking.’


‘You’re a liar, Barrick Eddon. When you want to think you go walking on the walls, or you go to Father’s library, or . . . or you stay in your room like a temple-mantis saying prayers. You come here when you want to hide.’


‘Oh? And what makes you so clever, strawhead?’


It was a term he used often when he was irritated with her, as though the differing color of their hair, hers golden-fair, his red as a fox’s back, made some difference – as though it made them any less twins. ‘I just am. Come, tell me.’ Briony waited, then shrugged and changed the subject. ‘One of the ducks in the moat has just hatched out her eggs. The ducklings are ever so sweet. They go peep-peep-peep and follow their mother everywhere in a little line, as though they were tied to her.’


‘You and your ducks.’ He scowled as he rubbed his wrist. His left hand was like a claw, the fingers curled and crabbed.


‘Does your arm hurt?’


‘No! Lady Simeon must be gone by now – why don’t you go play with your ducks or dolls or something?’


‘Because I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s wrong.’ Briony was on firm ground now. She knew this negotiation as well as she knew her morning and evening prayers, as well as she knew the story of Zoria’s flight from the cruel Moonlord’s keep – her favorite tale from The Book of the Trigon. It might last a while, but in the end it would go her way. ‘Tell me.’


‘Nothing’s wrong.’ He draped his bad arm across his lap with the same care Briony lavished on lambs and fat-bellied puppies, but his expression was closer to that of a father dragging an unwanted idiot child. ‘Stop looking at my hand.’


‘You know you’re going to tell me, redling,’ she teased him. ‘So why fight?’


His answer was more silence – an unusual ploy at this stage of the old, familiar dance.


The silence and the struggle both continued for some time. Briony had moments of real anger as Barrick resisted her every attempt to get him to talk, but she also became more and more puzzled. Eight years old, born in the same hour, they had lived always in each other’s company, but she had seldom seen him so upset outside of the small hours of the night, when he often cried out in the grip of evil dreams.


‘Very well,’ he said at last. ‘If you’re not going to leave me alone, you have to swear not to tell.’


‘Me? Swear? You pig! I never told on you for anything!’ And that was true. They had each suffered several punishments for things the other twin had done without ever breaking faith. It was a pact between them so deep and natural that it had never been spoken of before now.


But the boy was adamant. He waited out his sister’s gust of anger, his pale little face set in an unhappy smirk. She surrendered at last: principle could only stretch so far, and now she was painfully curious. ‘So, then, pig. What do you want me to do? What shall I swear to?’


‘A blood oath. It has to be a blood oath.’


‘By the heads of the gods, are you mad?’ She blushed at her own strong language and could not help looking around, although of course they were alone in the pantry. ‘Blood? What blood?’


Barrick drew a poniard from the vent of his sleeve. He extended his finger and, with only the smallest wince, made a cut on the tip. Briony stared in sickened fascination.


‘You’re not supposed to carry a knife except for public ceremonies,’ she said. Shaso, the master of arms, had forbidden it, fearing that Briony’s angry, headstrong brother might hurt himself or someone else.


‘Oh? And what am I supposed to do if someone tries to kill me and there are no guards around? I’m a prince, after all. Should I just slap them with my glove and tell them to go away?’


‘Nobody wants to kill you.’ She watched the blood form a droplet, then run down into the crease of his finger. ‘Why would anyone want to kill you?’


He shook his head and sighed at her innocence. ‘Are you just going to sit there while I bleed to death?’


She stared. ‘You want me to do that, too? Just so you’ll tell me some stupid secret?’


‘So, then.’ He sucked off the blood, wiped his finger on his sleeve. ‘I won’t tell you. Go away and leave me alone.’


‘Don’t be mean.’ She watched him carefully – she could see he would not change his mind – he could be as stubborn as a bent nail. ‘Very well, let me do it.’


He hesitated, clearly unwilling to do something as unmanly as surrender his blade to his sister, but at last let her take it. She held the sharp edge over her finger for long moments, biting her lip.


‘Hurry!’


When she did not immediately comply, he shot out his good arm, seized her hand, and forced her skin against the knife blade. It cut, but not too deeply; by the time she had finished cursing him the worst of the sting was over. A red pearl appeared on her fingertip. Barrick took her hand, far more gently now, and brought her finger against his.


It was a strange moment, not because of the sensation itself, which was nothing more noteworthy than the girl would have expected from rubbing a still-sore finger against her brother’s, smearing a little blood across the whorled fingertips, but because of the intensity in Barrick’s eyes, the way he watched that daub of red with the avidity of someone witnessing something far more arresting: lovemaking or a hanging, nakedness or death.


He glanced up and saw her staring. ‘Don’t look at me like that. Do you swear you’ll never reveal what I tell you? That the gods can punish you horribly if you do?’


‘Barrick! What a thing to say. I’m not going to tell anyone, you know that.’


‘We’ve shared blood, now. You can’t change your mind.’


She shook her head. Only a boy could think that a ceremony with knives and finger cutting was a stronger bond than having shared the warm darkness of a mother’s womb. ‘I won’t change my mind.’ She paused to find the words to convey her certainty. ‘You know that, don’t you?’


‘Very well. I’ll show you.’


He stood up, and to his sister’s surprise, clambered onto a block of wood that had been used as a pantry stool since before either of them could remember, then scrabbled in the back of one of the upper shelves before pulling out a bundle wrapped in a cleaning-rag. He took it down and sat again, holding it carefully, as though it were something alive and potentially dangerous. The girl was caught between wanting to lean forward and wanting to scramble away in case anything might jump out at her. When the stained cloth had been folded back, she stared.


‘It’s a statue,’ she said at last, almost disappointed. It was about the size of one of the privy garden’s red squirrels sitting up on its hind legs, but there the resemblance to anything ordinary ended: the hooded figure, face almost entirely hidden, was made of cloud-chip crystal, gray-white and murky as frost in some places, clear and bright as cathedral glass in others, with colors ranging from the palest blue to pinks like flesh or watered blood. The squat, powerful figure held a shepherd’s crook; an owl crouched on its shoulder like a second head. ‘It’s Kernios.’ She had seen it somewhere before, and reached out her hand to touch it.


‘Don’t!’ Barrick pulled it back, wrapped the cloth around it again. ‘It’s . . . it’s bad.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I don’t know. I just . . . I hate it.’


She looked at him curiously for a moment, then suddenly remembered. ‘Oh, no! Barrick, is that . . . is that the statue from the Erivor Chapel? The one Father Timoid was so angry about when it went missing?’


‘When someone stole it. That’s what he said, over and over.’ Barrick flushed, a bold burst of red on his pale cheeks. ‘He was right.’


‘Zoria’s mercy, did you . . . ?’ He did not speak, but that was an answer in itself. ‘Oh, Barrick, why?’


‘I don’t know. I told you, I hate it. I hate the way it looks, so blind and quiet, just . . . thinking. Waiting. And I can feel it all the time, but it’s even worse when I’m in the chapel. Can’t you feel it?’


‘Feel what?’


‘It . . . I don’t know. It’s hot. It makes a hot feeling in my head. No, that’s not right. I can’t say. But I hate it.’ His little face was determined again, pale and stern. ‘I’m going to throw it into the moat.’


‘You can’t! It’s valuable! It’s been in the family for . . . for a long time.’


‘I don’t care. It’s not going to be in the family any longer. I can’t even bear to look at it.’ He stared at her. ‘Remember, you promised, so you can’t tell anyone. You swore an oath – we shared blood.’


‘Of course I won’t tell. But I still don’t think you should do it.’


He shook his head. ‘I don’t care. And you can’t stop me.’


She sighed. ‘I know. No one can stop you doing anything, redling, no matter how foolish. I was just going to tell you not to throw it in the moat.’


He stared at her from beneath a furious brow. ‘Why?’


‘Because they drain it. Don’t you remember when they did it the summer before last and they found those bones of that woman who drowned?’


He nodded slowly. ‘Merolanna wouldn’t let us go see – like we were babies! I was so angry.’ He seemed to regard her for the first time as a true collaborator rather than an antagonist. ‘So if I throw it in the moat, someone will find it someday. And put it back in the chapel.’


‘That’s right.’ She considered. ‘It should go into the ocean. Off the outwall behind the East Lagoon. The water comes up right under the wall there.’


‘But how can I do it without the guards noticing?’


‘I’ll tell you how, but you have to promise me something.’


‘What?’


‘Just promise.’


He scowled, but she had obviously caught his curiosity. ‘So be it, I promise. Well, how do I throw it over without the guards seeing me do it?’


‘I’ll go with you. We’ll say we want to go up and count the seagulls or something. They all think we’re children, anyway – they don’t pay any attention to what we do.’


‘We are children. But why does you coming along help? I can throw it off myself, you know.’ He looked down quickly at his clenched left hand. ‘I can get it into the water easily. It’s not very heavy.’


‘Because I’m going to fall down just when we get to the top. You’ll be just in front of me and the guards will stop to help me – they’ll be terrified I’ve broken my leg or something – and you just step to the wall and . . . do it.’


He stared at her with admiration. ‘You’re clever, strawhead.’


‘And you need someone like me to keep you out of trouble, redling. Now what about that promise?’


‘Well?’


‘I want you to swear on our blood oath that the next time you think of something like stealing a valuable statue out of the chapel, you’ll talk to me first.’


‘I’m not your little brother, you know . . . !’


‘Swear. Or the oath I made doesn’t count anymore.’


‘Oh, very well. I swear.’ He smiled a little. ‘I feel better.’


‘I don’t. For one thing, think of all those servants who were stripped and searched and even beaten when Father Timoid was looking for the statue. It wasn’t their fault at all!’


‘It never is. They’re used to it.’ But he at least had the good sense to appear a little troubled.


‘And what about Kernios? How is he going to feel about having his statue stolen and thrown into the sea?’


Barrick’s open expression shuttered again. ‘I don’t care about that. He’s my enemy.’


‘Barrick! Don’t say such things about the gods!’


He shrugged. ‘Let’s go. Lady Simeon must have given up by now. We’ll come back and get the statue later. We can take it up to the wall tomorrow morning.’ He stood, then reached down his good hand to help his sister, who was struggling with her long skirts. ‘We’d better clean this blood off our hands before we get back to the Residence or they’ll be wanting to know where we’ve been.’


‘It’s not very much blood.’


‘It’s enough to cause questions. They love to ask questions – and everyone pays attention to blood.’


Briony opened the pantry door and they slipped back out into the corridor, quiet as phantoms. The throne hall was also oddly quiet – tomb-silent, as though the immense old building had been holding its breath while it listened to the whispering voices in the pantry.










Part One


Masks










1


Exiles


If, as many of the Deep Voices believe, the darkness is just as much a something as is the light, then which came first after Nothing – the dark or the light?


The songs of the oldest voices claim that without a listener there can be no first word: the darkness was until the light became. The lonely Void gave birth to the Light of love, and afterward they made all that would be – the good and bad, the living and unliving, the found and lost.


—from One Hundred Considerations, out of the Qar’s Book of Regret


 


IT WAS A TERRIBLE DREAM. The young poet Matt Tinwright was declaiming a funeral ode for Barrick, full of high-flown nonsense about the loving arms of Kernios and the warm embrace of the earth, but Briony watched in horror as her twin brother’s casket rocked and shook. Something inside was struggling to escape, and the old jester Puzzle was doing his best to hold down the lid, clinging with all the strength of his scrawny arms as the lid creaked and the box shuddered beneath him.


Let him out, she wanted to cry, but could not – the veil she wore was so tight that words could not pass her lips. His arm, his poor crippled arm! How it must pain him, her poor dead Barrick, having to struggle like that in such a confined place.


Others at the funeral, courtiers and royal guards, helped the jester hold the lid down, then together they hustled the box out of the chapel. Briony hurried after them, but instead of the grass and sun of the graveyard, the chapel doorway led directly downward into a warren of dark stone tunnels. Tangled in her cumbersome mourning garments, she could not keep up with the hurrying mourners and quickly lost sight of them; soon all she could hear were the muffled gasps of her twin, the coffined prisoner, the beloved corpse – but even those noises were growing fainter and fainter and fainter . . .


Briony sat up, heart fluttering in her chest, and discovered herself in a chilly darkness pierced by the bright, distant eyes of stars. The boat rocked under her, the oars creaking quietly in their locks as the Skimmer girl Ena slipped them in and out of the water with the smooth delicacy of an otter sporting in a quiet cove.


Only a dream! Zoria be praised! Barrick is still alive, then – I would know it if he wasn’t, I’m sure of it. But although the rest of the terrible fancy had melted like fog, the rasping of labored breath hadn’t. She turned to find Shaso dan-Heza slumped over in the boat behind her, eyes closed, teeth clenched so that they gleamed with reflected starlight in his shadowed face. Air scraped slowly in and out; the old Tuani warrior sounded near death.


‘Shaso? Can you talk to me?’ When he did not reply, Briony grabbed at the thin, hard shoulder of the Skimmer girl. ‘He’s ill, curse you! Can’t you hear him?’


‘Of course I can hear him, my lady.’ The girl’s voice was surprisingly hard. ‘Do you think I am deaf?’


‘Do something! He’s dying!’


‘What do you want me to do, Princess Briony? I cleaned and bound his wounds before we left my father’s house, and gave him good tangle-herb for physick, but he is still fevered. He needs rest and a warm fire, and even then it may not do him any good.’


‘Then we need to get ashore! How far to the Marrinswalk coast?’


‘Half the night more, my lady, at the best. That is why I have turned back.’


‘Turned back? Have you lost your mind? We are fleeing assassins! The castle is held by my enemies now.’


‘Yes, enemies who will hear you if you shout too loudly, my lady.’


Briony could barely make out the face beneath the hooded cloak, but she didn’t need to see to know she was being mocked. Still, Ena was right in at least one thing: ‘All right, I’ll talk more quietly – and you will speak to the point! What are you doing? We cannot go to the castle. Shaso will die there more surely than if we were to push him into the water this moment. And I’ll be killed, too.’


‘I know, my lady. I did not say I was going to take you back to the castle, I only said I had turned back. We need shelter and a fire as soon as possible. I am taking you to a place in the bay to the east of the castle – Skean Egye-Var my people call it – ‘Erivor’s Shoulder’ in your tongue.’


‘Erivor’s Shoulder? There is no such place . . . !’


‘There is, and there is a house upon it – your family’s house.’


‘There is no such place!’ For a moment Briony, faced with Shaso dying in her arms, was so full of rage and terror that she almost hit the girl. Then she suddenly understood. ‘M’Helan’s Rock! You mean the lodge on M’Helan’s Rock.’


‘Yes. And there it is.’ The Skimmer girl stilled her oars and pointed at a dark bulk on the near horizon. ‘Praise the Deep Ones, it looks empty.’


‘It ought to be – we did not use it this summer, with Father away and all else that has happened. Can you land there?’


‘Yes, if you’ll let me think about what I am doing, my lady. The currents are sharp at this hour of the night, just before morning.’


Briony fell into anxious silence while the Skimmer girl, moving her oars as deftly as if they were an extension of her own arms, directed the pitching boat in a maddeningly slow circle around the island, searching for the inlet between the rocks.


Always before, Briony had come to the island on the royal barge, standing at the rail far above the water as the king’s sailors leaped smartly from place to place to make sure the passage would be smooth, and so she had never realized just how difficult a landing it was. Now, with the rocks looming over her head like giants and the waves lifting and dropping Ena’s little craft as though it were a bit of froth in a sloshing bucket, she found herself hanging on in silent dread, one hand clamped on the railing, the other clutching a fold of the thick, plain shirt the Skimmers had given Shaso, doing her best to keep the old man upright.


Just as it seemed the Skimmer girl had misjudged the rocks, that their boat must be shattered like bird bones in a wolf’s jaws, the oars dug hard into the dark water and they slid past a barnacled stone so closely that Briony had to snatch back her hand to save her fingers. The wooden hull scraped ever so briefly, just enough to send a single thrill of vibration through the tiny boat, and then they were past and into the comparatively quiet inlet.


‘You did it!’


Ena nodded, studiously calm as she rowed them across the inlet to the floating dock shackled to the rock wall. Just a few yards away, on the ocean side, the waves thumped and roared like a thwarted predator, but here the swell was gentle. When the boat was tied, they dragged Shaso’s limp weight out of the boat and managed to haul him up the short ladder and onto the salt-crusted dock where they had to let him drop.


Ena slumped down into a crouch beside Shaso’s limp form. ‘I must rest . . . just for a bit . . .’ she said, her head sagging.


Briony thought about how hard and how long the Skimmer girl had worked, rowing for hours to get them away from the castle to the safety of this inlet. ‘I’ve been ungrateful and rude,’ she told the girl. ‘Please forgive me. Without your help, Shaso and I both would have been dead long ago.’


Ena said nothing, but nodded. It was possible that, in the depths of her hooded cloak, she might have smiled a little, but the night was too dark for Briony to be sure.


‘While you two rest, I’m going to go up to the lodge and see what I can find. Stay here.’ Briony draped her own cloak over Shaso, then climbed the stairway cut into the stone of the inlet wall. It was wide, and even though the worn steps were slippery with spray and the dewy mists of night, it was so familiar that she could have climbed it in her sleep. For the first time she began to feel hopeful. She knew this place well and she knew its comforts. She had been resigned to spending her first exiled night in a cave on a Marrinswalk beach, or sleeping in the undergrowth on the lee side of a sea-cliff – at least here she would find a bed.


The lodge on M’Helan’s Rock had been built for one of Briony’s ancestors, Ealga Flaxen-Hair, by her husband, King Aduan – a love-tribute some said; a sort of prison others claimed. Whatever the truth, it was only fading family gossip now, the principals dead for a hundred years or more. In Briony’s childhood the Eddons had spent at least a tennight on the island each summer, and sometimes much longer than that. Her father, Olin, had liked the seclusion and quiet of the place, and that he could keep a much smaller court there, often bringing only Avin Brone for counsel, a dozen or so servants, and a skeleton force of guards. As children, Briony and Barrick had discovered a slender, difficult hillside path down to a sea-meadow (as many other royal offspring had doubtless done before them) and had loved having a place where they could often spend an entire afternoon on their own, without guards or any other adults at all. To children who spent nearly every moment of their lives surrounded by servants and soldiers and courtiers, the sea-meadow was a paradise and the summer lodge a place of almost entirely happy memories.


Briony found it very strange to be walking up the front steps alone under the stars. The familiar house, which should be spilling welcoming light from each window, was so deep in darkness she could scarcely make out its shape against the sky. As with so much else this year, and especially these last weeks, here was another treasured part of her life turned higgle-piggle, another memory stolen and mishandled by the Eddon family’s enemies.


The memory of Hendon Tolly’s mocking face came to her with a stab of cold fury, his amusement at her helplessness as he told her how he was going to steal her family’s throne. You may not be the only one responsible for what’s happened to our family, you Summerfield scum, but you’re the one I know, the one I can reach. In that moment she felt as chill and hard as the stones of the bay. Not tonight – but someday. And when that day comes, I’ll take the heart out of you the way you’ve taken mine. Only yours won’t be beating when I’m done.


She did not bother with the massive front door, knowing it would be locked, but walked around to the kitchen, which had a bad bolt that could be wiggled loose. As expected, a few good thumps and the door swung open, but it was shockingly dark inside. Briony had never been in the place at night without at least a few lamps glowing, but now it was as lightless as a cave, and for a terrified moment she could not make herself enter. Only the thought of Shaso lying on the chilly dock, suffering, perhaps dying, finally forced her through the open doorway.


Locked in a cell for months, and it was my fault – mine and Barrick’s. She frowned. Yes, and a bit of blame on his own cursed stiff neck as well . . .


She managed to find her way by touch to the kitchen fireplace, although not without a few unpleasant encounters with cobwebs. Things skittered in the darkness around her – just mice, she promised herself. After some searching, and many more cobwebs, she located the leather-wrapped flint and fire-iron in its niche in the stone chimney with a handful of oil-soaked firestarters beside it. After a little work Briony struck a spark, and soon a small blaze caught in the firestarters, which gave her the courage to knock over a spidery pile of logs and throw on a few of the smaller branches so the fire could begin growing into something useful. She considered setting a fire in the main hall fireplace as well. The thought made her ache with the memory of her lost father, who had always insisted on lighting that fire as his own personal task, but she knew it would be foolish to show light at the front of the house, on the side facing Southmarch Castle. Briony doubted anyone would see it without looking through a spyglass, even from the castle walls, but if there were any night that Hendon Tolly and his men might be on the walls doing just that, it would be tonight. The kitchen would be refuge enough.


The front of the summer house was still darkly unfamiliar as she went back down the steep path, but the knowledge that a fire now burned in the kitchen made it a friendlier place, and this time she had a shuttered lantern in her hand so she could see where she was putting her feet.


So, we’ve lived through the first day – unless someone saw the boat and they’re coming after us. Startled by the thought, she looked toward the castle, but although she saw a few lights moving on the walls, there was no obvious sign of pursuit by water. And if someone came to search M’Helan’s Rock before she and Shaso could depart? Well, she knew the island and its hiding places better than almost anyone else. But, what am I doing? she asked herself. I shouldn’t tempt the gods by even thinking such things . . .


 


Shaso was able to walk a little, but the two young women had to do most of the work getting him up the stairway; it was a mark of how weak he was, how close to utter collapse, that he did not protest.


When they reached the lodge Briony found blankets to wrap around the old man, then sat him in a corner near the kitchen fireplace, propped on cushions she had pilfered from the over-furnished sitting room known as the Queen’s Withdrawing Chamber. The girl, Ena, had already begun to search through the few odds and ends left in the cupboards in hopes of adding to the food she had brought from her house beside Skimmer’s Lagoon, but Briony knew the pantries would be empty. Supper would be dried fish again.


Dried fish was a great deal better than starvation, she reminded herself, but since Briony Eddon had never in her life come anywhere near starving, that was a purely academic sort of comfort.


 


After having been fed the first mouthful or two of fish broth, Shaso made it very clear he was going to feed himself. Although still too weary and ill to speak, he managed to get enough soup into his stomach that Briony felt confident for the first time that the old man would survive the night. Now she could feel her own exhaustion pulling at her. She pushed her bowl aside and stared at it, fighting to keep her head upright.


‘You are tired, Highness,’ said Ena. Briony could not easily read the girl’s expressions, but she thought she saw kindness there, and a surprising, calm strength. It made her feel a little ashamed of her own frailty. ‘Go and find a bed. I will look after Shaso-na until he falls asleep.’


‘But you are tired yourself. You rowed that boat all night!’


‘It is something I was raised to do, like swimming and mending nets. I have worked harder – and for less cause.’


Briony stared at the girl for a moment, at the huge, round dark eyes and the naked brow shiny as soapstone. Was she pretty? It was too hard to say, too many things about her were unusual, but looking at the intelligent gaze and strong, regular features, Briony guessed that among her own kind Ena might be considered pretty indeed.


‘Very well,’ she said, surrendering at last. ‘You are most kind. I’ll take a candle and leave you the lamp. We have bedding in the chest in the hall – I’ll leave some out for you and for Shaso.’


‘He will sleep where he is, I think,’ said Ena quietly, perhaps to spare Shaso the shame of being talked about like a child. ‘He should be comfortable enough.’


‘When this is over and the Tollys are rotting on the gibbet, the Eddons will not forget their friends.’ The Skimmer girl showed no emotion at this, so Briony tried to make herself clear. ‘You and your father will be rewarded.’


Now Ena definitely did smile, even looked as though she might be stifling laughter, which confounded Briony utterly, but she only said, ‘Thank you, Highness. It is my honor to do what I can.’


Puzzled, but too weary to think about it, Briony felt her way to the nearest bedchamber, turned over the dusty bedcover, then stretched out. It was only as sleep dragged her down that she remembered this room had been the one that Kendrick had used.


Come back, then, she told her dead brother, dizzy with exhaustion. Come back and haunt me, dear, dear Kendrick – I miss you so . . . !


But the sleep into which she fell, tumbling slowly downward like a feather in a well, was impenetrably dark, empty of both dreams and ghosts.


 


The island was surrounded by fog, but dawn still brought enough light to make the lodge on M’Helan’s Rock a familiar place once more – light that slipped in through the high windows and filled the great hall with a blue-gray glow as soft as the sheen on a pearl and made the statues of the holy onirai in their wall-niches look as if they were stirring into life. Even the kitchen again seemed to be the homely place Briony remembered. Things that she had been too exhausted to notice the night before, the tang of the air, the lonely cries of shearwaters and gulls, the heavy furniture scuffed by generations of Eddon children creating imaginary riding-caravans or fortresses, now made her insides twist with sorrow and longing.


Gone. Every one of them. Barrick, Father, Kendrick. She felt her eyes brim with tears and wiped them angrily. But Barrick and Father are alive – they must be. Don’t be a stupid girl. Not gone, just . . . somewhere else.


Crouched in the heather at the front of the lodge, she stared long and hard back at the castle. A few torches seemed to be moving on the bay at the base of the castle walls – search boats checking the inlets and caves along the shore of Midlan’s Mount – but none of them seemed to have ventured any farther from Southmarch. Briony felt a gleam of hope. If she herself had forgotten the summer house, there was a chance the Tollys wouldn’t remember until she and Shaso were long gone.


Back in the kitchen she dutifully ate her fish soup, enlivened this time by wild rosemary which Ena had found thriving in the masterless, overgrown garden. Briony could not be certain when she would eat again, and she reminded herself that even fish soup was noble if it would give her the strength to survive so that one day she could drive something sharp through Hendon Tolly’s heart.


Shaso was eating too, if not much more skillfully or swiftly than the night before. Still, his ashen pallor had improved a little and his breathing did not hiss like a fireplace bellows. But most important of all, though his eyes still lay sunken in dark-ringed flesh (which Briony thought gave him the look of an oniron like Iaris or Zakkas the Ragged or some other sun-scorched, wilderness-maddened prophet from The Book of the Trigon), his gaze was bright and intent again – that of the Shaso she knew.


‘We can go nowhere today.’ He took one last swallow before lowering the empty bowl. ‘We cannot risk it.’


‘But surely the fog will hide us . . . ?’


His look had much of the old Shaso in it, equal parts irritation at being disputed and disappointment that she had not thought things through completely. ‘Perhaps here, upon the bay, Princess. But what about when we make land in the late afternoon, with the mist burned away? Even if we are not seen by enemies, do you think the local fishermen there would be likely to forget the unusual pair they saw landing?’ He shook his head. ‘We are exiles, Highness. Everything that has gone before will mean nothing if you give yourself away to your enemies. If you are captured, Hendon Tolly will not put you on trial or lock you away in the stronghold to be a rallying flag for those loyal to the Eddons. No, he will kill you and no one will ever see your body. He will not mind a few rumors of you among the people as long as he knows that you are safely dead.’


Briony thought of Hendon’s grinning face and her hands twitched. ‘We should have stripped his family of their titles and lands long ago. We should have executed the whole traitorous lot.’


‘When? When did they reveal their treachery before it was too late? And Gailon, although I did not like him, was apparently an honorable servant of your family’s crown – if Hendon has told the truth in this one thing, at least. As for Caradon, we also know only what Hendon says of him, so his wickedness is as much in question as Gailon’s goodness. The world is strange, Briony, and it will only become stranger in the days ahead.’


She looked at his leathery, stern face and was filled with shame that she had been such a fool, to have taken so little care with the most precious of her family’s possessions. What must he think, her old teacher? What must he think of her and her twin, who had all but given away the Eddons’ throne?


As if he understood her thoughts, Shaso shook his head. ‘What happened in the past remains in the past. What is before us – that is everything. Will you put your trust in me? Will you do just as I say, and only what I say?’


Despite all her mistakes and self-disgust, she could not help bristling. ‘I am not a fool, Shaso. I am not a child any longer.’


For a moment his expression softened. ‘No. You are a fine young woman, Briony Eddon, and you have a good heart. But this is not the time for good hearts. This is the hour for suspicion and treachery and murder, and I have much experience of all those things. I ask you to put your trust in me.’


‘Of course I trust you – what do you mean?’


‘That you will do nothing without asking me. We are exiles, with a price on our heads. As I said, all that came before – your crown, your family’s history – will mean nothing if we are captured. You must swear not to act without my permission, no matter how small or unimportant the act seems. Remember, I kept my oath to your brother Kendrick even when it might have cost my life.’ He stopped and took a deep breath, coughed a little. ‘It still might. So I want you to swear the same to me.’ He fixed her with his dark eyes. This time it was not the imperious stare of old, the teacher’s stare – there was actually something pleading in it.


‘You shame me when you remind me what you did for my family, Shaso. And you don’t take credit for your own stubbornness. But yes, I hear you, and yes, I understand. I’ll listen to what you say. I’ll do what you think is best.’


‘Always? No matter how you may doubt me? No matter how angry I make you by not explaining my every thought?’


A quiet hiss startled Briony, until she realized it was the girl Ena, laughing quietly as she scrubbed out the soup pot. It was humiliating, but it would be more shameful still to continue arguing like a child. ‘Very well. I swear on the green blood of Erivor, my family’s patron. Is that good enough?’


‘You should be careful when you make oaths on Egye-var, Highness,’ said Ena cheerfully, ‘especially here in the middle of the waters. He hears.’


‘What are you talking about? If I swear to Erivor, I mean it.’ She turned to Shaso. ‘Are you satisfied now?’


He smiled, but it was only a grim flash of teeth, an old predator’s reflex. ‘I will not be satisfied with anything until Hendon Tolly is dead and whoever arranged Kendrick’s death has joined him. But I accept your promise.’ He winced as he straightened his legs. Briony looked away: even though the Skimmer girl had bandaged the worst sores from the shackles, he was still covered with ugly scrapes and bruises and his limbs were disturbingly thin. ‘Now, tell me what has happened – everything you can remember. Little news was brought to me in my cell, and I could make small sense out of what you told me last night.’


Briony proceeded as best she could, although it was difficult to summon up all that had happened in the months Shaso dan-Heza had been locked in the stronghold, let alone make a sensible tale of it. She told him of Barrick’s fever and of Avin Brone’s spy who claimed to have seen agents of the Autarch of Xis in the Tolly’s great house at Summerfield Court. She told him about the caravan apparently attacked by the fairies, of Guard Captain Vansen’s expedition and what happened to them, and of the advancing army of the Twilight People that had apparently invaded and secured the mainland city of Southmarch across Brenn’s Bay, leaving only the castle free. She even told him of the strange potboy Gil and his dreams, or at least what little about them she could remember.


Although the Skimmer girl had shown no other signs of paying attention to the bizarre catalogue of events, when she heard Gil’s pronouncements about Barrick, Ena put down her washing and sat up straight. ‘Porcupine’s eye? He said to beware the Porcupine’s eye?’


‘Yes, what of it?’


‘The Porcupine-woman is one of the most ill-named of all the Old Ones,’ Ena said seriously. ‘She is death’s companion.’


‘What does that mean?’ Briony asked. ‘And how would you know?’


The secretive smile stretched the girl’s wide mouth again, but her eyes did not meet Briony’s. ‘Even on Skimmer’s Lagoon, we know some important things.’


‘Enough,’ said Shaso angrily. ‘I will sleep today – I do not like being a burden. When the sun goes down, we will leave. Girl,’ he said to Ena, ‘take us to the Marrinswalk coast and then your service will be over.’


‘As long as you eat something else before we leave,’ Ena told him. ‘More soup – you barely touched what I gave you. I promised my father I would keep you safe, and if you collapse again he will be angry.’


Shaso looked at her as if she might be mocking him. She stared back, unfraid. ‘Then I will eat,’ he said at last.


 


Briony spent much of the afternoon staring out at the bay, fearful of seeing boats coming toward the island. When she got too cold at last, she went in and warmed herself at the fire.


On her way back to her sentinel perch in the heather, she walked through the lodge – a place that once, because of its small size, had been more familiar to her than Southmarch Castle itself. Even in daylight it now seemed as strange as everything else because of the way the world had changed, all the things which had been so familiar and ordinary transformed in a single night.


Right here, in this room, is where Father told us the story about Hiliometes and the manticore. A tennight ago she would have sworn she could never forget the smallest detail of what it had felt like to huddle in the blankets on their father’s bed and hear the tale of the demigod’s great battle for the first time, yet here she was in the very chamber and suddenly it all seemed vague. Had Kendrick been with them, or had he gone to bed, intent on going out early in the morning with old Nynor to catch fish? Had there been a fire, or had it been one of those rare, truly hot summer nights on M’Helan’s Rock when the servants were told to leave all but the kitchen fire unlit? She couldn’t remember anything but the story, now, and their father’s exaggeratedly solemn, bearded face as he spoke. Would she forget that one day, too? Would all her past vanish this way, bit by bit, like tracks in the dirt pelted by rain?


Briony was startled by a wriggle of movement at the edge of her vision – something moving quickly along the skirting board. A mouse? She moved toward the corner and startled something out from behind a table leg, but before she had a chance to see what it was it had vanished again behind a hanging. It seemed strangely upright for a mouse – could it be a bird, trapped in the house? But birds hopped, didn’t they? She pulled back the wall hanging, strangely apprehensive, but found nothing unusual.


A mouse, she thought. Climbed up the back of the tapestry and it’s back in the roof by now. Poor thing was probably startled half to death to have someone walk into this room – the place has been empty for more than a year.


She wondered if she dared open the shuttered doors of King Olin’s bedroom balcony. She itched to look back at the castle, half-afraid that it too would have become insubstantial, but caution won out. She made her way back through the room, the bed naked of blankets, a thin powdering of dust on every surface, as if it were the tomb of some ancient prophet where no one dared touch anything. In an ordinary year the doors would have been thrown wide to air the room as the servants bustled through, sweeping and cleaning. There would have been fresh flowers in the vase on the writing desk (only yellow ragwort if it was late in the season) and water in the washing jug. Instead, her father was trapped in a room somewhere that was probably smaller than this – maybe a bleak cell like the hole in which Shaso had been imprisoned. Did Olin have a window to look out, a view – or only dark walls and fading memories of his home?


It did not bear thinking about. So many things these days did not bear thinking about.


 


‘I thought you said he had barely eaten,’ Briony said, nodding toward Shaso, She held out the sack. ‘The dried fish is gone. Was it you? There were three pieces left when I saw last.’


Ena looked in the sack, then smiled. ‘I think we have made a gift.’


‘A gift? What do you mean? To whom?’


‘To the small folk – the Air Lord’s children.’


Briony shook her head in irritation. ‘Made a gift to the rats and mice, more likely. I think I just saw one.’ She did not hold with such silly old tales – it was what the cooks and maids said every time something went missing: ‘Oh, it must have been the little folk, Highness. The Old Ones must’ve took it.’ Briony had a sudden pang, knowing what Barrick would have said about such an idea, the familiar mockery that would have tinged his voice. She missed him so fiercely that tears welled in her eyes.


A moment later she had to admit the irony of it: she was mourning her brother, who would have poured scorn on the idea of ‘the small folk’ . . . because he was off fighting the fairies. ‘It doesn’t matter, I suppose,’ she said to Ena. ‘Surely we will find something to eat in Marrinswalk.’


Ena nodded. ‘And perhaps the small folk will bring us luck in return for the food – perhaps they will call on Pyarin Ky’vos to lend us fair winds. They are his favorites after all, just as my folk belong to Egye-Var.’


Briony shook her head in doubt, then caught herself. Who was she, who had fought against a murderous demon and barely survived, to make light of what others said about the gods? She herself, although she prayed carefully and sincerely to Zoria every day, had never believed Heaven to be as active in people’s lives as others seemed to think – but at the moment she and her family needed all the help they could find. ‘You remind me, Ena. We must make an offering at the Erivor shrine before we go.’


‘Yes, my lady. That is right and good.’


So the girl approved, did she? How kind of her! Briony grimaced, but turned away so the girl did not see. She realized for the first time that she missed being the princess regent. At least people didn’t openly treat you like you were a child or a complete fool – out of fear, if nothing else! ‘Let’s get Shaso down to the boat, first.’


‘I’ll walk, curse it.’ The old man roused himself from his drowsing nap. ‘Is the sun down yet?’


‘Soon enough.’ He looked better, Briony thought, but he was still frighteningly thin and clearly very weak. He was old, older by many years than her father – she sometimes forgot that, fooled by his strength and sharpness of mind. Would he recover, or would his time in the stronghold leave him a cripple? She sighed. ‘Let’s get on with things. It’s a long way to the Marrinswalk coast, isn’t it?’


Shaso nodded slowly. ‘It will take all the night, and perhaps some of the morning.’


Ena laughed. ‘If Pyarin Ky’vos sends even a small, kind wind, I will have you on shore before dawn.’


‘And then where?’ Briony knew better than to doubt this strong-armed girl, at least about rowing a boat. ‘Should we not consider Blueshore? I know Tyne’s wife well. She would shelter us, I’m certain – she’s a good woman, if overly fond of clothes and chatter. Surely that would be safer than Marrinswalk, where . . .’


Shaso growled, a deep, warning sound that might have issued from a cave. ‘Did you or did you not promise to do as I say?’


‘Yes, I promised, but . . .’


‘Then we go to Marrinswalk. I have my reasons, Highness. None of the nobility can shield you. If we force the Tollys’ hand, Duke Caradon will bring the Summerfield troops to Blueshore and throw down Aldritch Stead – they will never be able to hold off the Tollys with Tyne and all his men gone to this battle you tell me of. They will announce you were a false claimant – some serving girl I forced to play the part of the missing princess regent – and that the real Briony is already long dead. Do you see?’


‘I suppose . . .’


‘Do not suppose. At this moment, strength is all and the Tollys hold the whip hand. You must do what I ask and not waste time arguing. We may soon find ourselves in straits where hesitation or childish stubbornness will kill us.’


‘So. Marrinswalk, then.’ Briony stood, struggling to hold down her anger. Calm, she told herself. You made a promise – besides, remember the foolishness with Hendon. You cannot afford your temper right now. You are the last of the Eddons. Suddenly frightened, she corrected herself. The last of the Eddons in Southmarch. But of course, even that wasn’t true – there were no true Eddons left in Southmarch anymore, only Anissa and her baby, if the child had survived his first, terrible night.


‘I will attend to the sea god’s shrine,’ she said, speaking as carefully as she could, putting on the mask of queenly distance she had supposedly left behind with the rest of the life that had been stolen from her. ‘Help Lord dan-Heza down to the boat, Ena. I will meet you there.’


She walked out of the kitchen without looking back.
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Drowning


In the beginning the heavens were only darkness, but Zo came and pushed the darkness away.  When it was gone all that was left behind was Sva, the daughter of the dark. Zo found her comely, and together they set out to rule over everything, and make all right.


—from The Beginnings of Things, The Book of the Trigon


 


DESPITE THE RAIN hissing down all around, spattering on the mossy rocks and drizzling from the branches of the trees that leaned over them like disapproving old men, the boy made no effort to cover himself. As raindrops bounced from his forehead and ran down his face, he barely blinked. Watching him made Ferras Vansen feel more lonely than ever.


What am I doing here? No power of the gods or earth should have been able to lure me back to this mad place. But shame and desire, commingled in a most devastating way, had clearly been more powerful than any gods, because here he was behind the Shadowline again, lost in an unholy forest of crescent-leaved trees and vines sagging with heavy, dripping black blossoms, terrified that if he did lose the boy he would bring even more pain to the Eddons – and more important, to Barrick’s sister, Princess Briony.


Hidden lightning glowed above them and thunder rumbled as the cold torrent grew stronger. Vansen scowled. This storm was too much, he decided: even if it meant another pitched battle with the unresponsive prince, they dared not go any farther today. If they were not struck by lightning or a deathly fever, their horses would surely stumble blindly off a crag and they would die that way – even Barrick’s strange, dark fairy-horse was showing signs of distress, and Vansen’s own mount was within moments of balking completely. No sane person would travel unknown roads in weather like this.


Of course, just now, Barrick Eddon was clearly far from sane; the prince showed no inclination even to slow down, and was almost out of sight.


‘Highness!’ Vansen called above the hiss of rain. ‘If we ride farther we’ll kill the horses, and we won’t survive without them.’ Time was confusing behind the Shadowline, but it seemed they had been riding through this endless gloaming for at least a day. After a terrible battle and a sleepless night spent hiding in the rocks at the edge of the battlefield, Ferras Vansen was already so exhausted he feared he would lose his balance and fall out of his saddle. How could the prince be any less weary?


‘Please, Highness! I do not know where you are going but we will not reach it safely in this weather. Let us make some shelter and rest and wait for the storm to pass.’


To his surprise, Barrick suddenly reined up and sat waiting in the harsh drizzle. The young man did not even resist when Vansen caught up and half yanked him, half helped him out of his saddle, then he sat quietly on a rock like an obedient child while the guard captain did his best, spluttering and cursing, to shape wet branches into some kind of shelter. It was as though only part of the prince were truly present, as though he were living deep inside his own body like an ailing man in a huge house. Barrick Eddon did not look up even when Vansen accidentally scratched his cheek with a pine bough, nor responded to the guardsman’s apologies with anything more than a slow eyeblink.


During his life at the castle Vansen had often thought that the nobility lived in a different world than he and his kind, but never had it seemed more true than this moment.


 


What kind of lackwit are you? Vansen’s tiny fire, only partly protected by the overhanging rock against which he’d set it, hissed and struggled against the horizontal rain. An animal – he prayed it was an animal – howled in the distance, a stuttering screech that made Vansen’s hair stand and prickle. Trigon guard us, will you truly give up your own life for a boy who scarcely knows you’re here?


But he wasn’t doing it for Barrick, not really. He’d nothing against the youth, but it was for the boy’s sister that Vansen feared, whose grief if her twin were lost would break Ferras Vansen’s own heart beyond repair. He had sworn to her he would treat Barrick as though he were his own family – an oath that was foolish in so many ways as to beggar the imagination.


He watched the prince eating one of their last pieces of jerked meat, chewing and staring as absently as a cow in a meadow. Barrick was not merely distracted, he seemed lost in a way Vansen couldn’t quite understand. The boy could hear what Vansen said at least some of the time or he would not have stopped here, and he occasionally looked his companion in the eye as though actually seeing him. A few times he had even spoken, although saying nothing much that Vansen could understand, mostly what the guardsman had begun to think of as elf-talk, the same sort of babble Collum Dyer had spouted when the shadowlands had swallowed his sense. But even at his best moments, the prince was not completely there. It was as though Barrick Eddon were dying – but in the slowest, most peaceful way possible.


With a shudder, Vansen remembered something told to him by one of his Southmarch guardsmen – Geral Kelty, who had been lost in these same lands on Vansen’s last, terrifying visit, vanished along with the merchant Raemon Beck and the others. Kelty had grown up a fisherman’s son on Landsend, and when he was still a boy, he and his father and younger brother had been caught in a sudden violent squall where the bay met the ocean. Their boat tipped over, then was pushed under by a wave and sank with horrifying swiftness, taking their father with it. Kelty and his younger brother had clung to each other, swimming slowly toward the land for a long time, fighting wind and high waves.


Then, with the beach at Coiner’s Point just a short distance away, Kelty told Vansen, his young brother had simply let go and slipped beneath the water.


‘Tired, mayhap,’ Kelty had said, shaking his head, eyes still haunted. ‘Cramped. But he just looked at me, peaceful like, and then let himself slide away like he was getting under his blanket of a night. I think he even smiled.’ Kelty had smiled too as he told this, as if to make up for the tears in his eyes. Vansen had been scarcely able to look at him. They had both been drinking, another payday spent in the Badger’s Boots or one of those other pestholes off Market Square, and it was the time of night when strange things were said, things that were sometimes difficult to forget, although most folk did their best.


Wincing now at the rain that leaked through their pathetic shelter of woven branches and ran down the neck of his cloak, Ferras Vansen wondered if Kelty had seen the same thing in his younger brother’s eyes that Vansen was seeing in Prince Barrick’s, the same inexplicable remoteness. Was Briony’s brother about to die, too? Was he about to surrender himself and drown in the shadowlands?


And if he does? What becomes of me? He had only barely made his way out of the shadowlands the first time, led by the touched girl, Willow. No one, he felt sure, least of all Ferras Vansen, could be that fortunate twice.


 


They had found an open track through the forest, a bit of clear path. Vansen jogged out ahead of the prince, trying to spy out a place where they might stop and spend a few hours of rest in the endless gray twilight. After what must have been several days’ riding, the supplies in his pack had dwindled to almost nothing; if they had to hunt for food, he wanted to do it here, where the dim ghosts of the sun and moon still haunted the sky behind the mists. He could not be certain that whatever animal he caught here would be more ordinary than prey taken deeper behind the Shadowline, but it was one small thing he was determined to do.


Vansen’s horse abruptly shrilled and reared, almost throwing him from the saddle. At first he thought they were being attacked, but the forest was still. His heart slowed a little. As he brought the horse under control he called back to the prince to hold up, then, as he leaned forward to stroke his mount’s neck, trying to soothe the still-frightened animal, he saw the dead thing on the ground.


At first disgust and alarm were mingled with relief, because the creature was no bigger than a child of four or five years and was obviously in no state to do any harm: its head was mostly off, and black blood gleamed all over its chest and belly and on the wet grass where it lay, thinning and running away under the remorseless rain. The more Vansen looked at the corpse, though, the more disturbing he found it. It was like an ape, but with abnormally long fingers and skin like a lizard’s, rough and netted with scales. Knobs of gray bone stuck out through the scaly hide at the joints and along the spine, not injuries but as much a part of it as a cow’s horns or a man’s fingernails. As Vansen examined the dead thing further, he saw that its face was disturbingly manlike, as brown as the rest of its studded hide but covered with smooth, leathery skin. The dark eyes were wide open in a net of wrinkled flesh, and if he had seen only them he would have been sure it was some little old man lying here, though the fanged mouth gave things a different flavor.


Vansen poked hard with his sword but the thing did not move. He guided his horse wide around the corpse, and watched as Barrick’s milky-eyed mount took the same roundabout path. The prince himself did not even look down.


Within moments Vansen saw a second and a third creature, both as dead and bloodied as the first, slashed by a blade or long claws. He reined up, wondering what sort of beast had so easily bested these unpleasant creatures. Was it one of the terrible, sticklike giants that had taken Collum Dyer? Or something worse, something . . . unimaginable? Perhaps even now it watched them from the forest shadows, eyes gleaming . . .


‘Go slowly, Highness,’ he told Barrick, but he might have spoken Xixian for all the notice the youth paid him.


Only a few paces ahead lay another clot of small, knobby corpses in the middle of the trail. Vansen’s horse pulled up, snuffling anxiously. Clearly, it did not want to step over the things, although Barrick’s shadow-bred horse showed no such compunction as it passed him. Vansen groaned and climbed down to clear the trail. He was pushing one of the bodies with his sword, hesitant to touch any of the creatures, when the thing abruptly came to life. Whistling in a horrid way that Vansen only realized later was the mortal slash across its chest sucking air, it managed to climb up his sword and sink its teeth into his arm before he could do more than grunt in shock. He had thought many times of removing his mail shirt – the damp cold had made it seem much more a burden than a benefit – but now he thanked the gods he had kept it. The creature’s teeth did not pierce the Funderling-forged rings, and he was able to smash its wizened face hard enough to dislodge it from his arm. It hit the ground but did not run away, scuttling toward him again, still whistling like a hillman’s pipes with the sack burst.


‘Barrick!’ he shouted, wondering how many more of the creatures might be still alive and lurking, ‘Highness, help me!’ – but the prince was already out of sight down the trail.


Vansen backed away from his horse, not wanting to risk wounding it with a wild swing, and as the little monstrosity leaped up toward his throat he managed to strike it with the flat of his blade, knocking it aside. His heavy sword was not the best weapon, but he did not dare take the time to pull his dagger. Before the hissing thing could get up again he stepped forward and skewered it against the wet ground with his sword, pushing through muscle and gut and crunching bone until his hilt was almost in reach of the creature’s claws, which waved feebly a few times, then curled in death.


Vansen took only a moment to catch his breath and wipe his blade on the wet grass before clambering back up into the saddle, worried about the prince but also irritated. Hadn’t the boy heard him call?


He found Barrick just a short ride ahead, dismounted and staring down at a dozen or more of the hairy creatures, all apparently safely dead this time. In their midst lay a dead horse with its throat torn out and what Vansen at first thought was its equally dead rider lying facedown beside it. The black-haired body was human enough in shape, wrapped in a torn dark cloak and armor of some strange material with a blue-gray tortoiseshell-like finish. Vansen dismounted and cautiously put his hand on the back of the corpse’s neck, in a gap between helmet and armor. To his surprise he could feel movement under his fingers – a slow, labored rise: the rider was breathing. When he turned the victim over and pulled off the disturbing skull helm, he got his second shock. The man had no face.


No, he realized after an instant, still sickened, it does – but that’s no human face. He made the sign of the Three as he fought against a sudden clutch of nausea. There were eyes in that pale, membrane of flesh that stretched between scalp and narrow chin, but because they were shut they had seemed no more than creases of flesh beneath the wide brow, obscured by smears of blood from what looked like a near-mortal gash in the thing’s forehead – the blood, at least, was as red as that which flowed in a godly man. But the rest of the face was as featureless as a drumskin, with no nose or mouth.


The faceless man’s eyes flicked open, eyes red as his smeared blood. They struggled to fix on the guard captain and the prince, then rolled up and the waxy lids fell again.


Vansen staggered to his feet in revulsion and fear. ‘It is one of them. One of the murdering Twilight People.’


‘He belongs to my mistress,’ Barrick said calmly. ‘He wears her mark.’


‘What?’


‘He is injured. See to him. We will stop here.’ Barrick climbed down from his horse and stood waiting, as though what he had said made perfect sense.


‘Forgive me, Highness, but what are you thinking? This is one of the demons who has tried to kill us – tried to kill you. They have destroyed our armies and our towns.’ Vansen sheathed his sword and slipped his dagger from its battered sheath. ‘No, step back and I will slit his gorge. It is a more merciful death than many of our folk have received . . .’


‘Stop.’ Prince Barrick moved forward as if to put his own body between the wounded creature and the killing stroke. Ferras Vansen could only stare in astonishment. Barrick’s eyes were calm and intent – in fact, he seemed closer to his old self than he had since they had crossed the Shadowline – but he was still acting like a madman.


‘Highness, please, I beg of you, stand away. This thing is a murderer of our people. I saw this very creature killing Aldritchmen and Kertewallers like a dog among rats. I cannot let him live.’


‘No, you must let him live,’ Barrick declared. ‘He is on a grave errand.’


‘What? What errand?’


‘I do not know. But I know the signs upon him and I hear the voices they make in my head. If we do not help him, more of . . . our kind will die. Mortals.’ The young prince regent’s hesitation was strange, as if for a moment he had forgotten to which side of the conflict he belonged.


‘But how can you know that? And who is this “mistress” you speak of? Not your sister, surely. Princess Briony would not want you to do any of these things.’


Barrick shook his head. ‘Not my sister, no. The great lady who found me and commanded me. She is one of the highest. She looked at me and . . . and knew me. Now help him, please.’ For a moment the prince’s gaze became even clearer, but a hard look of pain and loss came too, like ice forming on a shallow pond. ‘I do not . . . do not know what to do. How to do it. You must.’


Vansen stared at Barrick. Barrick stared back. The boy would not let him kill this monster without a fight, he’d made that clear. Vansen had already tried several times to sway Barrick from these strange, spellbound moods but had found no way to do it without harming him, so fierce was his resistance. It would be bad enough to face Briony Eddon if he allowed the boy to come to harm – how much worse if it was Vansen himself who hurt the prince?


He cursed under his breath and sheathed his sword, then began to remove the creature’s strange shell-like armor, which, considering the cold, wet day, was warmer to the touch than if it had been metal or anything else decent. Cursed black magic – I should never have come here again. Every hour, it seemed, some new and unwholesome choice was put before him. Instead of a soldier, I should have been a king’s poison-taster, he thought bleakly. At least then I wouldn’t have survived to see the outcome of my failures.


 


He had been adrift in the depths of his own being for so long that only now, as he was finally nearing the surface again, did Barrick Eddon begin to understand how completely he had been lost.


From the moment that the fairy-woman’s eye had caught and held his own he had lost the sequence of everything. From that astounding instant when he had lain stunned and helpless as the giant’s club had swung up, but death had not followed, all the moments of his life, strung in ordered sequence like Kanjja pearls on a necklace, had suddenly flown apart, as if someone had broken the string and dumped those precious pearls into swirling water. His childhood, his dreams, barely recognized faces and even all the moments of Briony and his father and family, the army of Shadowline demons, a million more glittering instants, had all become discontinuous and simultaneous, and Barrick had floated among them like a drowning man watching his own last bubbles.


In fact, for a while the most clear-thinking part of him had been certain he was dead, that the giant’s club had fallen, that the spiky porcupine woman and her fierce, all-knowing gaze had been nothing but a last momentary glimpse of the living world before it was torn from him, a glimpse which had expanded into an entire, shadowy imitation of life, another bubble to observe, another loose pearl.


Now he knew better – now he could think again. But even though he could feel the wind and rain on his face once more, even though he again had a sense of life unrolling moment by moment instead of surrounding him in a disordered whirl, it was all still very strange.


For one thing, although he could no longer remember the important thing the fairy-woman had told him, he knew that he could no more go against her wishes than he could sprout wings and fly away, just as he had known that her servant, the faceless one they had discovered, must be saved. But how could it be that someone could command him and he could not say the reason or remember the command?


Even the few things in his life that had once given Barrick comfort now seemed distant – his home, his family, his pastimes, the things he had clung to throughout his youth, when he had often feared he would go mad. But at this moment, of all of it, only Briony still seemed entirely real – she was in his heart and it seemed now that not even his own death would dislodge her. He felt he would carry her memory even into the darkest house, right to the foot of Kernios’ throne, but all the other things that he had been taught were so important were revealed to be only beads on a fraying string.


 


Ferras Vansen did not notice the wounded fairy wake. For hours the creature had lain deathlike and limp, eyes shut, then he suddenly discovered the red stare burning out at him from that awful, freakish face.


Something pressed behind his eyes, a painful intrusion that buzzed in his head like a trapped hornet. He took a step back, wondering what magic this shadow-thing was using to attack him, but the scarlet eyes widened and the buzzing abruptly faded, leaving only a trace of confused inquiry like a voice heard in the last moments of sleep.


‘I cannot really tell him,’ Prince Barrick said. ‘Can you?’


‘Tell . . . ? What do you mean?’ Vansen eyed the fairy, who still lay with his head propped on a saddlebag, looking weak and listless. If he was preparing to spring he was hiding it well.


‘Didn’t you hear him?’ But now Barrick seemed confused, rubbing his head and grimacing as though it hurt. ‘He said he wants to know why we saved him, our enemy. But I don’t know why we did it – I can hardly remember.’


‘You told me we had to, Highness – don’t you remember?’ Vansen paused. Somehow, he was being pulled into the madness as well, just when he could not afford to lose his grip on sanity – not here behind the Shadowline. ‘But what do you mean, “said”? He said nothing, Prince Barrick. He has only just woken and he said nothing.’


‘Ah, but he did, although I could not understand all of it.’ Barrick leaned forward, watching the stranger intently. ‘Who are you? Why do I know you?’


The Twilight man stared back. Vansen again felt something pressing behind his eyes and his ears began to ache as though he had held his breath too long.


‘Surely you heard that.’ Barrick had closed his eyes, as if listening to fascinating music.


‘Highness, he said nothing! For the love of Perin Skyfather, he has no mouth!’


The prince’s eyes popped open. ‘Nevertheless, he speaks and I hear him. He is called Gyir the Storm Lantern. He is on a mission to the king of his people, the ones we call the fairy folk. Lady Yasammez, his mistress, has sent him.’ Barrick shook his head. ‘I did not know her name before now, but she is my mistress, too. Yasammez.’ For a moment his face clouded as if he remembered a terrible pain. ‘I should love her, but I do not.’


‘Love her? Who are you talking of? That she-dragon who led the enemy? That spiky bitch with the white sword? May the gods save us, Prince Barrick, she must have put some kind of evil spell on you!’


The red-haired boy shook his head again, forcefully this time. ‘No. That is not true. I do not know how I know, or . . . or even what I know, but I know that isn’t the truth. She revealed things to me. Her eye found me and she laid a task on me.’ He turned to the one he had named Gyir, who was watching with the bright, sullen glare of a caged fox. For a moment, Barrick sounded like his old self. ‘Tell me, why has she chosen me? What does she want, your mistress?’


There was no reply that Vansen could hear, only the pressure in his head again, but more gentle this time.


‘But you are high in her confidences,’ said Barrick, as if carrying on an ordinary conversation. ‘You are her right hand.’


Whatever answer he thought he heard, though, it brought the young prince no happiness. He waved his hand in frustration, then turned back to the fire, refusing to speak more.


Ferras Vansen stared at the impossible creature. Gyir, if that was truly his name and not some madness of the prince’s, did not seem disposed to move, let alone to try to escape. The huge welt on the creature’s forehead still seeped blood, and he had other ugly wounds that Vansen felt sure were bites from the strange lizard-apes, but even so the dalesman could not imagine sleeping while this monstrosity lay just on the other side of the fire. Could the prince really talk to him? And how did a thing like that survive, with no mouth or nose? It seemed utter madness. How did it breathe, how did it eat?


I am trapped in a nightmare, he thought, and it grows worse with each passing hour. Now we have invited a murderous enemy to share our fire. He propped himself against an uncomfortable tree root in the hopes it would keep him awake and alert. A waking nightmare, and all I want to do is sleep . . .


 


The rain had abated when Vansen woke, but water still drizzled from the trees, pattering on the thick carpet of fallen leaves and needles like a thousand muffled footsteps. There was light, but only the usual directionless gray glow.


Vansen groaned. He hated this place. He had hoped never to see this side of the Shadowline again, but instead – as though the gods had heard his wish and decided to play a cruel joke – it seemed he could not stay out of it.


He started up suddenly, realizing he had drowsed when he had been determined not to – with one of the deadly Twilight folk in their camp! He clambered to his feet, but the strange creature known as Gyir was asleep: with most of his faceless head shrouded in his dark cloak, he looked almost like a true man.


The prince was also sleeping, but a superstitious fear made Vansen crawl across the sodden carpet of dead leaves that separated them so that he could get a closer look. All was well: Barrick’s chest rose and fell. Vansen stared at the youth’s pale face, the skin so white that even by firelight he could see the blue veins beneath the surface. For a moment he felt unutterably weary and defeated. How could he possibly keep one frail child – and a mad one at that – safe in the midst of so much strangeness, so much peril?


I promised his sister. I gave my word. Even here, surely, at the end of the world, a man’s pledge meant something – perhaps everything. If not, the world tottered, the skies fell, the gods turned their back on meaning.


 


‘Gyir will ride with me,’ Barrick announced.


The Twilight man stirred, beginning to wake, or at least beginning to show that he was awake. Vansen leaned closer to the prince so he could speak quietly. ‘Highness, I beg of you, think again. I do not know what magic has possessed you, but what possible reason could you have to take this enemy with us – a creature whose race is bent on destroying all our kind?’


Barrick only shook his head, almost sadly. ‘I cannot explain it to you, Vansen. I know what I must do, and it is something far more important than you can understand. I may not understand it all myself, but I know this is true.’ The prince looked more animated than he had since they had first ridden from Southmarch weeks before. ‘And I know just as clearly that this man Gyir must complete his task as well. He will ride with me. Now give him his armor and his sword back. These are dangerous lands.’


‘What? No, Highness – he will not have his sword, even if you call me traitor!’


Gyir had awakened. Vansen saw an expression on the creature’s featureless face that almost seemed like amusement – a drooping of the eyelids, a slow turn away from Vansen’s scrutiny. It enraged him, but also made him wonder again at how the creature lived at all, how it ate and breathed. If it could not make a recognizable expression on the curved skin of its face, how did it communicate to others? The prince certainly seemed to think he understood him.


 


Gyir chose to retain his thundercloud-blue breastplate and his helmet, but left the rest of his armor where it had been thrown. Already the grass seemed to be covering it over. The tall fairy sat behind Barrick on the strange dark horse the prince had brought from the battlefield. The tall Twilight demon Gyir could snap the boy’s neck in an instant if he chose, but Barrick seemed undisturbed to have him so near. Together they looked like some two-headed monstrosity out of an old wall-painting, and Vansen could not help superstitiously making the sign of the Three, but if this invocation of the true gods bothered Gyir in any way, he gave no sign of it.


‘Where are we going exactly, Highness?’ Vansen asked wearily. He had lost command of this journey long ago – there was no sense in pretending otherwise.


‘That way,’ Barrick said, pointing. ‘Toward high M’aarenol.’


How the prince could claim to see some foreign landmark in this confounding eternal twilight was more than Ferras Vansen could guess. Gyir now turned his ember-red eyes toward Vansen, and for a moment he could almost hear a voice inside his skull, as though the wind had blown a handful of words there without him hearing them first – words that were not words, that were almost pictures.


A long way, the words seemed to say. A long, dangerous way.


Ferras Vansen could think of nothing to do but shake the reins, turn his horse, and ride out in the direction Barrick had indicated. Vansen had lost his mind to madness once before in this place, or as near to it as he could imagine. Perhaps madness was simply something he would have to learn to live in, as a fish could live in water without drowning.
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Night Noises


O my children, listen! In the beginning all was dry and empty and fruitless. Then the light came and brought life to the nothingness, and of this light were born the gods, and all the earth’s joys and sorrows. This is truth I tell you.


—from The Revelations of Nushash, Book One


 


THE FACE WAS COLD and emotionless, the skin pale and bloodless as Akaris marble, but it was the eyes that terrified Chert most: they seemed to glare with an inner fire, like red sunset knifing down through a crack in the world’s ceiling.


‘Who are you to meddle in the gods’ affairs?’ she demanded. ‘You are the least of your people – less than a man. You betray the Mysteries without apology or prayer or ritual. You cannot even protect your own family. When the day comes that Urrigijag the Thousand-Eyed awakes, how will you explain yourself to him? Why should he take you before the Lord of the Hot Wet Stone to be judged and then welcomed, as the righteous are welcomed when their tools are at last set down? Will he not simply cast you into the void of the Stoneless Spaces to lament forever . . . ?’


And he could feel himself falling already, tumbling into that endless emptiness. He tried to scream, but no sound would come from his airless throat.


Chert sat up in bed, panting, sweat beading on his face even in the midst of a chilly night. Opal made a grumbling sound and reclaimed some of the blanket, then rolled over, putting her back to her annoying, restless husband.


Why should that face haunt his dream? Why should the grim noblewoman who had commanded the Twilight army – who in actuality had regarded Chert as though he were nothing more than a beetle on the tabletop – rail at him about the gods? She had not even really spoken to him, let alone made accusations that were so painful it felt as though they had been chiseled into his heart and could not be effaced.


I can’t even protect my family – it’s true. My wife cries every evening after Flint has fallen asleep – the boy who no longer recognizes us. And all because I let him go dashing off and could not find him until it was too late. At least that’s what Opal thinks.


Not that she said any such thing. His wife was aware of the weapon her tongue could be, and since that strange and terrible time a tennight gone, she had never once blamed him. Perhaps I am the only one blaming me, he thought, perhaps that is what the dream means. He wished he could believe that were true.


A quiet noise suddenly caught his attention. He held his breath, listening. For the first time he realized that what had awakened him was not the fearfulness of the dream but a dim comprehension of something out of the ordinary. There it was again – a muffled scrabbling sound like a mouse in the wall. But the walls of Funderling houses were stone, and even if they had been made of wood like the big folks’ flimsy dwellings, it would be a brave mouse indeed that would brave the sovereign territory of Opal Blue Quartz.


Is it the boy? Chert’s heart flopped again. Is he dying from those strange vapors we breathed in the depths? Flint had never been well since coming back, sleeping away most days, speechless as a newborn much of the time he was awake, staring at his foster parents as though he were a trapped animal and they his captors – the single thing that tore most at Opal’s heart.


Chert rolled out of bed, trying not to wake his wife. He padded into the other room, scarcely feeling the cold stone against his tough soles. The boy looked much as always, asleep with his mouth open and his arms cast wide, half on his stomach as though he were swimming, the covers kicked away. Chert paused first to lay a hand on Flint’s ribs to be reassured by his breathing, then felt the boy’s forehead for signs that the fever had returned. As he leaned close in the darkness he heard the noise again – a strange, slow scratching, as though some ancient Funderling ancestor from the days before burning were digging his way up toward the living.


Chert stood, his heart now beating very swiftly indeed. The sound came from the front room. An intruder? One of the burning-eyed Twilight folk, an assassin sent because the stony she-general now regretted letting him go? For a moment he felt his heart would stutter and stop, but his thoughts kept racing. The entire castle was in turmoil because of the events of Winter’s Eve, and Funderling Town itself was full of mistrustful whispers – might it be someone who feared the strange child Chert and Opal had brought home? It seemed unlikely it was someone planning thievery – the crime was almost unknown in Funderling Town, a place where everyone knew everyone else, where the doors were heavy and the locks made with all the cunning that generations of stone and metal-workers could bring to bear.


The front room was empty, nothing amiss except the supper dishes still sitting on the table, ample witness to Opal’s unhappiness and lethargy. In Endekamene, the previous month, she would have dragged herself across the house on two broken legs rather than risk a morning visitor seeing the previous night’s crockery still unwashed, but since Flint’s disappearance and strange return, his wife seemed barely able to muster the energy to do anything but sit by the child’s bedside, red-eyed.


Chert heard the dry scratching again, and this time he could tell it came from outside the front door: something or someone was trying to get in.


A thousand superstitious fears hurried through his brain as he went to where his tools were hanging on the wall and took out his sharpest pick, called a shrewsnout. Surely nothing could get through that door unless he opened it – he and Opal’s brother had worked for days to shape the heavy oak, and the iron hinges were the finest product of Metal House craftsmen. He even considered going back to bed, leaving the problem for the morning, or for whatever other householder the scratching burglar might visit next, but he could not rid himself of a memory of little Beetledown, the Rooftopper who had almost died helping Chert look for Flint. The castle above was in chaos, with troops in Tolly livery ranging everywhere to search for any information about the astonishing kidnapping of Princess Briony. What if Beetledown was now the one who needed help? What if the little man was out there on Chert’s doorstep, trying desperately to make his presence known in a world of giants?


Weapon held high, Chert Blue Quartz took a breath and opened the door. It was surprisingly dark outside – a darkness he had never seen in the night streets of Funderling Town. He squeezed the handle of his pick until his palm hurt, the tool he could wield for an hour straight without a tremor now quivering as his hand shook.


‘Who is there?’ Chert whispered into the darkness. ‘Show yourself!’


Something groaned, or even growled, and for the first time the terrified Chert could see that it was not black outside because the darklights of Funderling Town had gone out, but because a huge shape was blocking his doorway, shadowing everything. He stepped back, raising the shrewsnout to strike at this monster, but missed his blow as the thing lunged through the door and knocked him sideways. Still, even though he had failed to hit it, the intruding shape collapsed in the doorway. It groaned again, and Chert raised the pick, his heart hammering with terror. A round, pale face looked up at him, grime-smeared but quite recognizable in the light that now spilled in through the doorway.


Chaven, the royal physician, lifted hands turned into filthy paws by crusted, blackened bandages. ‘Chert . . . ?’ he rasped. ‘Is that you? I’m afraid . . . I’m afraid I’ve left blood all over your door. . . .’


 


The morning was icy, the stones of Market Square slippery. The silent people gathered outside the great Trigonate temple of Southmarch seemed a single frozen mass, packed shoulder to shoulder in front of the steps, wrapped in cloaks and blankets against the bitterly cold winds off the sea.


Matty Tinwright watched the solemn-faced nobles and dignitaries as they emerged from the high-domed temple. He desperately wanted a drink. A cup of mulled wine – or better, two or three cups! – something to warm his chilled bones and heart, something to smear the hard, cold edges of the day into something more acceptable. But of course the taverns were closed and the castle kitchens had been emptied out, every lord, lady, serving maid, and scullion commanded to stand here in the cold and listen to the pronouncements of their new masters.


Mostly new, at least: Lord Constable Avin Brone stood with the others at the top of the steps, big as ever – bigger even, since the dark clothes and heavy cloak he wore made him look like something that should be on creaking wooden wheels instead of boots, some monstrous machine for knocking down the walls of besieged castles. Brone’s presence, more than all else, had quelled any doubts Tinwright might have had about the astonishing events of the last days. Surely King Olin’s most solid friend and most trusted servitor would not stand up beside Hendon Tolly if (as some whispered) there had been foul dealing in Princess Briony’s disappearance. Tinwright had not forgotten his own encounter with Brone – surely not even the Tollys of Summerfield would dare make that man angry!


The skirl of the temple musicians’ flutes died away, the last censer was swung – already the smoke was vanishing, shredded by the hard, cold breeze – and, after a ragged flourish of trumpets from the shivering heralds, Avin Brone took a few steps forward to the edge of the steps and looked down at the gathered castle folk.


‘You have heard many things in these last days.’ His great bull-bellow of a voice carried far across the crowd. ‘Confused times breed confused stories, and these have been some of the most confusing times any of us have seen in our lifetimes.’ Brone lifted a broad hand. ‘Quiet! Listen well! First, it is true that Princess Briony Eddon has been taken, apparently by the criminal Shaso dan-Heza, the traitor who was once master of arms. We have searched for days, but there is no sign of either of them within the walls of Southmarch. We are praying for the princess’ safe return, but I assure you we are not merely leaving it up to the gods.’


The murmuring began again, louder. ‘Where is the prince?’ someone near the front shouted. ‘Where is her brother?’


Brone’s shoulders rose and he balled his fists. ‘Silence! Must you all jabber like Xandy savages? Hear my words and you will learn something. Prince Barrick was with Tyne of Blueshore and the others, fighting the invaders at Kolkan’s Field. We have had no word from Tyne for days, and the survivors who have made their way back can tell us little.’ Several in the crowd looked out across the narrow strait toward the city, still now and apparently empty. They had all heard the singing and the drums that echoed there at night, and had seen the fires. ‘We hold out hope, of course, but for now we must assume our prince is lost, killed or captured. It is in the hands of the gods.’ Brone paused at the uprush of sound, the cries and curses which started out low but quickly began to swell. When he spoke again his voice was still loud, but not as clear and composed as it had been; that by itself helped still the crowd. ‘Please! Remember, Olin is still king here in Southmarch! He may be imprisoned in the south, but he is still king – and his line still survives!’ He pointed to a young woman standing next to Hendon Tolly, plump and plain – a wet nurse holding what was apparently an infant, although it could have been an empty tangle of blankets for all Matt Tinwright could make it out. ‘See, there is the king’s youngest,’ Brone declared, ‘– a new son, born on Winter’s Eve! Queen Anissa lives. The child is healthy. The Eddon line survives.’


Now Brone waved his hands, imploring the crowd for quiet rather than ordering them, and Tinwright could not help wondering at how this man who had terrified him down to the soles of his feet could have changed so, as if something inside of him had torn and not been fully mended.


But why should that surprise? Briony, our gracious, wonderful princess, is gone, and young Barrick is doubtless dead, killed by those supernatural monsters. Tinwright’s poetic soul could feel the romantic correctness of that, the symmetry of the lost twins, but could not work up as much sympathy for the brother. He truly, truly missed Briony, and feared for her – she had been Matt Tinwright’s champion. Barrick, on the other hand, had never hidden his contempt.


Brone now gave way to Hendon Tolly, who was dressed in unusually somber attire – somber for him, anyway – black hose, gray tunic, and fur-lined black cloak, his clothes touched here and there with hints of gold and emerald. Hendon was known as one of the leading blades of fashion north of the great court at Tessis. Tinwright, who admired him without liking him, had always been sensitive to the nuances of dress among those above his own station, and thought the youngest Tolly brother seemed to be enjoying his new role as sober guardian of the populace.


Hendon raised his hand, which was mostly hidden by the long ruff on his sleeve. His thin, usually mobile face was a mask of refined sorrow. ‘We Tollys share the same ancient blood as the Eddons – King Olin is my uncle as well as my liegelord, and despite the bull on our shield, the wolf blood runs in our veins. We swear we will protect his young heir with every drop of that blood.’ Hendon lowered his head for a moment as if in prayer, or perhaps merely overcome by humility at the weight of his task. ‘We have all been pained by great loss this terrible winter, we Tollys most of all, because we have also lost our brother Gailon, the duke. But fear not! My other brother, Caradon, the new duke of Summerfield, has sworn that the ties between our houses will become even stronger.’ Hendon Tolly straightened. ‘Many of you are frightened because of worrisome news from the battlefield and the presence of our enemy from the north – the enemy that even now waits at our doorstep, just across the bay. I have heard some speak of a siege. I say to you, what siege?’ He swept his arm toward the haunted, silent city beyond the water, sleeve flaring like a crow’s wing. ‘Not an arrow, not a stone has passed our walls. I see no enemy – do you? It could be that someday these goblins will come against us, but it is more likely that they have seen the majesty of the walls of Southmarch and their hearts have grown faint. Otherwise, why would they give no sign of their presence?’


A murmur drifted up from the crowd, but it seemed, for the first time, to have something of hope in it. Hendon Tolly sensed it and smiled.


‘And even if they did, how will they defeat us, my fellow Southmarchers? We cannot be starved, not as long as we have our harbor and good neighbors. And already my brother the duke is sending men to help protect this castle and all who dwell in it. Never fear, Olin’s heir will someday sit proudly on Olin’s throne!’


Now a few cheers broke out from the heartened crowd, although in the windswept square it did not make a very heroic sound. Still, even Matt Tinwright found himself reassured.


I may not like the man overmuch, but imagine the trouble we would have been in if Hendon Tolly and his soldiers had not been here! There would have been riots and all manner of madness. Still, he had not slept well ever since hearing about the supernatural creatures on their doorstep, and he noticed that Tolly, for all his confidence, had said nothing about rooting the shadow folk out of the abandoned city.


Hierarch Sisel now came forth to bless the crowd on behalf of the Trigonate gods. As the hierarch intoned the ritual of Perin’s Forgiveness, Lord Tolly – the castle’s new protector – fell into deep conversation with Tirnan Havemore, the new castellan. The king’s old counselor Nynor had retired from his position, and Havemore, who had been Avin Brone’s factor, had been the surprising choice to replace him. Tinwright could not resist looking at the man with envy. To rise so quickly, and to such importance! Brone must have been very pleased with him to give him such honor. But as Avin Brone now watched Tolly and Havemore, Tinwright could not help thinking he did not look either pleased or proud. Tinwright shrugged. There were always intrigues at court. It was the way of the world.


And perhaps there is a place for me there, too, he thought hopefully, even without my beloved patroness. Perhaps if I make myself noticed, I too will be lifted up.


Turning, the blessing forgotten, Matty Tinwright began to work his way out through the crowd, thinking of ways his own splendid light might be revealed to those in the new Southmarch who would recognize its gleam.


 


To her credit, Opal handled the discovery of a bleeding, burned man twice her size sprawling on her floor with no little grace.


‘Oh!’ she said, peering out from the sleeping room, ‘What’s this? I’m not dressed. Are you well, Chert?’


‘I am well, but this friend is not. He has wounds that need tending . . .’


‘Don’t touch him! I’ll be out in a moment.’


At first Chert thought she feared for her dear husband, that he might take some contagion from their wounded visitor, or that the injured man, in pain and delirium, might lash out like a dying animal. After some consideration, though, he realized that Opal didn’t trust him not to make things worse.


‘The boy’s still asleep,’ she said as she emerged, still pulling her wrap around herself. ‘He had another poor night. What’s this, then? Who is this big fellow and why is he here at this hour?’


‘It is Chaven, the royal physician. I’ve told you about him. As to why . . .’


‘Crawled.’ Chaven’s laugh was dry and painful to hear. ‘Crawled across the castle in darkness . . . to here. I need help with my . . . my wounds. But I cannot stay. You are in danger if I do.’


‘Nobody’s in anywhere near as much danger as you, looking at those burns,’ Opal said, scowling at the physician’s pitiful, crusted hands. ‘Hurry, bring me some water and my herb-basket, old man, and be quiet about it. We don’t need the boy underfoot as well.’


Chert did as he was told.


By the time Opal had finished cleaning Chaven’s burns with weak brine, covered them with poultices of moss paste, and begun to bind them with clean cloth, the wounded physician was asleep, his chin bumping against his chest every time she pulled a bandage snug.


Opal stood and looked down at her handiwork. ‘Is he trustworthy?’ she asked quietly.


‘He is the best of the big folk I know.’


‘That doesn’t answer my question, you old fool.’


Chert couldn’t help smiling. ‘I’m glad to see the difficulties we’ve been through lately haven’t cost you your talent for endearments, my sweet. Who can say? The whole world up there is topsy-turvy. Up there? We have a child of the big folk living in our own house who plays some part in this war with the fairy folk. Everything has gone mad both upground and here.’


‘Injured or not, I won’t have the fellow in the house unless you tell me he can be trusted. We have a child to think of.’


Chert sighed. ‘He is one of the best men I know, ordinary or big. And he might understand something of what’s happened to Flint.’


Opal nodded. ‘Right. He’ll sleep for hours – he drank a whole cup of mossbrew, and he can’t have much blood left to mix it with. We’d best get what sleep we can ourselves.’


‘You are a marvel,’ he told her as they climbed back under the blanket. ‘All these years and I still cannot believe my luck.’


‘I can’t believe your luck, either.’ But she sounded at least a little pleased. Better than that, Chert had seen in her eyes as she tended the doctor’s wounds something he had not seen there since he had brought Flint back home – purpose. It was worth a great deal of risk to see his good wife become something like herself again.


 


Chaven could barely hold the bread in his hands, but he ate like a dog who had been shut for days in an abandoned cottage. Which, as he began to tell Chert and Opal his story, was not so far from the truth.


‘I have been hiding in the tunnels just outside my own house.’ He paused to wipe his face with his sleeve, trying to dab away some of the water that had escaped his clumsy handling of the cup. ‘The secret door, Chert, the one you know – there is a panel that comes out of the wall of the inside hallway and hides the door from prying eyes. I closed that behind me and went to ground in the tunnels like a hunted fox. I managed to bring a water bottle that had gone with me on my last journey, but had no time to find food.’


‘Eat more, then,’ Chert said, ‘– but slowly. Why should you be hiding? What has happened to the world up there? We hear stories, and even if they are only half true or less, they are still astonishing and terrifying – the fairy folk defeating our army, the princess and her brother dead or run away . . .’


‘Briony has not run away,’ said Chaven, scowling. ‘I would stake my life on that. In fact, I already have.’


Chert shook his head, lost. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘It is a long tale, and as full of madness as anything you have heard about fairy armies . . .’


Opal stood abruptly as a noise came from behind them. Flint, pale and bleary-eyed, stood in the doorway. ‘What are you doing out of bed?’ she demanded.


The boy looked at her, his face chillingly dull. With all the things that had been strange or even frightening about him before, Chert could not help thinking, this lifeless, disinterested look was worse by far. ‘Thirsty.’


‘I’ll bring you in water, child. You are not ready to be out of bed yet, so soon after the fever has passed.’ She gave Chert and Chaven a significant glance. ‘Keep your voices down,’ she told them.


Chaven had barely begun to describe the bizarre events of Winter’s Eve when Opal returned from getting Flint back into bed, so he started again. His tale, which would have been an incredible one coming from the mouth of someone recently returned from exotic foreign lands, let alone the familiar precincts of Southmarch, would have been impossible to believe had it not been Chaven himself speaking, a man Chert knew to be not just honest, but rigorously careful about what he knew and did not know, about what could be proved or only surmised. ‘Built on bedrock,’ as Chert’s father had always said of someone trustworthy, ‘not on sand, sliding this way and that with every shrug of the Elders.’


‘So do you think that this Tolly villain had something to do with the southern witch, Selia?’ Chert asked. ‘With the death of poor Prince Kendrick and the attack on the princess?’ From his one brief meeting with her, Chert had a proprietorial fondness for Briony Eddon, and already loathed Hendon Tolly and his entire family with an unquenchable hatred.


‘I can’t say, but the snatches of conversation I heard from him and his guards made them sound just as surprised as me. But their treachery to the royal family cannot be questioned, nor their desire to murder me, a witness of what really happened.’


‘They truly would have killed you?’ asked Opal.


‘Definitely, had I remained to be killed,’ Chaven said with a pained smile. ‘As I hid from them in the Tower of Spring, I heard Hendon Tolly telling his minions that I was by no means to survive my capture – that he would reward the man who finished me.’


‘Elders!’ breathed Opal. ‘The castle’s in the hands of bandits and murderers!’


‘For the moment, certainly. Without Princess Briony or her brother, I see no way to change things.’ All the talking had tired the physician; he seemed barely able to keep his head up.


‘We must get you to one of the powerful lords,’ Chert said. ‘Someone still loyal to the king, who will protect you until your story is told.’


‘Who is left? Tyne Aldritch is dead in Kolkan’s Field, Nynor retreated to his country house in fear,’ Chaven said flatly. ‘And Avin Brone seems to have made his own peace with the Tollys. I trust no one.’ He shook his head as if it were a heavy stone he had carried too long. ‘And worst of all, the Tollys have taken my house, my splendid observatory!’


‘But why would they do that? Do they think you’re still hiding there?’


‘No. They want something, and I fear I know what. They are tearing things apart – I could hear them through the walls from my tunnel hiding-places – searching. Searching . . . ‘


‘Why? For what?’


Chaven groaned. ‘Even if I am right about what they seek, I am not certain why they want it – but I am frightened, Chert. There is more afoot here and in the world outside than simply a struggle for the throne of the March Kingdoms.’


Chert suddenly realized that Chaven did not know the story of his own adventures, about the inexplicable events surrounding the boy in the other room. ‘There is more,’ he said suddenly. ‘Now you must rest, but later I will tell you of our own experiences. I met the Twilight folk. And the boy got into the Mysteries.’


‘What? Tell me now!’


‘Let the poor man sleep.’ Opal sounded weary, too, or perhaps just weighed down again with unhappiness. ‘He is weak as a weanling.’


‘Thank you . . .’ Chaven said, barely able to form words. ‘But . . . I must hear this tale . . . immediately. I said once that I feared what the moving of the Shadowline might mean. But now I think I feared . . . too little.’ His head sagged, nodded. ‘Too little . . .’ he sighed, ‘. . . and too . . . late . . .’ Within a few breaths he was asleep, leaving Chert and Opal to stare at each other, eyes wide with apprehension and confusion.
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The Hada-d’in-Mozan


The greatest offspring of Void and Light was Daystar, and by his shining all was better known and the songs had new shapes. And in this new light Daystar found Bird Mother and together they engendered many things, children, and music, and ideas. But all beginnings contain their own endings.


When the Song of All was much older, Daystar lost his own song and went away into the sky to sing only of the sun. Bird Mother did not die, though her grief was mighty, but instead she birthed a great egg, and from it the beautiful twins Breeze and Moisture came forth to scatter the seeds of living thought, to bring the earth sustenance and fruitfulness.


—from One Hundred Considerations out of the Qar’s Book of Regret


 


A STORM SWEPT IN from the ocean in the wake of the setting sun, but although cold rain pelted them and the little boat pitched until Briony felt quite ill, the air was actually warmer than it had been on their first trip across Brenn’s Bay. It was still, however, a chilly, miserable journey.


Winter, Briony thought ruefully. Only a fool would lose her throne and be forced to run for her life in this fatal season. The Tollys won’t need to kill me – I’ll probably drown myself, or simply freeze. She was even more worried about Shaso soaking in the cold rain so soon after his fever had broken, but as usual the old man showed less evidence of discomfort than a stone statue. That was reassuring, at least: if he was well enough for his stiff-necked pride to rule him, he had unquestionably improved.


By comparison, the Skimmer girl Ena seemed neither to be made miserable by the storm nor to bear it bravely – in fact, she hardly seemed to notice it. Her hood was back and she rowed with the ease and carelessness of someone steering a punt through the gentle waters of a summertime lake. They owed this Skimmer girl much, Briony knew: without her knowledge of the bay and its tides they would have had little hope of escape.


I shall reward her well. Of course, just now the daughter of Southmarch’s royal family had nothing to give.


The worst of the storm soon passed, though the high waves lingered. The monotony of the trip, the continuous pattering of rain on Briony’s hooded cloak and the rocking of the swells, kept dropping her into a dreamy near-sleep and a fantasy of the day when she would ride back into Southmarch, greeted with joy by her people and . . . and who else? Barrick was gone and she could not think too much about his absence just yet: it was as though she had sustained a dreadful wound and dared not look at it until it had been tended, for fear she would faint away and die by the roadside without reaching help. But who else was left? Her father was still a prisoner in far-off Hierosol. Her stepmother, Anissa, although perhaps not an enemy if her servant’s murderous treachery had been nothing to do with her, was still not really a friend, and certainly no mother. What other people did Briony treasure, or even care about? Avin Brone? He was too stern, too guarded. Who else?


For some reason, the guard captain Ferras Vansen came to her mind – but that was nonsense! What was he to her, with his ordinary face and his ordinary brown hair and his posture so carefully correct it almost seemed like a kind of swagger? If she recognized now that he had not been as guilty in the death of her older brother as she had once felt, he was still nothing to her – a common soldier, a functionary, a man who no doubt thought little beyond the barracks and the tavern, and likely spent what spare time he had putting his hands up the dresses of tavern wenches.


Still, it was odd that she should see his thoughtful face just now, that she should think of him so suddenly, and almost fondly . . .


Merolanna. Of course – dear old Auntie’Lanna! Briony’s great-aunt would be there for any triumphant return. But what must she be feeling now? Briony abruptly felt a kind of panic steal over her. Poor Auntie! She must be mad with grief and worry, both twins gone, the whole order of life overtuned. But Merolanna would persevere, of course. She would hold together for the sake of others, for the sake of the family, even for the sake of Olin’s newborn son, Anissa’s child. Briony pushed away a pang of jealousy. What else should her great-aunt do? She would be protecting the Eddons as best she could.


Oh, Auntie, I will give you such a hug when I come back, it will almost crack your bones! And I’ll kiss your old cheeks pink! You will be so astonished! The duchess would cry of course – she always did for happy things, scarcely ever for sad. And you’ll be so proud of me. ‘You wise girl,’ you’ll say to me. ‘Just what your father would have done. And so brave . . . !’


Briony nodded and drowsed, thinking about that day to come, so easy to imagine in every way except how it might actually come to pass.


 


They reached the hilly north Marrinswalk coast just as the rising sun warmed the storm clouds from black to bruised gray, rowing across the empty cove to within a few yards of the shore. Briony bunched the homespun skirt Ena had given her around her thighs and helped the Skimmer girl guide the hull up onto the wet sand. The wind was stingingly cold, the saltgrass and beach heather along the dunes rippling as if in imitation of the shallow wavelets frothing on the bay.


‘Where are we?’ she asked.


Shaso wrung water out of his saggy clothes. Just as Briony had been clothed in Ena’s spares, he wore one of Turley’s baggy, salt-bleached shirts and a pair of the Skimmer’s plain, knee-length breeches. As he surveyed the surrounding hills, his leathery, wrinkled face gaunt from his long imprisonment, Shaso dan-Heza looked like some ancient spirit dressed in a child’s castoff clothing. ‘Somewhere not far from Kinemarket, I’d say, about three or four days’ walk from Oscastle.’


‘Kinemarket is that way.’ Ena pointed east. ‘On the far side of these hills, south of the coast road. You could be there before the sun lifts over the top.’


‘Only if we start walking,’ said Shaso.


‘What on earth will we do in Kinemarket?’ Briony had never been there, but knew it was a small town with a yearly fair that paid a decent amount of revenue to the throne. She also dimly remembered that some river passed through it or near it. In any case, it might as well have been named Tiny or Unimportant as far as she was concerned just now. ‘There’s nothing there!’


‘Except food – and we will need some of that, don’t you think?’ said Shaso. ‘We cannot travel without eating and I am not so well-honed in my skills that I can trap or kill dinner for us. Not until I mend a bit and find my legs, anyway.’


‘Where are we going after that?’


‘Toward Oscastle.’


‘Why?’


‘Enough questions.’ He gave her a look that would have made most people quail, but Briony was not so easily put off.


‘You said you would make the choices, and I agreed. I never said that I wouldn’t ask why, and you never said you wouldn’t answer.’


He growled under his breath. ‘Try your questions again when the road is under our feet.’ He turned to Ena. ‘Give your father my thanks, girl.’


‘Her father didn’t row us.’ Briony was still shamed that she had argued with the young woman about landing at M’Helan’s Rock. ‘I owe you a kindness,’ she told the girl with as much queenly graciousness as she could muster. ‘I won’t forget.’


‘I’m sure you won’t, Lady.’ Ena made a swift and not very reverent courtesy.


Well, she’s seen me sleeping, drooling spittle down my chin. I suppose it would be a bit much to expect her to treat me like Zoria the Fair. Still, Briony wasn’t entirely certain she was going to like being a princess without a throne or a castle or any of the privileges that, while she had been quick to scorn them, she had grown rather used to. ‘Thanks, in any case.’


‘Good luck to you both, Lady, Lord.’ Ena took a step, then stopped and turned around. ‘Holy Diver lift me, I almost forgot – Father would have had me skinned, stretched, and smoked!’ She pulled a small sack out of a pocket in her voluminous skirt and handed it to Shaso. ‘There are some coins to help you get on with your journey, Lord.’ She looked at Briony with what almost seemed pity. ‘Buy the princess a proper meal, perhaps.’


Before Briony or Shaso could say anything, the Skimmer girl scooted the wooden rowboat back down the wet sand and into the water, then waded with it out into the cove. She swung herself onto the bench as gracefully as a trick rider vaulting onto a horse; a heartbeat or two later the oars were in the water and the boat was moving outward against the wind, bobbing on each line of coursing waves.


Briony stood watching as the girl and her boat disappeared. She suddenly felt very lonely and very weary.


‘A reliable thing about villages, or cities for that matter,’ said Shaso sourly, ‘is that they will not walk to us.’ He pointed across the dunes to the hills and their ragged covering of bushes and low trees. ‘Shall we begin, or do you have some pressing reason for us to keep standing here until someone notices us?’


She knew she should be grateful his old fire was coming back, but just now she wasn’t.


 


His vinegary moment seemed to have tired Shaso, too. He kept his head down and didn’t talk as they walked over the cold dunes toward a path that ran along the beginning of the hills.


Briony had at first wished to pursue the question of why they were going to Oscastle, Marrinswalk’s leading city but still a bit of a backwater, and what his plans were when they reached the place, but she found herself just as happy to save her strength for walking. The wind, which at first had been steadily at their backs, now swung around and began to blow full into their faces with stinging force, making every step feel like a climb up steep stairs. The heavy gray clouds hung so low overhead it almost seemed to Briony she could reach up and sink her fingers into them. She was grateful for the thick wool cloaks the Skimmers had given them, but they were still damp with rainwater and Briony’s felt heavy as lead. Her court dresses, for all their discomforts, suddenly did not seem so bad: at least they had been dry and warm.


After perhaps an hour Briony began to see signs of habitation – a few crofters’ huts on hilltops, surrounded by trees. Some had smoke swirling from the holes in their roofs, or even from crooked chimneys, and Briony broke her long silence to ask Shaso if they could not stop at one of them for long enough to get warm again.


He shook his head. ‘The fewer the people, the greater the danger someone will remember us. Hendon Tolly and his men have no doubt begun to wonder whether we might have left the castle entirely, and soon they will be asking questions in every town along the coast of Brenn’s Bay. We are an unusual pair, a black-skinned man and a white-skinned girl. It is only a matter of time until someone who’s seen us meets one of Hendon’s agents.’


‘But we’ll be long gone!’


‘We have to hide somewhere. Do you really want to tell the Tollys they can stop searching the castle and all the rest of the surrounding lands and concentrate on just one place – like Marrinswalk?’


Thinking of a troop of armed men beating the countryside behind them made Briony shudder and walk faster. ‘But someone will have to see us eventually. If we go to Oscastle or some other city, I mean. Cities are full of people, after all.’


‘Which is our best hope. Perhaps our only hope. We are less likely to be noticed somewhere there are many people, Highness – especially where there are people of my race. And that is enough talk for now.’


 


They followed the track down the edge of a wide valley. When they reached the broad river that meandered at its bottom, Shaso decided that they could at least take time to drink. They also encountered a few more houses, simple things of unmortared stone and loose thatching, but still so scattered that Briony doubted any man could see his neighbor’s cottage even in full daylight with a cloudless sky. A goat bleated from the paddock behind one of them, probably protesting the cold day, and she realized that it was the first homely sound she had heard for hours.


They passed by several small villages as the hours passed but entered none of them, and reached Kinemarket by late morning, crossing over at a place where the river narrowed and some work by the locals had turned a lucky assembly of stones into a bridge. Kinemarket was a good-sized, prosperous town, with the turnip shape of a temple dome visible above its low walls. Shaso decided he should stay hidden in the trees outside town while Briony went to buy food with a coin from the purse Turley had provided – a silver piece with the head of King Enander of Syan, a coin so small that Briony felt sure almost half of its original metal had been shaved off. She was guiltily aware of having once declared that not only should coin-clippers be beaten in the public square, but that those who helped them pass their moneys should suffer the same punishment. It seemed a little different now, when someone else had already done the shaving and she needed the coin to buy food.


‘Here – rub a little more dirt on yourself first.’ Shaso drew a line of grime on her face. She tried to back away. ‘Go, then, do it yourself. You’ve a head start on it, anyway, from the morning’s walk.’


She rubbed on a bit more, but as she made her way up the muddy track toward the town gate, hoping to lose herself in the crowd of people going to the market, she began to fear she and Shaso had given too little thought to disguising her identity. Surely even the oft-mended homespun dress and a few smears of dirt on her cheeks would not fool many people! Her face, she realized with a strange sort of pride, must be better known than any other woman’s in the north. Now, though, being recognized could be deadly.


And although she tried not to meet their eyes, the first folk she passed on her way to the gate did look her over slowly and mistrustfully, but she realized after a moment that this man and woman were doing so only because most of the other travelers were dressed and clean for market: Briony was a dirty stranger, not a typical stranger.


‘The Three grant you good day,’ said the woman. She held her gape-mouthed child tightly, as though Briony might steal it. ‘And a blessed Orphanstide to you, too.’


‘And you.’ The greeting startled her – Briony had almost forgotten the holidays, since it had been on Winter’s Eve that her world had fallen completely into pieces. There certainly hadn’t been any new year’s feasting or gifts for her, and now it must be only a tennight or so until Kerneia. How strange, to have lost not just a home but an entire life!


She did not turn to watch the man and woman after they passed, but she knew that they had turned to look at her, doubtless wondering what kind of odd thing she was.


Go ahead and whisper about me, then. You cannot imagine anything near so strange as the truth.


Worried about attracting any kind of attention at all, she decided not to continue to the market, but passed through the gate and briefly into the bustle of the crowd on the main thoroughfare before turning down a narrow side street. She stopped at the first ramshackle house where she saw someone out in front – a woman wrapped in a heavy wool blanket scattering corn on the puddled ground, the chickens bustling about at her feet as though she were their mother hen.


The householder at first seemed suspicious, but when she saw the silver piece and heard Briony’s invented story of a mother and younger brother out on the coast road, both ill, she bit her lip in thought, then nodded. She went into her tall house, which crowded against its neighbors on either side as if they were choristers sharing a small bench, but conspicuously did not ask Briony to follow her. After some time she reappeared with a hunk of hard cheese, a half a loaf of bread, and four eggs, not to mention several children trying to squeeze past her wide hips to get a look at Briony. It didn’t seem a lot of food, even for a shaved fingerling, but she had to admit that what she knew about money had to do with much larger quantities, and the prices with which she was familiar were more likely to be the accounts for feeding an entire garrison of guards. She stared at the woman for a moment, wondering whether she was being dealt with honestly, and realized this was perhaps the first person she had ever met in her life who had no idea of who she was, the first person who (as far as this woman knew) owed her nothing in the way of respect or allegiance. Briony was further shocked to realize that this drab creature draggled with children, this brood-mother with red, wind-bitten face and mistrust still lurking in her eyes, was not many years older than Briony herself. Chastened, she thanked the young woman and wished her the blessing of the Three, then headed back toward the gate and the place outside the walls where Shaso waited.


And, it suddenly came to her, not only had no one recognized her, it was unlikely anyone would, unless they were Hendon’s troops and they were already looking for her: in all of Marrinswalk only a few dozen people would know her face even were she wearing full court dress – a few nobles, a merchant or two who had come to Southmarch Castle to curry favor. Here in the countryside she was a ghost: since she could not be Briony, she was no one.


It was a feeling as humbling as it was reassuring.


 


Briony and Shaso ate enough cheese and bread to feel strengthened, then they began to walk again. As the day wore on they followed the line of the coast, which was sometimes only a stone’s throw away, other times invisible and completely absent but for the rumble of the surf. The valley walls and trees protected them from the worst of the chilly wind. They slipped off the road when they heard large traveling parties coming and kept their heads down when they couldn’t avoid passing others on the road.


‘How far to Oscastle?’ she asked Shaso as they sat resting. They had just finished scrambling up a wet, slippery hillside to go around a fallen tree that blocked the road and it had tired them both.


‘Three days or more,’ Shaso said. ‘But we are not going there.’


‘But Lawren, the old Earl of Marrinscrest, lives there, and he would . . .’


‘Would certainly find it hard to keep a secret of your presence, yes.’ The old man rubbed his weathered face. ‘I am glad to see you are beginning to think carefully.’ He scowled. ‘By the Great Mother, I cannot believe I am so tired. Some evil spirit is riding me like a donkey.’


‘The evil spirit is me,’ Briony said. ‘I was the one who kept you locked up for all that time – no wonder you are tired and ill.’


He turned away and spat. ‘You did what you had to do, Briony Eddon. And, unlike your brother, you wished to believe I was innocent of Kendrick’s murder.’


‘Barrick thought he was doing what had to be done, too.’ A flood of pain and loneliness swept through her, so powerful that for a moment it took her breath away. ‘Oh, I don’t want to talk about him,’ she said at last. ‘If we’re not going to Oscastle, where are we going?’


‘Landers Port.’ He levered himself up to his feet, showing little of his old murderous grace or speed. ‘A grand name for a town that never saw King Lander at all, but only one of his ships, which foundered off the coast on the way back from Coldgray Moor.’ Shaso almost smiled. ‘A fishing town and not much more, but it will suit our needs nicely, as you will see.’


‘How do you know all this about Lander’s ships and Coldgray Moor?’


His smile disappeared. ‘The greatest battle in the history of the north? And me master of arms for Southmarch? If I did not know any history, then you would have had a reason to hang me in irons in the stronghold, child.’


Briony knew when it was a good time to hold her tongue, but she did not always do what was best. ‘I only asked. And merry Orphanstide to you, too. Did you enjoy your breakfast?’


Shaso shook his head. ‘I am old and my limbs are sore. Forgive me.’


Now he had managed to make her feel bad again. In his own way, he was as difficult to argue with as her father could be. And that thought brought another pang of loneliness.


‘Forgiven,’ was all she said.


 


By late afternoon, with Kinemarket far behind them and the smell of smoke rising from the cottages they passed, Briony was hungry again. They had sucked the meat from the eggs long before, but Shaso had kept back half the bread and cheese for later and she was finding it hard to think about anything except eating. The only rival to food was imagining what it would be like to crawl under the warm, heavy counterpane of her bed back home, and lie there listening to the very wind and rain that were now making her day so miserable. She wondered where they were going to sleep that night, and whether Shaso was saving the last rind of the cheese for their dinner. Cold cheer that would make.


Look at me! I am a pampered child, she scolded herself. Think of Barrick, wherever he is, on a cold battlefield, or worse. Think of Father in a stone dungeon. And look at Shaso. Three days ago, he was in chains, starving, bleeding from his iron manacles. Now he is exiled because of me, walking by my side, and he is forty years or more my elder!


All of which only made her more miserable.


The path they had been following for so long, which had never been anything more than a beaten track, now widened a bit and began to turn away from the coast. The cottages now were so thickly set that they were clearly approaching another large village or town – she could see the life of the place even at twilight, the men coming back from the rainy fields in their woolen jackets, each one carrying some wood for the fire, women calling the children in, older boys and girls herding sheep to their paddocks. Everyone seemed to have a place, all under the gods’ careful order, homes and lives that, however humble, made sense. For a moment Briony thought she might burst into tears.


Shaso, however, did not stop to moon over rustic certainties, and had even picked up a little speed, like a horse on the way back to the barn for its evening fodder, so she had to hurry to keep up with him. They both kept their hoods close around their faces, but so did everyone else in this weather; people going in and out of the riverside settlements scarcely even looked up as they passed.


The path wound up the side of the valley, the river now only a murmur in the trees behind them, and Briony was just beginning to wonder how they would walk without a torch on this dark, rain-spattered night, when they reached the top of the valley and looked down on the marvelous lights of a city.


No, not a city, Briony realized after a dazzled moment, but at least a substantial, prosperous town. In the folds of the hills she could see half a dozen streets sparkling with torches, and more windows lit from within than she could easily count. Set against the great darkness behind it the bowl of lights seemed a precious thing, a treasure.


‘That is the sea, out there,’ said Shaso, pointing to the darkness beyond Landers Port. ‘We have worked our way around to it again. The track is wide here, but be careful – it is marshland all about.’


Still, despite the boggy emptiness on either side, they walked quickly to take advantage of the fast diminishing twilight. Briony was buoyed by a sudden optimism, the hope that at the very least they would soon be putting something in their stomachs and perhaps getting out of the rain as well. It was an altogether different matter, this unrelenting drizzle, when one had only to cross a courtyard or, at worst, Market Square – and she had been seldom allowed to do even that without a guardsman holding his cloak above her. But here in the wilderness, with drops battering the top of her head all day like a fall of pebbles and soaking her all the way to her bones, the rain was not an inconvenience but an enemy, patient and cruel.


‘Will we stay at an inn, then?’ she asked, still half-wishing they could stop in the comfortable house of some loyal noble, risks be damned. ‘That seems dangerous, too. Do you think no one will remark on a black-skinned man and a young girl?’


‘People might remark less than you think,’ Shaso said with a snort. ‘Landers Port may never have seen the old king of Syan, but it is a busy fishing town and boats land every day from all parts of Eion and even beyond. But no, we will not be stopping in a tavern full of gossips and layabouts. We might as well announce our arrival from the steps of the town’s temple.’


‘Oh, merciful Zoria,’ she said, knowing that going on about it only made her seem a pampered child, but at this moment not caring. ‘It’s to be another shack, then. Some fisherman’s hut stinking of mackerel, with a leaking roof.’


‘If you do not stop your complaining, I may arrange just such a lodging,’ he said, and pulled his cloak tighter against the rain.


 


Full night had fallen and the city gate was closing, the watchmen bawling curses at the stragglers. In the undifferentiated mass of wet wool hoods and cloaks, the jostling of people and animals, Briony and Shaso did not seem to attract much notice, but she still held her breath while the guards at the gate looked them over and did not let it out until they were past the walls and inside.


The old man took her by the arm, pulling her out of the crowd of latecomers and down a tiny side-alley, the houses so close that their upper levels seemed about to butt each other like rams in spring. Briony could smell fish, both fresh and smoked, and here and there even the aroma of fresh bread. Her stomach twisted with desire, but Shaso hurried her down dark streets lit only by guttering cookfires visible through the open doorways. Voices came to her, dreamlike in her hunger and cold, some speaking words she could understand but many that she could not, either because of thick accents or unfamiliar tongues.


They had obviously entered the town’s poorest quarter, not a shred of horn or glass in any window, no light but meager fires in the crowded downstairs rooms, and Briony’s heart sank. Reeking straw was going to be her bed tonight, and small, leggy things would be crawling on her in the cold dark. At least she and Shaso had a little money. She would settle for no leavings of cheese and bread from the morning. She would command, or at least demand, that he buy them something hot – a bowl of pottage, perhaps even some meat if there was such a thing as a clean butcher in this part of the town.


‘Be very quiet now,’ said Shaso abruptly, putting out his arm to stop her. They were in the deepest shadow they had yet found, the only illumination the nearly invisible, cloud-dimmed moon, and it took her a moment to realize they were standing beside a high stone wall. When he had listened for a moment – Briony could hear nothing at all except her own breathing and the never-ending patter of rain – the old man stepped toward the wall and, to her astonishment, pounded his knuckles on what sounded like a wooden door. How he could have found such a thing in the near-perfect darkness, let alone known it was there in the first place, she had no idea.


There was a long silence. Shaso knocked again, this time in a discernible pattern. A moment later a man’s low voice said something and Shaso answered, neither question nor reply in a language she recognized. The door creaked inward and light splashed out into the rain-rippled muck of the street.


A man in a strange, baggy robe stood in the entrance; as Shaso stepped back to let Briony step through the man bowed. For a moment she wondered if the robe marked him as a mantis, if this was indeed, despite Shaso’s own denial, some back-alley temple, but when the gatekeeper finished his bow and looked up at her he proved to be a bearded youth as dark-skinned as Shaso.


‘Welcome, guest,’ he said to her. ‘If you accompany Lord Shaso, you are a flower in the house of Effir dan-Mozan.’


 


They entered the main part of the house by a covered passage beside a courtyard – Briony could dimly see what looked like a bare fruit tree at its center – which led into a low building that seemed to take up a great deal of space. A covey of women came to her and surrounded her, murmuring, only every fifth or sixth word in Briony’s own tongue. They smelled charmingly of violets and rosewater and other, less familiar scents; for a moment she was happy just to breathe in as they took her hands and tugged her toward a passageway. She looked back at Shaso in bemusement and alarm, but he was already in urgent conversation with the bearded youth and only waved her on. That was the last she saw of him, or of any man, for the rest of the evening.


The women, a mixture of old and young, but all dark-skinned, black-haired Southerners like the man at the door, led her – herded her, in truth – into a sumptuous tiled chamber lit with dozens of candles, so warm that the air was steamy. Briony was so astounded to find this palatial luxury in the poorest quarter of a fishing town that she did not realize for a moment that some of the women were trying to pull her clothes off. Shocked, she fought back, and was about to give one of them a good blow of her fist (a skill learned in childhood to deal with a pair of brawling brothers) when one of the smaller women stepped toward her, both hands raised in supplication.


‘Please,’ she said, ‘what is your name?’


Briony stared. The woman was fine-boned and handsome, but though her hair was shiny and black as tar, it was clear she was old enough to be Briony’s mother, or even her grandmother. ‘Briony,’ she said, remembering only too late that she was a fugitive. Still, Shaso had passed her to the women as though she were a saddlebag to be unpacked: she could not be expected to keep her caution while under attack by this murmuring pigeon flock.


‘Please, Bri-oh-nee-zisaya,’ the small woman said, ‘you are cold and tired. You are a guest for us, yes? You cannot eat in the hada until you are bathing, yes?’


‘Bathing?’ Briony suddenly realized that the great dark rectangular emptiness in the middle of the room, which she had thought only a lower part of the floor, was a bath – a bath bigger than her own huge bed in the Southmarch royal residence! ‘There?’ she added stupidly.


The women, sensing a lull in her resistance, swooped in and pulled off the rest of her sodden clothes, murmuring in pity and amusement as Briony’s pale, goose-pimpled skin was exposed. She was helped to the edge of the bath – it had steps leading down! – and, to her further astonishment, several of the women disrobed and climbed in with her. Now at least she understood why the bath was so large.


The first shock of the hot water almost made her faint, then as she settled in and grew used to it a deep languor crept over her, so that she nearly fell asleep. The women giggled, soaping and scrubbing her in a way she would have found unduly intimate if it had been Rose and Moina, who had known her for years, but somehow she could not make herself care. It was warm in the bath – so blessedly warm! – and the scent of flowery oils in the steamy air made her feel as though she were floating in a summer cloud.


Out of the bath, wrapped in a thick white robe like those the women wore, she was led to a room full of cushions with a fire in a brazier at its center. Here too an inordinate number of candles burned, the flames wavering as the women walked in and out, talking quietly, laughing, some even singing.


Have I died? she wondered without truly believing it. Is this what it will be like in Zoria’s court in heaven?


They seated her amid the cushions and the older woman brought her food; the others whispered in fascination at this, as though it were an unusual honor. The bowl was heaped with fruit and a cooked grain she did not recognize, with pieces of some roasted bird sitting on top, and Briony could not help remembering the woman back in Kinemarket with her broods of chicken and children. She wondered if that woman in her damp, smoky cottage could even imagine a place like this, less than a day’s walk away.


The food was excellent, hot and flavored with spices Briony did not know, which at other moments might have put her off, but now only added to the waking dream. At last she lolled back on the cushions, full, warm, and gloriously dry. The younger women cleared away Briony’s bowl and the empty goblet from which she had drunk some watered wine, and the older woman sat beside her.


‘Thank you,’ Briony said, although that did not suffice.


‘You are tired. Sleep.’ The woman waved and one of the others brought a blanket which they draped on Briony where she lay among the embroidered cushions.


‘But . . . where am I? What is this place?’


‘The hada of Effir dan-Mozan,’ the woman said. ‘My . . . married?’


‘Your husband?’


‘Yes. Just so.’ The woman smiled. One of her teeth was covered in gold. ‘And you are our honored guest. Sleep now.’


‘But why . . . ?’ She wanted to ask why this house in such a strange place, why the bath, why all these beautiful dark-skinned women in the middle of Marrinswalk, but all that came out was that word again. ‘Why?’


‘Because the Lord Shaso brought you here,’ the woman said. ‘He is a great man, cousin of our old king. He honors our house.’


They didn’t even know who she was. Shaso was the royalty here.


Briony slept then, floundering through confusing dreams of warm rivers and icy cold rain.
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At Liberty


But the first son of Zo and Sva, who they named Rud, the golden arrow of the daytime sky, was killed in the fight against the demons of Old Night. Their younger son, Sveros, lord of twilight, seized Rud’s widow, Madi Oneyna, for his own, and swore that he would be a father to Rud’s son, Yirrud, but in truth he sent a cloud to breathe upon Yirrud where Onyena had hidden him in the mountain fastness and the child sickened and died.


Instead of giving Oneyna a new child to replace the one he had taken, Sveros also took her twin, Surazem, who we call Moist Mother Earth, and fathered three children upon her, who were the great brothers, Perin, Erivor, and Kernios.


—from The Beginnings of Things, The Book of the Trigon


 


FREEDOM WAS BOTH frightening and exhilarating. It was wonderful to be able to walk the streets on her own, with nothing between her and life but a hooded robe – she had not known such liberty since she was a young child, when she had known nothing else and had not appreciated what a sublime gift it truly was.


In fact, it was a bit confounding to have so many choices. Just now, Qinnitan couldn’t decide whether to return to the main road winding through Onir Soteros, the neighborhood just behind the Harbor of Kalkas which she had called home for almost a month, or to continue following the winding streets farther into the great city, expanding her area of conquest as she had almost every day.


What a place in which to have gained her freedom! Hierosol was a huge city, perhaps not quite as large as Xis, the place she had escaped, but not a great deal smaller, either – a massive rumpled blanket of hills and valleys sitting athwart several bays, commanding both the Kulloan Strait and the Osteian Sea, nearly every inch covered with the constructions of several different centuries. Ancient Xis sat on a high plain as flat as a marble floor, and from any of its high places you could see all the way to both the northern sea and the southern desert. Here in Hierosol she had not yet managed to climb high enough to see anything but other hills, Citadel Hill the tallest of them all, looming above the others like a noble head gazing out across the straits, the rest of the city trailing down the slopes behind it like a cape.


Hierosol was so old and complex and ingrown that to Qinnitan every neighborhood seemed to be its own city, its own world – tree-covered Foxgate Hill sloping gently behind her, home of rich merchants, and just below that the sailmakers’ and shipwrights’ quarter of Sandy Head, bustling with work from the adjacent Harbor of Kalkas. Not just a new city to explore but dozens of new worlds, all waiting for her and her newfound freedom. For a girl who had spent the last several years in the cloistered ways of the Hive and the Seclusion, it was dizzying to contemplate.


 


She had been brought here across the narrow sea from Xis by Axamis Dorza, the captain of the boat that had carried her away from her lifelong home when Dorza’s master Jeddin fell suddenly and precipitously from the autarch’s favor. When word of Jeddin’s capture had caught up to them in Hierosol, most of the sailors on the Morning Star of Kirous had melted away into the shadowy alleys of the port. Those few that remained were even now scraping the ship’s old name off the hull and repainting it. Qinnitan supposed Jeddin’s slim, fast ship would belong to Dorza now, which must be at least some small compensation to him for being associated with the now infamous traitor.


It had been kind of Axamis Dorza, she knew, if also pragmatic, to take her into his home in the Onir Soteros district at the base of the rocky hills that leaned above Sandy Head. Although he could not know it, Dorza must suspect that Qinnitan was in even greater jeopardy than himself, and though hiding her from the autarch’s spies might keep Dorza himself safe in the short run, it was bound to look bad if she was ever captured. In fact, the captain had made it clear that he was not happy with Qinnitan roaming the streets, even dressed in the fashion of a respectable Xandian girl (which left little of her visible) but she had made it equally clear to him that she would no longer be anyone’s prisoner, especially in Dorza’s small house. It was not his house at all, really, but the property of his Hierosoline wife, Tedora. Qinnitan suspected the captain had a larger, more respectable house and also a more respectable wife and family back home in Xis, but she was too polite to inquire. Qinnitan also suspected that she would not have been allowed such freedom in that other house, but Tedora was a woman of Eion, not Xand, and was more interested in drinking wine and gossiping with her neighbors than watching over the moral education of a fugitive Xixian girl. Because of that, and a certain confused subservience Qinnitan inspired in Dorza, most of the freedom which had been stolen from her since her girlhood in Cat’s Alley had been returned.


In fact, other than her terror of the autarch and her fear of being recaptured, there was only one sizeable fly in the honey of her current Hierosoline harbor . . .


‘Ho, there you are! Wait for me!’


Qinnitan flinched reflexively – in the back of her mind she was always waiting for the moment one of the autarch’s minions would lay a hand on her – although within half a heartbeat she had known who it was.


‘Nikos.’ She sighed and turned around. ‘Were you following me?’


‘No.’ He was taller than his father, Axamis, all the size of a man and none of the gravity or sense, the fuzz of his first black beard covering his chin, cheeks, and neck. He had trailed her like an oversized puppy since his father had first brought her home. ‘But he was, and I followed him.’ Nikos pointed at the small, silent boy who was standing so close to her he must have come within arm’s reach without her even hearing.


‘Pigeon!’ she said, frowning at him. ‘You were to stay in bed until you’re well.’


The mute boy smiled and shook his head. His face was even paler than usual, and he had a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead. He held out his hands, palm up, to show that as far as he was concerned he was too healthy to be left at home.


‘Where are you going, Qinnitan?’ Nikos asked.


‘Don’t call me by that name! I wasn’t going anywhere. I was thinking, enjoying the quiet. Now it’s gone.’


Nikos was immune to such remarks. ‘Some big ships just came in from Xis. Do you want to go down to the harbor to look at them? Maybe you know some of the people on board.’


Qinnitan could not think of anything more foolish or dangerous. ‘No, I do not want to go look at them. I’ve told you – your father has told you – that I can have nothing to do with anyone from the south. Nothing! Do you never learn?’


Now he did look a little hurt, her tone finally piercing the armor of his nearly invincible disinterest in anything outside his tiny circle of familiarity. ‘I just thought you might like it,’ he said sullenly. ‘That you might be a little homesick.’


She took a breath. She could not afford to anger Nikos as long as she lived in his house. The problem was, the boy fancied her. It was ludicrous that she was suffering from the unwanted attentions of a lumbering child her own age when only weeks before the greatest king in the world had kept her locked away in the Seclusion, threatening death to any whole man who so much as looked at her, but along with freedom, she was learning, came the costs of freedom.


She let Nikos trail after her as they climbed the winding streets of Foxgate Hill in the shadow of the old citadel walls, up into the crocus-starred heights where shops and taverns gave way to the houses of the wealthy, pretty white-plastered places with high walls that concealed gardens and shady courtyards, although all these secrets could be seen from the streets above, so that each level of society was exposed to the inspection of its wealthier neighbors. These houses, despite their size and beauty, still stood close together, side by side along the hilly roads like seashells left along the line of the retreating tide. She could only imagine what it would be like to live in such a place instead of Captain Dorza’s noisy, rickety house that smelled of fish and spilled wine. She wondered even more acutely what it would be like to have a house of her own, a place where no one entered without her permission, where she did what she wanted, spoke as she wanted.


It was not to be, of course. She could hide here in Hierosol with people who spoke her language, or she could go back to Xis and die. What other choices were there?


Pigeon was tugging at her arm; she was suddenly reminded that her own life was not her only responsibility.


Freedom. Sometimes it seemed that the more of it she had, the more she lacked.


 


Nikos had pretended to bump against her for the fifth or sixth time, and this time had actually managed to put his hand on her rump and give it a squeeze before she could slap it away, when she decided to turn back to the captain’s house. Her privacy stolen, her thoughts dragged down by Nikos’ innocently stupid questions and less innocent attempts to paw her, she knew the best of the day was over. Qinnitan sighed. Time to go back to Tedora and that laugh of hers like the cry of an irritated goat, to the thick smoke in the air and the endless noise and the jumble of screeching children. She couldn’t blame Nikos for wanting to spend time out of doors, she just wished he would spend it somewhere other than in her vicinity.
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