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MORNING
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Masen walked through the whispering grass back towards camp from the river, carrying two buckets of water. He always liked early mornings, especially here in the north where the mighty peaks of the an-Archen bestriding the horizon made him feel as if he was standing at the edge of the world. He wasn’t, of course. Beyond the mountains were the Nimrothi lands, tough, tussocky country jewelled with lakes and trimmed with a steep and jagged coastline. The Broken Land, they called it, after their broken people. A thousand years of exile later, there was still more to unite them with their Arennorian cousins than to divide them, but the mountains that stood between their lands remained a symbol of their differences, like a high fence that separated feuding neighbours.


Now the Veil was failing and a Hound was loose in the Broken Land. He couldn’t help but see a connection there. The clan Speakers were no fools; they would have felt the weakness, too, and it didn’t take much imagination to see them exploiting it. First a Hound, then the rest of the Hunt would surely follow.


Masen frowned. He hoped he was wrong, prayed that after the events of last year he was simply jumping at shadows, but there was a cold certainty hardening in his gut that said he was not. The same certainty had helped him convince Alderan to send such skilled gaeden as Barin and his brother Eavin to the mountain forts just in case – though the Guardian had been reluctant to weaken Chapterhouse’s defences so soon after Savin’s assault on them.


The two dozen or so Eldannar rangers with whom the four of them had shared camp had ridden on with the dawn, leaving only smoking embers in the ring of firestones and a few piles of dung from their horses. Beside the fire was a heap of blankets, approximately human-shaped, still snoring like a band-saw.


He set down one of the buckets and prodded the heap with the toe of his boot. ‘Up you get, slugabed.’


The pile snorted something unintelligible, so he prodded it again. It groaned. ‘Go away.’


‘Come on. It’s a beautiful day, the sun is shining and the birds are chirping.’


‘Tell the birds to shut up. They’re too damn loud.’


‘If you have a headache, it serves you right for staying up drinking with the clansmen,’ said Masen unsympathetically.


‘But I was having so much fun!’ Sleep-tousled dark hair emerged from one end of the blankets and a green eye regarded him blearily. ‘You need to have more fun, Masen. Being sober all the time isn’t good for a man.’


‘Neither is being drunk, according to Saaron. Poisons the liver.’ Another prod. ‘Up you get, Sorchal. I’ve a bucket of water here – don’t make me use it.’


Grumbling and squinting at the brightness of the pale plains sky, the young Elethrainian crawled out of his blankets. Wordlessly, Masen pointed to the bucket of cold river water and Sorchal winced.


‘Do I have to?’


‘I’m afraid so. I need you clear-headed today.’ There was no time to be coddling the lad’s tender skull.


With a sigh, Sorchal stripped off his shirt and knelt down by the bucket. ‘You’re sure?’


‘I’m sure.’


‘You’re a cruel, cruel man.’


He dunked his head in the cold water and held it there for a count of ten, then sat up and shook himself like a dog, spraying water in all directions. Masen brushed a few stray drops off his jerkin.


‘Feel better?’


‘Yes. And no. Ow.’ Scooping wet hair off his face, Sorchal peered around at the crushed grass of the campsite. ‘Where’d everyone go?’


‘The rangers rode out before first light, and Barin and Eavin went with them. I said we’d catch them up at the fort. You slept through it all.’


‘I did? Oh. I was hoping to say goodbye.’ Crestfallen, the lad looked around again, as if the Eldannar girl he’d been matching drinks with after supper might be hiding somewhere nearby. Masen guessed that Sorchal was more used to doing the leaving than being the one who was left.


‘Ranger women never sit still for long, Sorchal,’ he said, ‘and they don’t look back. Best you don’t look back either.’


The young man rubbed his neck. ‘Mmm. Pity – I would have liked to find out if those thighs were as strong as they looked.’ He gave a rueful shrug. ‘Another time, perhaps.’


Masen snorted. ‘In your dreams, maybe!’ Sorchal gave him a look but he laughed. ‘I was your age once, lad – with twice the reputation, so I know what I’m talking about – and I never managed to woo the same one twice. Now get that fire stoked up and the kettle on whilst I see to the horses. We’ve still a ways to go to find that rent in the Veil.’


He took the animals their water and a bit of grain from the packs to fortify them for the hard miles ahead. His mare, Brea, greeted him by pushing her head into his chest so hard she almost knocked him over.


‘Steady, girl, steady!’ He chuckled and scratched her chin. ‘Nice to know I haven’t been forgotten.’


She snorted and shook her head as if to say she hadn’t forgotten him but he wasn’t yet forgiven for leaving her at livery in Fleet for half a year. He’d hardly forgiven himself, but there’d been no place for her on a barge down the Great River, so he’d had no other choice. At least the stablemen had kept her in good condition, exercised as well as fed, which in part explained the eye-watering bill he’d had to pay when they reached Fleet two days ago.


‘I would have paid twice as much,’ he said, patting her neck as she ate. ‘And you know it.’


When he returned to the fire, Sorchal had set the kettle to boil and they broke their fast with home-cured sausage and the last of the fresh bread they’d brought from Fleet. As soon as they were done, Masen dug in his pocket for the horseshoe nail on a thread that he used as a compass to find Gates to the Hidden Kingdom.


‘So,’ he said, ‘can you still feel it?’


Sorchal put down his cup. ‘I think so.’


He scrubbed his palms on his trousers, then held one hand up in front of him and closed his eyes. At the same time, Masen felt the distinctive tug as the lad opened himself to the Song. Slowly Sorchal pushed his hand forwards as if pressing against a pane of glass. ‘Yes. It’s still there.’


Not for the first time, Masen wished he’d had an opportunity to find and close the rent last year, when the clansmen he’d met at Brindling Fall had first told him about it. If he had, though, he’d not have made it to Chapterhouse in time to help defend it against Savin’s creatures. He sighed. Life was all about choices, and roads not taken. No matter how you might wish to, once the choice was made you couldn’t go back and do differently.


Holding the nail up by the thread, he let it spin freely. ‘Tell me what you feel.’


A frown of concentration creased Sorchal’s brow. ‘It’s hard to describe.’


The nail slowed, wobbling back and forth, then began to spin in the opposite direction, untwisting the thread.


‘Try.’ It’ll feel like a wound, like a bruise on the world’s skin. Something painful, and wrong, and your heart will ache to heal it.


The Elethrainian shifted uncomfortably. ‘I don’t know, it’s . . . something that should be whole but isn’t whole any more.’


Masen touched the Song, letting himself sink into the sensation, feel the wrongness crawl over his skin. No wonder Sorchal was squirming; his entire reality would feel like it was stuffed with sow-thistles.


‘Like a book with some of the pages ripped out,’ the lad said at last. ‘And I’m a librarian, or a bookbinder, and it’s my job to fix it.’


Yes.


That was a good way to describe it. Not every gaeden felt the same thing, or with the same intensity; a Gatekeeper’s gift manifested in much the same way as the ability to Heal, leaving some, like Alderan, barely able to draw a splinter, whilst Tanith could mend broken minds. Sorchal appeared to be one of those rare few who had not just the ability to tend the Veil, but also the compulsion.


The thread had finally stopped twisting around Masen’s finger. The horseshoe nail’s peculiar weight dragged at his hand; even without looking he could feel which way it was pointing. A little north of east, at the very edge of the Southmarch.


‘Which way do we need to go?’ he asked.


Sorchal’s other hand came up and without hesitation pointed north of east. That removed the last of Masen’s doubts. The lad had the makings of a good Gatekeeper – if he could keep his mind out of his underlinens.


‘You can open your eyes now,’ he said.


Sorchal did so and blinked at the shining nail pointing in the same direction as his hand. ‘I got it right?’


‘So it would appear.’ Masen coiled up the thread and dropped the nail back into his coat pocket, where it pressed subtly but insistently against his hip. ‘Not only can you sense Gates, you can feel rips in the Veil, too.’


‘Huh.’ Sorchal dropped his hands into his lap. ‘Just when I was getting used to having no gift to speak of.’


‘Now you’ve got the makings of a first-rate Gatekeeper.’


He pulled a face. ‘I would have been happy just to be a first-rate fencer and seducer of women,’ he said gloomily.


Masen showed his teeth. ‘You can’t always have what you want,’ he said, and threw the dregs of his tea onto the fire as he stood. ‘The trick is to learn to want what you have.’


‘What I have is a hangover – I don’t want that.’


‘Serves you right for trying to outdrink a ranger.’


‘I wasn’t trying to outdrink her,’ Sorchal protested. ‘Just . . . you know. Lower her defences a little.’


This time Masen guffawed. ‘Not quite the first-rate seducer you thought you were, eh? Face it, you were lucky she left you with only blue balls and a bad head.’ Hefting his saddle onto his shoulder, he started towards the horses. ‘Get your gear packed up. That hole in the Veil isn’t going to mend itself.’


‘Fetch the Speaker!’


Drwyn’s bellow carried clear across the camp despite the braying chatter of the fair. In her tent Ytha paused, soapy washcloth in one hand and water trickling down her thighs, wondering whether she had time to finish washing away the night’s sweat before the messenger scratched at the tent flap.


‘Aedon blast you, now!’


Sighing regretfully, she dropped the cloth back into the steaming water and reached for her towel. Her bath with her rich lavender soap would have to wait.


By the time Drwyn’s man arrived she was dried and dressed, and swept out of her tent in her snow-fox mantle without waiting for him to announce himself.


‘Er, Speaker?’


‘I heard,’ she said. The whole Scattering likely heard, she added to herself, and set off in the direction of the chief’s roar.


She found Drwyn outside his tent, fists on his hips and glaring at a travel-worn clansman standing next to a mud-spattered horse still laden with packs for a long journey. Through the open tent flap, half a dozen of the other chiefs could be seen lounging on cushions, all pointedly not watching the exchange between the man and his chief whilst no doubt straining to catch every word.


‘My chief?’ she said.


‘Grave news, Ytha.’ Drwyn shook his head. ‘This could change everything. Our plans—’


Ytha held up her hand before he said too much – would the man never learn? – and glanced meaningfully towards the men in the tent, who all abruptly found their ale cups quite fascinating.


‘Perhaps we should discuss this in private?’


‘But—’


She thumped her whitewood staff on the turf between her feet to get his attention. ‘In. Private. There is no need to trouble the other chiefs with this.’


He looked confused, then caught on. ‘Oh. Yes, of course. Very wise.’


By the Eldest, the man hadn’t the sense he was born with. Just as well she had wit enough for both of them. But instead of rolling her eyes she pasted on a polite smile and gestured that he should lead the way. ‘My chief?’


Inside the tent she let Drwyn apologise to the other chiefs and arrange to reconvene their meeting later in the day after he had conferred with his Speaker on a matter that required his immediate attention. They looked from him to the woman in the snow-fox robe with barely concealed curiosity but none of them chose to press the issue, and in moments the tent was empty but for a litter of cups and a haze of pipe-smoke in the air. She seated herself on a cushion with her staff across her lap as the clansman came in, and nodded to the tent flap.


‘Close it.’ The clansman obliged with alacrity. When it was secure, she folded her hands in her lap and eyed the chief. ‘Now, why don’t you tell me what was so important you dragged me away from my bath?’


‘News from the east.’ Drwyn gestured impatiently at the clansman. ‘Go on, tell the Speaker what you told me.’


The clansman cleared his throat. He looked exhausted, his face all sharp bones and hollows exaggerated by an unkempt beard, and not even the lingering scent of Ytha’s lavender soap masked the smell of horse and long travelling.


‘I’ve come from the eastern pass, Speaker,’ he said. ‘The four of us were supposed to relieve the scouts, but when we got close to the fort we found fresh tracks in the snow. Tracks from many horses.’


He stopped, looking anxiously at his chief, who was pacing back and forth.


‘Go on.’ Ytha kept her voice cool, but her thoughts raced. The forts were supposed to be empty!


‘We moved up into the rocks, all stealthy like, and watched the fort for a day. There’s men there, Speaker. Dozens of them – maybe hundreds.’


Ytha’s stomach turned over. ‘Iron men?’ she asked, and the man shook his head.


‘Didn’t see none. The men are all in green.’


The Empire, then. Some consolation, but still a complication she could have done without. ‘Are they scouting on this side of the mountains?’


‘I reckon so. We saw small bands go in and out – looked like faithless bastards, by their gear. We drew lots for who should ride back; the others are still up there.’


‘I see.’ How in the Eldest’s name did the Empire know to send men to the passes? The forts had been empty since before her greatmother’s days, and she had been assured they would stay that way. ‘And what of our scouts?’


‘No sign, Speaker.’


Drwyn swung on his heel. ‘This changes everything, Ytha,’ he declared. ‘The Empire knows we are coming.’


‘Not necessarily,’ she said, buying herself time to think.


‘It’s obvious! The men I had posted at the fort are gone – the Empire must have taken them, and now they know our plans.’


A twitch of power silenced him, then she gave the weary scout her full attention, bolstered with the merest lick of compulsion so that he wouldn’t be tempted to look away from her and see his chief opening and shutting his mouth like a landed fish.


‘Thank you . . .’ She dredged her memory for the man’s name. ‘Gwil, isn’t it?’ The man nodded. ‘You’ve done well, but I’d be obliged if you would keep this to yourself until the chief and I have had time to discuss it. Now go and get some rest – you’ve had a hard journey.’


When the man had let himself out, she turned back to Drwyn, who was turning red in the face as he strained to speak past the air she had stuffed into his mouth. Tempting as it was to leave him mute, she waved the magic away.


‘Macha’s ears, won’t you ever learn to guard your tongue? Half the chiefs were in earshot of him telling you the news, and who knows what else they heard with you shouting like your fruits were on fire. How many times have I told you? You let them hear what we want them to hear, and not a word more!’


He gave her a truculent look, rubbing at his throat, but didn’t argue.


‘So what are we going to do?’


‘Do? We do nothing, for now. Our plans have not changed.’


‘You assured me those forts were empty, Ytha.’


‘When I looked, they were.’ And she had believed they would stay that way. She had trusted what she’d been told, that the iron men were gone and would not be coming back, but oh, there would be a reckoning for this, if she had any say in the matter! ‘Situations change, and we must adapt to them.’


‘How is doing nothing adapting?’ He threw up his hands, prowling again. ‘The Empire knows we are coming – we have lost the advantage of surprise!’


Patience wearing thin, Ytha hardened her voice. ‘Stiffen your sinews, my chief, or you will be undone before you even draw your sword.’


‘Aedon’s balls, woman, we may be undone already!’ He aimed a kick at one of the abandoned cups and sent it spinning across the tent in a spray of ale.


She raised an eyebrow. His mouth opened to say something and she arched her brow a little higher, daring him to challenge her authority. Dark eyes flashed but he stayed silent, though his fists clenched and unclenched at his sides.


Her thoughts raced, turning over the clansman’s news whilst trying to keep her face calm, her voice cool. There had to be some way to . . . ah.


‘Be easy, my chief – all is not lost. This news is unwelcome, true, but if we play it carefully, it may even work to our advantage.’


That pulled him up short. ‘How?’


‘As long as they remain unaware that we have discovered their presence in the mountains, perhaps we can manipulate them,’ she said. ‘I will need to scry to be sure, but if they can be induced to concentrate their defences on the low pass in the east, they may leave the others more lightly defended.’


He stared at her, and slowly his expression brightened as he realised where she was leading. ‘Allowing us to strike where they least expect it.’


She allowed herself a thin, satisfied smile. ‘Precisely.’


Drwyn began pacing again. ‘We must call the chiefs together and put this new plan to them.’ He rubbed his chin, whiskers rasping against his palm. ‘The Scattering is almost over – we could ride out tomorrow.’


Ytha held up her hand. ‘Patience, my chief,’ she said. ‘One step at a time. If we leap straight in, we may trigger a trap that the Empire is laying for us.’


Clearly frustrated, he growled, ‘When, then?’


‘A day or two after the Scattering ends. I still have to bind the other Speakers, and I must scry out the passes before we can move. Besides, the war band cannot be assembled in the space of a day.’ He’d served his time as a war captain; he should not have needed to be reminded of that. By now thoroughly vexed, she pushed herself to her feet and leaned on her staff. ‘I need to think this through. When the time is right, we will bring the chiefs together and let them believe that this new plan was our intention from the start, but until then,’ she levelled a finger at him and dropped her voice to a hiss, ‘don’t breathe a word of this to anyone or so help me I will stop up your mouth so tightly you may never speak again.’


Drwyn bristled mutinously. ‘I am the Chief of Chiefs, Ytha.’


She drew her mantle around her. ‘Believe me, that fact attends me my every waking moment.’


He scowled, restless fists flexing down by his sides. ‘I will not be mocked, woman!’


Ytha’s hold on her temper snapped. She marched up to Drwyn and drove her finger into his chest. ‘Then hear me, Chief of Chiefs. I did not spend years perfecting these plans to see them thrown into disarray by the first stone in the road. If you want to be the man your father could not, if you want your name to be sung down through the ages as the leader who brought the clans home again, you will hold your tongue and stay the course.’


She punctuated the words with sharp jabs of her finger, forcing him to back up a pace. He turned his ankle on a discarded ale cup and staggered, barely righting himself before he fell, then rounded on Ytha with his fists balled, fury and embarrassment battling for control of his expression. Her magic rose up, prickling over her skin, setting her fingertips tingling, but with a visible effort he reined in his passions. In a tightly controlled voice, he said, ‘Speaker.’


She inclined her head curtly. ‘My chief.’


They eyed each other a moment longer, then Ytha turned on her heel and left.
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THE BINDING
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Savin jolted awake with his heart racing. For a second or two he was gripped by nameless dread, held down by the weight of the furs covering him, then his wits cleared and he remembered where he was. There were no circling foes, no dread fate looming over him, just grey daylight leaking around the drapes of his chamber in Renngald’s castle and a faint musty odour on the air, like the smell of damp feathers.


Sitting up, he raked his tangled hair back from his face. He hadn’t suffered night terrors since his childhood, not since he’d learned to block out his dreams and make sleep a blank and restful place. He’d forgotten what it was like to be jerked out of his rest with every muscle poised for flight. It was . . . almost refreshing.


His lips curved into a smile. The Leahn whelp who’d sent him that gout of throat-clenching panic was doubtless not enjoying it as much.


Savin could sense him at the back of his thoughts. Seen through the imperfect lens of the daemon’s shadow the boy was a ball of emotion, feverishly hot and lit with desperation and sickly flashes of fear. He’d got himself into trouble, that much was plain, and was having some difficulty extracting himself from it. Interesting. As Savin watched, the emotions grew in intensity, whorled and splotched like paint on the canvas of some demented artist. The whelp still hadn’t learned to mask his colours.


‘Honestly, Alderan, is this the best your teachers can do?’ Savin murmured, and reached out.


It was too far to touch the colours, of course, even for him: the gulf between minds was so deep at this distance that he couldn’t even see the bright mess of the Leahn’s talent in the void. Nonetheless he could feel it, a faint tugging at his own gift as subtle as the pull of a plant’s leaves towards the light. Not much, but it was enough to discern a direction: south. Given the extreme northerly latitude of the White Sea, ‘south’ covered most of the known world, but still, it was a start.


Holding on to his awareness of Gair’s location, Savin pushed back the covers and climbed out of bed. The perspiration on his skin chilled quickly in the cool air, but a thought restored the ward that insulated him from changes in temperature and with it his comfort. A further twitch of his will pushed back the heavy drapes at the windows. It did little to improve the light: outside, the day had barely begun and a dense sea mist of the kind the Nordmen called haar rubbed up against the bubbled, uneven glass like a large grey cat trying to cozen its way inside.


Savin clicked his tongue and flung a few ice-white glims into the air. By all the Kingdoms, he couldn’t wait to be done with this place and its fogs and slithers, its unimaginative, superstitious people. It was all so dull, dull, dull – in every sense of the word.


From his neatly ordered shelves he took a map and unrolled it on the table, weighting the ends with a couple of books and the velvet-shrouded sight-glass. A proper map, not one of the Nordmen’s charts annotated with currents and soundings in minute detail but with so little concerning the land’s geography that anywhere more than about a league inland might as well be labelled ‘Here be monsters’. He scanned southwards over the carefully drawn mountains and rivers of the Empire, past the Maling Islands in the Inner Sea, until his gaze came to rest at last on the Glass Hills and the city straddling the River Zhiman at their base.


El Maqqam?


Savin frowned. Alderan’s apprentice blundering about in the desert was a complication he could have done without. There were pieces in play there key to the wider game, skirmishes whose significance could only be appreciated by one with the vision to see the entire board. His fingers drummed on the meticulous rendering of the Glass Hills. And what was the Leahn doing in Gimrael anyway? The last Savin had sensed of him he’d been on the Western Isles, still stewing in his misery. So why was he in the desert – and why now?


Alderan must have found something, learned something that would justify him sending a novice gaeden into the middle of a bloody uprising. Some reward that was worth the risk . . . the starseed? Savin quickly dismissed that idea; he’d spent long enough in Gimrael to be sure the stone wasn’t there, so what could it be?


‘What are you up to, you old fox?’ he mused.


His gaze fell on the book weighting the edge of the map nearest his hand, a broken-spined thing whose fraying cover had once been blocked in gold. His drumming fingers slowed, then stopped. Little gold leaf remained, barely enough to pick out the shapes of the letters that spelled out the title – Chronicles of the True Faith: A History of the Founding Wars.


Was there a clue in St Saren’s book, some hint he had missed? He sat down in his chair and pulled the battered volume towards him, letting the map roll itself up again. He didn’t need it any more. Quickly he leafed through the worn pages to the section concerning the aftermath of Gwlach’s defeat and the repercussions of Fellbane’s confession. He’d read it so many times the pages were thickened with handling, and the merest glance at the words brought their meaning flowing up from his memory into the forefront of his mind, but he made himself read it again, searching for anything he might have overlooked.


The Lector laid plans in secret to take Corlainn’s disciples into custody, so that the stain of magic could be forever removed from the Order’s cloth. However, he was betrayed by those deepest in his counsel and the guilty, thus forewarned, fled the Holy City before arrests could be made. As word spread, more and more Knights hid themselves away in fear rather than face due justice, and the Order’s wrath upon them was terrible to behold.


A soft chattering sound interrupted his train of thought and he looked up. Perched on the seat of the stool in her cage, long toes curled to grip the edge, the firebird watched him from the shadows with jet-bead eyes. The string securing her lacquered paper mask had rotted through days ago, and all that remained of her fine plumage now was a few bruise-coloured streaks of paint on her pale skin. As he returned her stare she cocked her head to one side as if awaiting the answer to a question.


‘Later,’ Savin said. She repeated the chatter, punctuating it with clacks of her curved bill. ‘I said later!’


He returned his focus to the book on the table in front of him. At the edge of his attention, he heard the firebird hop down from her perch but paid her scant mind.


In every town heralds cried the news. Direst censure awaited the fugitives and all who harboured or abetted them, but their punishment on earth would be as nothing when set against the judgement of the Goddess, should they not repent and go to Her with their souls burned clean. And so inquisitors charged with the capture of the maleficents were dispatched to every corner of the land, east and west and south.


Interesting. Back then, the Holy City of Dremen had marked the northern edge of the nascent Empire. Apart from Milanthor, the wilds of the an-Archen foothills had barely been explored – Belistha was still the haunt of trappers and backwoodsmen and would not become a province in its own right for another hundred and seventy years. To the east was Leah, scene of some of the worst witch-hunts in the Empire’s history, and in the west lay the Goddess-fearing heartlands where fugitive Knights in fear for their lives would have found little succour. Beyond them lay the fey kingdoms, Astolar and Bregorin, where there was little more. No wonder so few had survived the initial purges to make the voyage to the Western Isles.


Which left the deserts of Gimrael. In those early years of the Empire, as the southern Church struggled to establish itself in a cauldron of feuding, fractious tribes, Gimrael was a place in which men could disappear. After all, when the surface of the pond is already roiling, who notices a few more ripples? By the time the tribes had been forced to put aside their ancient enmities and stand united under a single banner – with Prince Yezerin’s qatan resting lightly on their necks to make sure they respected it – there was more to worry about than a few refugees who’d long since found new identities and left their pasts behind.


Very interesting. Had those exiled Knights known what became of Corlainn’s treasure after he surrendered it and taken that knowledge south with them? Had it survived to this day, written in some forgotten book – and had Alderan found it? Savin leaned on his elbows, fingers steepled, and stared thoughtfully into space. He might have to return to the desert sooner than he’d anticipated.


Metal scraped on metal, became a sharp clang. Irked, he glanced up to see the firebird squatting at the door to the cage with a pewter plate in one hand; when she caught his eye, she struck the plate hard against the bars.


He clicked his tongue at the interruption. She struck the bars again: twice, three times.


‘Enough!’ he barked, slamming the flat of his hand on the tabletop. The firebird thrust out her head and hissed, beak agape, then began hitting the bars repeatedly, as insistent as one of the Nordmen’s brats beating its toy on the ground in a tantrum.


Irritation flared into anger. Apart from the novelty, Savin could hardly remember what had appealed so much about her in the first place. Once he’d taken her every way it was possible to do so, he should have simply disposed of her. Wrung her neck like a cage-bird that refused to sing and been done with her.


Power surged inside him, offering half a dozen ways to be rid of the iniku girl: slow ways, messy ways, or as quick and relatively pain-free as the way in which he’d dispensed with that housemaid in Mesarild. He was about to reach for one of them, anything to put an end to the relentless tinny clatter, when the noise stopped.


The firebird stared at him, utterly still. Only the rise and fall of her breasts betrayed the height of her passion, amber beads and gold rings gleaming in the glim-light. When she was sure she had his attention, she flung the plate across the cage and hopped onto the stool again with her back to him.


Defiance, now, was it? Temper boiling, he snatched for his power and heat engulfed him as if the door to a furnace had swung open. It filled his head with the roar of flames, scorched across his senses in a stink of burning meat, then the door slammed shut again and the heat was gone. At the back of his mind, his awareness of the Leahn went dark.


Hands hovering over the book, Savin waited, but nothing moved in the daemon’s shadow. No colour, no sensation. Whatever the Leahn had experienced had been so intense it had overwhelmed him and snuffed him out like a candle in a draught. Hardly a surprise; for all the boy’s raw strength he’d barely begun his training, and children tended to need to burn themselves in order to learn respect for the fire.


A smile tugged at his lips again. Whatever trouble the boy had blundered into in Gimrael had resolved itself neatly, and without any extra effort on his part. A most excellent solution all round. Now he could bend his attention to figuring out which gambit Alderan had afoot, and Saren’s book was the place to start.


Dismissing the sulking iniku girl from his thoughts, he pulled the book towards him.


The daub in the little wooden bowl glistened like fresh pitch. Kid’s blood thickened with ash, with wolfsbane and seeing-eye and powdered firethorn bark. Other leaves, too, secret herbs that Ytha had gathered by this moon or that, with a copper sickle or a silver knife as each plant demanded, then dried and hoarded away until this day.


Now it was ready.


She withdrew the alder twig she’d used to stir the mixture and threw it into the fire. The flames leapt up to take it in gouts of green, reflecting in the eyes of the watching women. A little smoke escaped the draw of the vent in the roof and curled around the tent, drawing an earthy odour after it. She watched their pupils widen as it took them, then breathed the scent deep into her own lungs and closed her eyes.


When she opened them, the fire was alive. It danced and swayed, beckoning to her with golden fingers. Shadows cavorted around it, distorted into shapes that bore no resemblance to the figures that cast them. This was old magic, blood magic of the kind she had used to ensorcel the chief’s spear. Magic of the mind, passed down from Speaker to apprentice from a time lost in the past, and which could be learned no other way for it did not depend on the Talent but on the will. Men knew a little of it – they made simple charms for successful hunting, or to hang from the tent pole for protection from ill will – but they could never touch its true power. That was the domain of women alone.


Cradling the bowl in her hands, she surveyed the circle of women. Each stood in her snow-fox robe with her staff at her side, the longest-serving to the newest, a trembling girl only a year or two into her staff for the Eagle Clan. As Speaker to the Chief of Chiefs, the honour was Ytha’s to join them in a sisterhood that could be broken only by death.


She stood up. ‘We begin.’


She dipped her fingers in the bowl and drew two lines across the first Speaker’s left cheek.


‘For common purpose.’ Then two more, down from the hairline to the jaw, through the right eye. ‘For clear sight in the smoke of battle.’ With her index finger, she drew a wavy line across the woman’s brow from the downward pair to her opposite temple. ‘For thought on the wings of the wind.’


The woman unfastened the front of her dress and held her shift open, baring her time-seamed chest.


Ytha dipped more daub and worked it inside her fist, then pressed her palm over the other Speaker’s heart. ‘For courage to the end.’


‘To the end, my sister.’


The hand-print sealed it. It would sink into the woman’s flesh and linger long after the daub itself had dried and flaked off her skin. The woman winced at the burning sensation of the firethorn. A little sweat broke on her top lip, but she took the bowl from Ytha with steady hands. She turned to the next Speaker in line and with the daub drew the first two lines on her face.


‘For common purpose . . .’


Like a smith forging links into a chain, the binding grew. With each link the chain grew stronger; Ytha felt the throb of it in the air, in the sweat-sharp smoky reek that pressed in all around her like another skin, writhing and surging against her. She felt it in the weight of the stares fixed on her, not least that of Two Bears’ Speaker, who came to stand in front of her with the bowl in her shaking hands, her entire body limp with terror but for her eyes, bright and glittery-hot, like lust and hunger and desperate avarice all rolled together.


‘Speaker.’


The girl proffered the bowl. She’d chewed her lip bloody with anxiety; scarlet stained her teeth and dripped from her chin onto the dark hand-print just visible between her white breasts.


Ytha held still whilst the sigils were drawn on her face, then yanked open her dress, not caring when the fastenings tore. Next to the power waiting for her, all else was as insignificant as chaff on the wind.


‘For courage to the end,’ the girl whispered. Her hand, fever-hot and sticky with daub, pressed onto Ytha’s chest.


Firethorn seared her skin and the force of the binding knocked all the breath from her lungs. She staggered, gasping as heat spread outwards from the hand-print, raced over her skin and lifted every hair on her scalp. It surged into her breasts, sank into her secret places. She was a woman seventeen times over and she knew it in every bone, every fibre, felt it the way the earth felt the quickening of spring.


Sweet Macha, it was glorious.


Head flung back, she reached for the power. It filled her in an instant; one of the other women gasped, but she didn’t see who it was. Frankly, she didn’t care. If they weren’t strong enough to withstand the pull of the magic, they had no right to call themselves Speakers. They would stand or they would fall on their own merit; she would not carry them.


By the Eldest, this felt good. As good as the first time she’d ever wielded her power, against the fat herdmaster who’d wanted her to suck the juice from his root when she was ten, and laughed at her when she said she’d be a Speaker one day. As good as the day she’d taken the mantle from old Brynagh and, for the first time, saw a man kneel at her feet instead of the other way around. Better. With power like this, she would bow her head to no one.


Gradually, reluctantly, she let the power go. Some of the others were swaying, leaning on their staffs for support. Two Bears’ Speaker was weeping, her daub-stained hand curled into a claw as if it pained her. She’d obviously never participated in a binding before, but when Ytha’s eye fell on her she did her best to stand up straight and steady.


She had them, all seventeen clans. Conor Two Bears would not find it easy to break faith now. Through Drwyn she had the chiefs, and through herself he had the Speakers. There was a pleasing circularity to that. It put her in mind of two serpents, one black, one white, devouring each other’s tails: a union of the masculine and feminine powers into a greater whole.


At that thought, a flicker of heat of another kind warmed her belly. She had neglected that hunger of late, in pursuit of other interests. Fired by the binding ritual, now it demanded to be sated. Liquid warmth pooled low down in her abdomen, loosening her muscles even as it tightened her nipples against the fabric of her shift.


No, that was not a pleasure to be savoured just yet. But later, oh yes.


‘Now we are one, my sisters.’ Now you are mine.


Ytha took the bowl from the girl and tossed it into the fire; after the herbs in the daub had permeated the wood it could never be used again. Fresh gouts of green flame leapt up to threaten the edges of the smoke-hole, and one by one the other Speakers bowed and took their leave to return to their clans. Their ways lay clearly before them; they did not need her to remind them, and the binding would hold them all true until long after the Scattering.


She stood awhile and watched the leaping fire, breathing in the potent smoke as the daub burned off. Her mind fixed on a warrior in Drwyn’s personal escort. A young warrior, with quick green eyes and a full mouth she could so easily imagine fastened to her breast as she rode him.


Yes. A little uisca at the feasting tonight – but not too much, a subtle glamour to roll away the years, and he would be hers. It was past time she rewarded herself. A wave of arousal rolled through her and she shuddered, squeezing her thighs on the hungry ache between them. Well past time.


She purred at the thought, and with a twitch of her magic damped the fire. Inside her, the other flame only burned hotter.
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AFTERMATH
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Gair was on fire.


No matter how he writhed and struggled, he couldn’t escape the heat. His skin split, juices ran; his flesh popped and hissed like a sausage in a skillet. Pain obliterated every thought, left him blind and deaf to everything but his agony. He opened his mouth to scream and choked on the stench of his own meat cooking.


His eyes flew open. For one endless second he was caught in the crushing grip of asphyxia, then his chest heaved in a breath. Another, and the clutching panic retreated, the pulse pounding in his ears began to slow. Weak with relief, he slumped on the pallet and sucked in lungful after lungful of the arid air as if it was as sweet and cold as Leahn spring-water.


Dear Goddess in heaven, he felt as if he’d been flung down a flight of stairs. His hip and thigh ached; so did the back of his head, and his right side was throbbing. He put a hand to it and found he was shirtless, his ribs snugly bandaged. Someone had taken care of him, but he had only the vaguest recollection of recent events. Flames, and falling, then nothing but bad dreams.


Propping himself carefully on his elbows, he looked around. The light was too dim to make out much more than vague, blocky shapes stacked waist high. There was a sense of space above him, a suggestion of beams in the shadows overhead, and a dusty, dry-wood scent to the air. From somewhere out of his line of sight he heard a susurrus that might have been voices, and soft scuffling sounds, like mice behind a wainscot.


Memory returned in broken pieces. Silver blades and yellow sashes. A flight of sparrows. The skirling, surging power of the Song turned to sawtoothed discord, and then flames.


There’d been flames inside his head, too, and they’d left his thoughts raw and tender as burns. He rubbed his eyes wearily. Even they ached.


‘So you live,’ said a woman’s voice from above him.


He looked up. A young Gimraeli woman in a stained and soot-dappled barouk sat cross-legged on a pile of grain sacks next to his pallet, her kaif looped carelessly around her neck. Her name was Tierce, he remembered. She was eating a peach, levering pieces off the stone with the blade of her knife; between slices, she flicked the dripping knife through her fingers as if she was unable to sit entirely still.


‘After a fashion,’ Gair said, twisting around on the pallet so he could lean back against the wall, too tired and sore to hold himself up any more. ‘What is this place?’


‘We are not far from the Lion Gate. This warehouse belongs to a friend of ours. You can shelter here for a few hours, then travel on at dusk.’ She bit into a piece of peach. Back and forth went the knife, sticky blade gleaming.


‘Thank you.’


She shrugged. ‘Consider it payment for all the Cultists you gave us to kill.’ Holding out a tin plate of cheese and fruit, she added, ‘The sisters say you must eat. When your wound opened it cost you some blood. You need red meat to make more, but this is all we have.’


He took the plate but had no appetite for the cheese, and contented himself with a handful of grapes. Their juice soothed his dry throat.


‘Where are the others? Are they meeting us here?’


The desertwoman refused to meet his gaze, focusing instead on the peach in her hand. As she pried another slice off the stone, her barouk sleeve fell back, revealing a bandage on her forearm. A sudden unease prickled down Gair’s spine.


‘Tierce?’


‘My brother sent me to fetch the rest of our cadre to help retrieve those books that your friend was so wedded to,’ she said shortly. ‘When we returned, the Daughterhouse was lost.’


For a heartbeat it didn’t register in his smoke-fogged brain. ‘Lost?’


‘Lost!’ Her voice rose in pitch. ‘Taken! In flames! How many ways do you want me to say it?’


More memories. A column of smoke in a blue sky, and a woman’s voice, low, afraid. They may have escaped. Tierce jabbed words at him like spears, and his mind flinched from them even as his imagination showed him the street door hacked to pieces, the burning lean-to that had fired the stables and the Cultist torches that had fired the rest. Roofs and floors, the carved vaulting in the chapel, all gone; only blackened stone remained. Of Alderan and her brother Canon there had been no sign.


Her hand began to tremble around the hilt of her knife. The jagged hurt in her eyes was too private to share and she looked away.


Gair covered his own face with his hands. Coming to Gimrael had been a mistake. A huge mistake, and he’d known it from the start. It had achieved precisely nothing. Now the books were destroyed, and Alderan was gone.


You and those books can go to hell.


Guilt stabbed at him. If he’d only kept his temper, maybe Alderan would still be alive. If only he’d managed to persuade him not to come to Gimrael at all . . . He raked his fingers through his hair.


Damn it, Alderan! Why wouldn’t you listen to me?


‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ It was all he could find to say. ‘Your brother was a good man. A man of honour.’


With a jerk of her arm, Tierce hurled the peach-pit at the wall and Gair had to duck as it rebounded off the plaster next to his head and rattled away across the floorboards.


‘Do not speak of what you do not know, Empire!’ Unshed tears shone in her furious, frozen glare. ‘After Uril, my brother was the finest man I have ever known. He deserved a warrior’s death, not to die for some ammanai books in a fight that was not even his.’


She hopped down from her perch and stalked away. If she’d been a cat, her tail would have been lashing.


‘I meant no offence, Tierce,’ Gair called after her, but she kept walking and gave no sign that she’d even heard him.


He let his hands fall into his lap. Even a shared grief only sharpened the woman’s hostility.


Closing his eyes, he tried to make sense of it all. Inside his mind the fires had dimmed to embers, but the welts they’d left across his thoughts made it difficult to concentrate, especially when what felt like a hundred individual smaller wounds clamoured for his attention. Exhaustion didn’t help; he’d apparently been unconscious for some hours, but he hadn’t slept at all the night before and weariness dragged at his limbs like leaden chains.


‘She won’t hear you,’ said the Superior from nearby. ‘Not yet. Her grief is still too new, like yours.’


Gair squinted up at her. He hadn’t heard her approach, had no idea how long she’d been standing by the grain sacks, Uril’s qatan cradled in her arms. Long enough to have heard at least some of what had passed between him and Tierce, anyway. He let his head fall back against the wall again.


‘You don’t know anything about me, Superior,’ he said and shut his eyes, hoping she’d leave him be. Saints, he needed to sleep.


‘I know what I saw in your face just now,’ she said. ‘In the eyes are the gates of the soul.’


‘Proverbs, chapter two, verse fifty-four. To find an honest man, look with the eyes of a liar.’


‘Abjurations four, thirty-eight. You know your Book.’


‘Ten years at the Motherhouse leaves its mark.’ He rubbed his thumb over the scar on his palm. In more ways than one.


Her footsteps came closer. ‘I brought this from the square – I thought you might have need of it.’


Gair opened his eyes again to see the nun holding the sword out to him. He took it and drew the blade a few inches. It had been cleaned and oiled by someone who knew how to care for a weapon. Tierce, perhaps? He slid it back into the scabbard and set it down beside the pallet.


‘Thank you. I owe my friend N’ril enough as it is without losing his brother’s sword into the bargain.’


He kneaded his brow, trying to think clearly. Trying not to think about Alderan. Part of him was tempted to reach out for the old man’s colours, but remembering those rich hues turned muddy as an old tapestry, he pushed the power away again. The wound was painful enough without looking for reasons to pick at it. Still he was unable to silence the bitter hiss of vengeance at the back of his mind that said with the old man gone, there was nothing holding him here any more.


‘Did you see what happened, Superior?’


‘Some of it.’


She hitched herself onto the sacks where Tierce had sat, feet dangling several inches above the floor. With her round rosy cheeks and curly hair unconstrained by a wimple, she looked like a farm girl on a gate. Apart from the severe black habit, of course.


‘I’d like to know what you saw,’ Gair said. ‘I don’t remember much of it very clearly.’


She folded her hands in her lap, looking vaguely uncomfortable. ‘When the Cultists appeared from the main street, you threw some kind of protection over the sisters. You drove the mob back with fire and with something else I could not see.’


‘It’s called the Song—’ he began, but she held up her hand.


‘It’s called mortal sin, my son, and that is all I care to know about it.’ Taking a deep breath, she collected herself. ‘You fought until your foes became too many, then you surrounded yourself with flames. Something made you fall from your horse, because the fire went out and there you were on the cobbles in a dead faint. We thought you had been struck on the head by a stone, though later we could find no injury apart from the one in your side. Then the girl came, with warriors.’ Shuddering, the Superior blessed herself. ‘In the confusion of their attack, we slung you over your horse and fled, I’m afraid. She found us shortly after and led us all here.’


It was barely more than he already knew, but it was better than nothing.


‘Who do I need to thank for taking care of this?’ He touched the bandage around his ribs.


‘Sister Resa. She appears to have taken you under her wing.’


‘Please tell her I’m grateful.’ He would tell her himself when he saw her, but for now he was too battered and weary to go looking for her. ‘And to you, too, Superior.’


‘We should thank you, Gair,’ she said. ‘You have put yourself in harm’s way for us more than once in recent days and because of it, we all still have our lives. As a daughter of the Church I must deplore your methods, but as a fellow soul under the Goddess I can find little to criticise.’ She rose to leave, brushing chaff from the skirts of her habit. A small smile softened her face. ‘It appears even mortal sin can have practical applications.’


Then she walked away to rejoin the other nuns.


Leaning back, Gair let the wall support him. He needed sleep, lots of it, but he also needed to know why he had lost control of the Song again. No one had struck him. He’d taken no new hurts at all beyond a few bruises, most of which he must have collected from the cobbles in the fall. Nothing to explain why his grasp on his gift had slipped, why the Song had turned on him the way it hadn’t since the iron room. Something inside him was broken.


Carefully, he probed the shield in his mind that scabbed over the worst of the reiving’s scars. Like the dull ache of an old wound, he had become so accustomed to it that he barely gave it any thought, but as he tried to examine it, his focus kept slipping away. After a few attempts, he gave up and let the shield be. It wasn’t as if he even knew what he was doing.


Alderan might have been able to explain some of it. Though he’d been no Healer, the old man had worked the Song for almost three times as long as Gair himself had drawn breath and his interests had been eclectic enough that he’d known a surprising amount about many, many things. Except Alderan wasn’t there. Alderan was gone.


Two days had passed without sign of Baer. Two days of bald, wind-scoured ridges where dead trees thrust skywards like fingers raised in admonition, and of precipitous, pine-choked valleys whose frost-hardened floors the sun never reached. Two days through mists and stumbles, with hunger gnawing at their bellies, through backtracks and deadfalls and stinging hail, and every evening the bitter shadow of Tir Malroth reached out and gathered them up. Two days had never felt so long.


A bright bead of blood glistened on the pad of Teia’s thumb where she’d stuck herself with the needle. She couldn’t sew with mittens on and without them the cold soon made her fingers next to useless. She sighed. It was almost worth leaving the rip in the knee of her trews unmended, were it not for the wind that found its way through the smallest gap in her clothing and pinched her hard enough to make her yelp. She sucked the blood away and tried once more to stitch the rent.


A dead tree had tripped her, sent her crashing down on hands and knees. Her mittens had saved her palms, but her trews had torn on the same sharp-edged rock that had gouged her flesh. Following her instructions, one of the other women had cleaned the wound and dressed it with some of Ana’s salve, but the ragged fabric was proving more bothersome.


I should have thought to bring another pair. His sealskin ones, or even the elk-hide – something that would have stood up to rough treatment better than this wool. She puffed and grunted, straining past her belly to make the first stitch. Or at least something else I could have put on to stay warm whilst I mend these! Macha, I’m so cold. Another stitch and she fell back gasping. This would take for ever.


Neve appeared around the blanket that made the door to the women’s shelter, carrying a steaming bowl. ‘Tea, Banfaíth,’ she said, setting it down next to Teia.


It was colourless, little more than hot water; the leaves had been reused too many times to have much left to give. She picked it up and sipped. Flavourless as well, but at least it was hot.


‘Thank you, Neve.’


The other woman sat back on her heels. ‘You’ll burn your eyes, stitching in that poor light,’ she said, taking the needle from Teia’s numb fingers. ‘Fetch it closer and I’ll see to the mending.’


Wordless, grateful, Teia sent her little globe of light to hover over Neve’s capable hands. She didn’t even object as Baer’s woman unpicked her clumsy stitches and started again. Banfaíth she might be to her little clan, but in the women’s tent she was no more than a girl again. Neve saw to that.


Teia leaned back on her arms and tried to ignore the ache in her lower back. Moving into the women’s tent had been her idea; it had felt wrong to her that the men should spend time constructing a separate shelter for her, just because she was the Banfaíth, before they could begin work on one for their families. It made more sense to have just two shelters, she had argued, one for men and one for women, which the warmth of their bodies could heat against the night’s chill. She had expected an argument from the men, but without Baer, Isaak did not feel strong enough to stand up to her and the rest of the menfolk followed his lead.


‘He’s gone, isn’t he?’ asked Neve quietly, head bent over her sewing. ‘Dead.’


‘I don’t know. I hope not.’


‘Ought to have been back with us by now. It’d take more than a bit of snow to stop my man.’ She twitched the rest of the rent closed and held it taut with one hand as the other dipped and drew, dipped and drew. ‘Reckon dead makes most sense.’ Her voice was brisk, dispassionate.


Reaching out, Teia touched Neve’s arm. ‘I haven’t given up hope.’


‘Aye, well.’ Neve tied off the thread and snapped it around her fingers. She handed the needle back but didn’t meet Teia’s eye. ‘Hope don’t keep me warm at night, is all.’


‘I can scry him out, if you like.’


The older woman hesitated. ‘You can see where he is?’


‘Not exactly, but maybe I can tell if he’s—’ She almost said if he’s alive, then corrected herself at the last minute. ‘If he’s safe.’ Surely she knew Baer well enough by now to seek him out.


Neve fussed with her shawl, folding and refolding her arms over it. Teia guessed she wanted to know but was afraid of what she might learn.


As gently as she could, she said, ‘At least then you’d know, one way or the other.’


The older woman worked her hands deeper under her armpits and gave a crisp nod. ‘True enough. I’ll fetch some water, shall I?’


Teia held up her tea-bowl. ‘This will do,’ she said. ‘It’s near enough water as it is.’


The power came quickly, but all the tiny bowl showed was snowflakes the size of goose feathers swirling in the air. Teia squinted to see the landscape beyond them, but with no moonlight she couldn’t make out more than ghostly grey shapes.


Show me Baer.


The viewing in the bowl turned to black and Neve recoiled. ‘Macha’s mercy!’


‘It’s all right,’ Teia reassured her. ‘I think he’s under cover somewhere, and it’s just too dark to see.’


Neve began to lean towards the bowl again then stopped, suddenly dubious. ‘You’re sure?’


‘Sure as I can be,’ Teia said, with more cheer than she actually felt. It was the absolute truth, but it tasted like the worst lie in the world. She was as sure as she could be on the basis of no more evidence than a feeling in her gut. ‘If Baer was . . . well, if something had happened to him, I don’t think the water would show me anything at all.’


Looking up, she met Neve’s gaze. A little bewildered, a little haunted, but strangely resolute. Teia released her power and let the viewing fade. ‘That didn’t help much, did it? I’m sorry, Neve. Maybe if I try again in the morning, when it’s light?’


‘No.’ The older woman sat back, rewrapping her shawl again. ‘Thank you, Banfaíth, but I reckon I’ve seen enough for now.’


She pushed herself to her feet and Teia wished she hadn’t made the offer to scry. It hadn’t eased Neve’s mind at all.


‘Thank you for your help with this.’ She gestured at her newly mended trews. ‘And the tea.’


‘It was no trouble. Banfaíth,’ Neve added by way of excusing herself and left.


Teia watched the blanket fall closed after her, despair chilling her as much as the gust of cold air. Oh, Neve, I’m so sorry.


She should never have let Baer go. She was a fool to be so concerned about others when she had Lost Ones of her own to care for. They should be her first duty, always.


Teia swiped a hand across her eyes. The longer Tir Malroth’s shadow lay over them, the more her strength dwindled, but they’d come too far to turn back now. The journey to the Broken Land would surely be longer than the distance that still lay ahead. It had to be. If she let herself believe otherwise . . .


No. She had to believe that the worst was behind them, not ahead. If she allowed herself even to think that was not so, she would lose what little hope she had left. She looked at the tea-bowl in her hand, still steaming faintly, and swallowed the drink down.
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TO THE LION GATE
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The sun was setting when the wide cargo doors at the far end of the warehouse were opened. The sudden noise startled most of the nuns onto their feet, and Gair had his hand ready on the hilt of the qatan even before he’d turned to see what was happening. Silhouetted against the orange light from outside was a barouk-clad figure; he shaded his eyes and squinted, trying to see who it was as he walked up to the door.


‘Tierce?’ he asked.


‘It’s time,’ she said, signalling to someone behind her. A high-sided wagon drawn by a six-mule hitch clattered into the yard from the street. As soon as it was inside, the driver, a nondescript fellow in workman’s clothes, leapt down from the seat and with a nod for Tierce disappeared back out through the arched entry, pulling the gates shut behind him.


Some of the nuns had drifted up to the door after Gair, the Superior amongst them. ‘This is our way out of the city?’ she asked.


‘I assume so.’ He fell silent as Tierce turned to face the group.


‘The city is no longer safe for ammanai,’ she said, without preamble. Her words were inflectionless and she kept her sand-veil firmly across her face, so only her eyes were visible. ‘There is water on the wagon and adequate provisions to see you as far as Zhiman-dar, although it will not be a comfortable journey. After that I suggest you leave Gimrael and never return.’ She hesitated, then added stiffly, ‘May your Goddess go with you.’


The nuns began whispering amongst themselves as Tierce strode over to Gair and the Superior. She eyed them without warmth.


‘This is the best the jihadi can do at short notice. Do not ask for more.’


‘I wasn’t going to,’ the Superior said mildly. ‘On behalf of all our Order, I am grateful for everything you have done for us.’ She reached out to take Tierce’s hand between both of hers. ‘I am sorry for your loss, my daughter. Your brother will be in all our prayers, as will you.’


Tierce snatched her hand back. ‘I do not need your prayers!’ she snapped. ‘And my brother—’ She stopped, looked away and collected herself with an effort. ‘When you reach Zhiman-dar, go to the livery yard on the west side of Green Moon Square and ask for Tal. Tell him his Aunt Jamira is unwell and not expected to last the month. He will make sure the mules and wagon are returned to their rightful owner.’


She gave them brief directions to the square. The street names meant nothing to Gair, but the Superior nodded as if she knew the place well. Finally, the young woman glanced up at the evening moon, already halfway above the high walls around the yard and blushing pink with the setting sun.


‘The Lion Gate will be closed in two hours,’ she said. ‘Don’t waste time.’


She turned to leave, then stopped when Gair held out his hand.


‘May your road speed you, Tierce,’ he said, offering her the ritual farewell in Gimraeli. Suspicious black eyes flicked over his face, as if she couldn’t be sure if he was sincere. Then she gave his hand a quick, dry shake and walked away.


‘Prickly as a guyyam fruit, that one,’ said the Superior with a sigh.


Gair watched Tierce making a show of observing the comings and goings on the street outside through a chink in the gate, but the tensely folded arms, the hunched shoulders betrayed her emotions.


‘I think she has her reasons,’ he said. ‘Come on. We’d best get moving.’


It didn’t take long to load the sisters and their few possessions into the wagon-bed, whilst Gair fetched Shahe from where she’d waited out the day in the stable adjacent to the warehouse. By the time he’d checked her over to be sure she was carrying no injury worse than a stone bruise and saddled her up, the nuns were settled as comfortably as they could be. With the Superior’s help, he spread a canvas tarpaulin over the wagon and tied it down, then as the sun dipped behind the Governor’s palace they set off for the Lion Gate.


Gair let the Superior lead, since she knew the way, and fell in behind the wagon as it rumbled along an alley lined with high, windowless buildings. More warehouses, perhaps, or bonded stores; they were somewhere in the underbelly of El Maqqam’s mercantile district. He glanced behind him once as he rode away, but Tierce was busy closing the gates again and didn’t acknowledge him. Maybe she was simply as glad to see the back of him and the nuns as he was to be finally leaving. He only wished the circumstances could have been different.


But however heavy his heart, he had no time for brooding. There was a hostile city to cross, and then a long ride to Zhimandar, which would in all likelihood be no friendlier. Grief and guilt were luxuries he could not afford. Settling his sand-veil high across his face and his kaif as low as he could and still see, he followed the nuns’ wagon out of the alley onto a busy street.


The city teemed as raucously at the close of the day as it did at noon. Each street they traversed was thick with pedestrians, handcarts and ox- or mule-drawn wagons, both empty and full. Farmers returning home from market, merchants bound for the port at Zhiman-dar; in the dusty orange light of early evening, the Superior in her plain barouk resembled just another weary wagoneer plodding through the crush. Gair ambled Shahe along behind, keeping a watchful eye on the crowd around them as they passed out of the mercantile district and onto a wider street lined with shops still open for business. A steady stream of wagons occupied the middle of the street with foot traffic eddying along the margins and occasionally darting in between the slower, heavier vehicles to reach the other side, incurring curses and shaken fists on the way.


The street opened out to a square up ahead, but instead of the traffic speeding up it slowed to a crawl and finally stopped. Soon the crowd began to mutter and shrug, standing on tiptoe to peer ahead in search of the reason for the hold-up. Gair stood in his stirrups and shaded his eyes. The square was crowded with people listening to a man declaiming loudly in front of what looked like blackened trees. Occasionally the crowd cheered, and the man’s shouts got louder. Yellow gleamed around his waist.


Burned trees. A flight of sparrows. Flames flared in Gair’s memory and he recognised the square ahead. Instinctively, he glanced south and east, and saw a faint smear of smoke still staining the darkening sky.


Saints have mercy.


He shook out his barouk to cover the ornamented cantle of Shahe’s saddle and sat down again. Black was not an uncommon colour for horses, but her silver-chased harness might be distinctive enough to mark her out if there was anyone in the crowd who’d been there that morning. He nudged her forward and the citizen throng obligingly shuffled sideways to let the horse through to the front of the wagon.


As soon as he leaned down to the Superior’s ear, she whispered, ‘I know.’


‘Is there another way?’


‘In this crowd? We’d never make it to the gate on time.’ He saw her gaze flick around the exits from the square. ‘Straight ahead’s our best bet.’


Gair bit back a curse. Straight ahead would take them past the thickest part of the crowd, close by where the Cultist was holding court atop the well-cover.


‘What is he saying?’


She listened awhile. ‘The usual Cult rhetoric about godless oppressors— Wait, now he’s denouncing someone. See him pointing?’ Across the square, several yellow-sashed men were shoving a stumbling figure to the front of the crowd. ‘Hamesh the silk merchant has been trading with ammanai, profiting from his dealings with the oppressors . . . Now he’s pulling off the merchant’s rings – he calls them infidel gold, stained with the blood of the righteous—’ She looked down at her hands on the reins. ‘He’s been sentenced to death.’


‘Just for trying to make a living?’


‘According to them he has strayed from the true path.’ The Superior closed her eyes briefly, as if offering up a prayer. ‘I used to love this city. Now I barely even recognise it.’


Her words echoed what Sister Avis had said when he had asked her about the sun-signs. The Cult was tightening its grip on El Maqqam, squeezing so hard the blood had begun to flow. You mark my words, there’ll be another desert war, and soon. Alderan’s prediction, from last year. The old man had known, had read the way the wind was blowing, and now the whole world was fraying apart.


‘This is madness,’ Gair muttered. ‘We have to get out of here.’


‘I’m open to suggestions,’ said the Superior dryly. Shahe nodded as if in agreement, mouthing at her bit.


Ahead, someone began sobbing and pleading. Gair couldn’t understand the words, but didn’t need to. Hamesh the merchant was begging for his life. Gair shut his eyes. His instincts were screaming at him to draw steel and do something, but he was too far away, with too many Cultists and their supporters between him and the luckless merchant. So instead he had to listen to the gabbled pleas, the jeers of the crowd, with a dark, ugly fire inside and his hand clenching and unclenching around the whipped-leather hilt of the useless sword on his hip, and wait for it to end. It was one of the hardest things he’d ever done.


In the end, Cult justice was swift, if brutal. A harsh Gimraeli voice barked a command, steel thunked into flesh and a dripping object was hoisted into the air. The crowd bayed their approval and the Superior shuddered.


‘Did they . . . ?’


‘Yes.’ Gair forced himself to release the sword-hilt as, amazingly, the press of bodies and vehicles ahead began to stir. Faintly, he heard the distinctive ringing of hammers on nails and guessed what was happening to the merchant’s corpse. ‘When we pass the well, I suggest you don’t look up.’


One by one, wagons lumbered into motion. The crowd was still hooting and chanting, but as it thinned around the edges space opened up for the carts to pass by. The pace was hideously slow. Every yard of the way, Gair expected a shout to ring out and a horde of yellow-sashed swordsmen to appear around the nuns’ wagon. The back of his neck itched with imagined scrutiny, but no one spoke up and the mules plodded on across the square.


As they passed the well, he couldn’t prevent himself glancing across at the scorched shapes of the trees. What he saw made his gorge rise. Poor Hamesh’s body was propped in a sitting position against the largest tree, his colourful robes defiled by gory stains. Flies swarmed around the bloody stump of his neck and the slack-jawed head that sat above it, pinned to the tree’s trunk with long black nails through the eyes.


Stomach surging, Gair dragged his gaze forwards again before he gave himself away. The act was horrific enough, but what truly sickened him was the Cult warrior standing to one side of the corpse, grinning triumphantly, brandishing the bloody sword above his head as if he was proud of what he’d done.


Gair’s pulse pounded so hard it made his head swim. Dear Goddess, was there no depth to which the Cult would not stoop? He caught a worried glance from the Superior and realised he had a white-knuckled grip on the qatan again, and his jaw ached from grinding his teeth. It took a half-minute or more to make himself let go. It took another half a mile of crowded street before his heartbeat slowed to something close to normal.


Close to the Lion Gate, the wagon’s progress became erratic and then stopped altogether. The larger vehicles could only pass through in single file, and the city watchmen in charge of the gates also had to contend with travellers outside wanting to come within the walls before nightfall. It made for a frustrating wait, everyone packed into the foregate square like so many salt fish in a barrel. Sulky teams stamped and shook their heads at the flies and their drivers grumped to each other like wagoneers everywhere. Gair pitied the poor sisters sweltering in the wagon-bed under the heavy canvas; the heat wasn’t a great deal less outside, but at least there was fresh air to be had.


He watched the gate guards over the heads of the crowd in the square. They didn’t appear to be overly vigilant; with luck they’d be as bored and lazy as the guards had been in Dremen when he’d fled the motherhouse, at their post more for the look of it than any real effort at security, but given the tension and violence in the city – never mind what he’d just witnessed – that might be too much to hope for.


Bending low in the saddle so only the Superior could hear him, he asked, ‘Will the watch want to see a manifest, or inspect the cargo?’


‘I don’t know,’ she whispered back. ‘It’s been more than twenty years since I came through here on a supply wagon.’ Lines of strain pinched the corners of her eyes as she hunted back and forth from the watchmen at the gate to the carts in front of her. Most were waved through, but some drivers were being quizzed. ‘I am loath to ask this, but as they say, when a nail needs driving . . . Is there anything you can do to help us remain unseen?’


With less of a crowd around them and more time to prepare, he might have been able to spin an illusion to disguise both her and the wagon. He had a sound grasp of the principles, but he had never attempted to mask a moving object before, and on the evidence of the last few days, he was afraid it would go badly wrong – assuming he could hold on to the Song long enough even to attempt it.


‘Nothing I’d be happy trusting your lives to,’ he replied.


‘But what you did for the sisters this morning—’


He shook his head. ‘That was crude stuff. Illusion on this scale requires more finesse than strength.’


‘Then we must put our faith in the Goddess.’ She snapped the reins to start the mules forward again.


In fits and starts they crossed the square, trundling forwards a few yards, waiting again as carts and pack-trains came through the gates the other way. Each delay wound Gair’s nerves a little tighter; responding to his increased anxiety, Shahe grew restless and began to fidget. By the time they reached the gate, the sun had sunk halfway behind the city wall and shadows were pooling on the cobbles. The gate guards were clearly as fed up as everyone else in the square and waved the nuns’ wagon through with only a few terse words. Gair and Shahe received a hard look, but he gathered the mare up and trotted her past with as much head-high inner-desert haughtiness as he could manufacture, and they let him be.


Once clear of the walls, the Superior sighed with relief. ‘Goddess be praised!’


‘We’re not out of the woods yet,’ Gair said, fighting the urge to glance back over his shoulder.


She gathered up the reins to snap them over the mules’ backs. ‘Then let’s get out of here.’


With a sharp pang, Gair remembered what Alderan had said as they left the Holy City. When you look as if you have every right to be there, everyone else will assume that you do. ‘Keep them at a walk,’ he said. ‘Don’t hurry.’


She shot him a quizzical look.


‘The last thing we want is for one of those watchmen to wonder why a six-mule hitch is pelting away from the city.’ He saw her gaze slide sideways. ‘And don’t look back, either.’


Above her sand-veil, her eyes narrowed. ‘In addition to your other gifts, you appear to be an accomplished sneak.’


‘Not really.’ He paused to let a smaller, faster cart overtake them and vanish into the billow of dust raised by the other traffic on the road ahead. ‘But I had a good teacher.’


They rode on in silence as the evening purpled softly towards night. At a hundred yards out from the city with no sound of pursuit, Gair began to relax; at three hundred or so, he heard the Lion Gate thud closed and finally let the tension ease out of his shoulders. If the Cult wanted to come after them now, they’d have to persuade the city’s officials to order the gates opened. Even if they had the Governor in their pocket, that would take time, and every minute he and the nuns spent travelling took them further out of the Cult’s reach – at least for now. Zhimandar would be another story, but he’d worry about that when they got there.
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Between one step and the next, the stillness of the wildwood became the damp chill of an autumn field. A tingle of something passed over Tanith’s skin, as if she’d walked through a draught, then cold air hit her lungs, smelling of turned earth and burned stubble. Rags of mist straggled over the turf, and on the horizon a copse huddled black against the pale sky.


‘Spirits, where are we?’ she asked.


The forestal looked around alertly, like a hound scenting the air. ‘We must hurry. There is not much time.’


Then he broke into a run, uphill towards the trees, and she had to follow him or be dragged by the rope tied around her wrist. Wet grass squeaked under her boots as she skidded and stumbled to keep up.


Halfway to the copse, two figures lay sprawled on the dewy turf, their clothes already beaded by the mist. One of them was Ailric, who lay face up, staring unblinking at the sky. The other was the warrior she’d seen through the stones, his rough woollen shirt black with blood around the arrow in his back.


Owyn dropped to his knees beside Ailric. ‘Give me the token.’


She fumbled out the acorn she’d found in Ailric’s coat and pressed it into the forestal’s outstretched hand. ‘What happened to him? Will he be all right?’


‘He crossed without a token, so the way back was barred to him. It is too complex to explain now.’ He gripped the acorn tight, his lips moving, then stuffed it into Ailric’s trouser pocket and heaved the Astolan up onto his shoulder. ‘Come. We must leave.’


Beside them, the warrior moaned, struggling to lever himself onto his arms. Kneeling, Tanith pressed him gently back down.


‘Stay still,’ she said. ‘I’m a physician.’


Frightened blue eyes peered up at her, showing no sign of understanding, but when she drew her knife to slit open his shirt he redoubled his efforts to escape. Tanith calmed him as best she could, and quickly cut through the wool. The fabric was glued to his skin with blood; as she peeled it away, crimson welled up around the white-fletched arrow that pierced his back next to his shoulder-blade. He coughed, the arrow twitching, and a little blood appeared on his lips.


It had reached his lung. Unless she acted fast, he’d drown.


Owyn shook his head, teeth gritted under Ailric’s weight across his shoulders. ‘Leave him. We cannot linger here, lady.’


‘I’m a Healer,’ she snapped back. ‘I won’t leave a wounded man if I can help him.’


From somewhere beyond the trees, trumpets rang out. The warrior plucked at Tanith’s hand, slurring words she didn’t understand. She disengaged him and took a firm grip on her knife. It was no scalpel, but it was sharp.


‘I’m sorry. This will hurt.’


She made a swift, deep cut, down alongside the arrow-shaft. The man screamed. Trumpets sounded again from the copse, followed by drumming hooves. She probed the wound with her finger, searching for the arrow-head.


Quickly, quickly, or the welling blood would kill him faster than the arrow would have. Her finger slithered over a hard shape – the arrow-head. Not barbed, thank the spirits. Gritting her teeth, she dug the point of her knife behind the head and with her other hand drew the shaft free. The warrior’s scream became a wet bubbling moan as he vomited blood onto the grass.


Throwing the arrow aside, Tanith pressed her hand over the wound, thrusting out and down with the Song. There was no time to be gentle; this was battlefield Healing, swift and graceless. His body thrashed, eyes starting from his head, his mouth working soundlessly.


A sharp yank on the rope pulled her hand away. ‘Lady, leave him! He is already dead!’


The turf trembled under her and she looked up. Over by the copse, a dark shape was moving in the mist, accompanied by a low rumbling. White banners with a blue device appeared from behind the trees, then the dark shape resolved into a phalanx of cavalry thundering over the ridge towards her at a flat gallop.


Bloody spears swept down to the couch. She saw bared teeth and flying manes, then Owyn tugged the rope once again, hauling to her feet.


‘Hurry!’ he shouted, lumbering up to a run with Ailric still slung across his shoulders like a hunter’s kill. For an instant she agonised over the fate of her patient, then pelted after him.


Never had two hundred yards felt so much like two hundred miles. The sloping field looked endless, the green of the forest drawing further away with every stride instead of closer, whilst the cavalry surged down the ridge behind her. The thudding hooves, the creak and jingle of harness grew so loud that she imagined at any second she would feel the horses’ breath or a spear in her back.


Through the clearing mist, she saw the two stone pillars beneath the trees at the forest’s edge, the symbols carved into them still white from the mason’s chisel. Twenty yards away. She dared a glance back over her shoulder. The wounded warrior was on his feet, sword held aloft in salute. She slowed, raising her own hand in acknowledgement, and saw the line of charging horsemen rise behind him like a breaking wave.


Even as she drew breath to shout a warning, a spear-point burst from the man’s chest. A flicker of stunned incomprehension crossed his face, then he was gone, ridden down without a cry.


‘No!’


The pillars loomed either side of her and the world flashed silver to black. Disoriented, dragged forwards by the rope around her wrist, she fell to her hands and knees in the leaf litter of the clearing. When she looked over her shoulder again, the battlefield had vanished and all she could see through the stones was the far side of the glade.


Panting for breath, she let her head fall. Despite her best efforts, her patient was dead.


Every Healer knew that sometimes a patient would not survive, that sometimes fate or time or sheer blind chance meant there was nothing a physician could do except ease their passing. She had experienced it before, more than once. It was the curse that came with the gift, the shadow cast by the light of the Healer’s power. But she had never saved a life only to see it wrenched away again by violence so quickly. It was a wrong so vast she could scarcely wrap her mind around it.


Then she saw her dagger in the dirt, its blade bright and clean. No blood. There was none on her hands either, yet she’d felt the man’s raw flesh, the heat of his life slicking her fingers as she cut out the arrow-head. Disbelief chilled her.


‘Did it really happen?’ she asked, rocking back on her heels.


Owyn had heaved Ailric down onto his bedroll and was spreading a blanket over him. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘And no.’


Tanith frowned. ‘I don’t understand. Either it did or it didn’t.’


He tucked the blanket around the Astolan’s legs.


‘How do we ever know that something has happened? We know because once it is done, the world as it was is no more. The event has changed it. For that warrior, nothing changed.’


‘But I saw him. I touched him.’ I felt his pain smelled the fear-sweat on his skin oh spirits I Healed him why couldn’t I save him?


‘Then for you, it was real.’ The forestal straightened up, sliding the noose off his wrist. His face was grave. ‘You should have left him, lady.’


Tears threatened and Tanith tilted her chin defiantly, determined they would not fall. ‘I will not betray my Healer’s oath. I will render aid wherever I can.’


‘Even when it is hopeless?’


‘Even then.’ Damn it, no! I will not cry! ‘At least this way he died quickly instead of drowning in his own blood.’ At least I know I made a difference, however small.


He cocked his head on one side. ‘But he is still dead.’


To that, she had no answer. The helplessness, the sheer unfairness of it, yawned like an abyss, and she stood on the very edge. Owyn watched her for a long moment, until she had to look away or she really would cry, no matter what she did.


Back on this side of the stones, dawn had given way to a dull and cheerless day, and despite the warmth of the air she began to shiver. The shock, she realised, combined with the run, the change in temperature. Oh, spirits, she couldn’t stop shaking.


Hunkering down at her side, Owyn draped her blanket around her shoulders. She thanked him and he reached into his jerkin and took out a small silver and leather flask.


‘Here,’ he said, offering it to her. ‘This will help warm you.’


When she unscrewed the cap, the smell of some kind of spirits made her head spin. Gingerly she took a sip and gasped as the stuff seared down her throat.


‘What is that?’ she asked when she could see straight again. The shuddering had stopped and her stomach was aglow.


‘Kavit. We make it from birch leaves.’ Owyn took a sip himself, then sealed the flask and stowed it away. ‘Better?’ he asked.


‘Better.’ She was, in a way; the jolt of strong spirit had anchored her in the immediate, in the now, and given her something to hold on to whilst the strangeness washed over her. But she would never forget that warrior’s blue eyes.


Tanith looked over at Ailric. His golden skin had a pallid cast and a little frown creased his perfect brows, as if he was vaguely disappointed in something, but that apart he appeared none the worse for his passage through the stones. She was glad for that. Any tender feelings she held for him had long since burned out, but she had loved him once and wished him no harm.


‘Will he be all right?’ she asked as Owyn slipped the noose from her wrist. He followed her gaze.


‘I think he took no lasting harm, but his head will hurt when he wakes.’ He snorted and jerked the tail of the noose to untie it. ‘Perhaps it will teach him to take better heed in future.’ Mouth set in a hard line, he coiled the rope around his palm and elbow, snapping out the kinks with quick, angry movements.


Tanith glanced at Ailric again. Passing through the portal without his token had evidently put him in considerable danger. Owyn had said that without it the way back from there was barred to him, but only now did it occur to her that he hadn’t said exactly where there was.


She dug her own acorn from her pocket and studied it from sharp tip to nubby green cup. Apart from its weight, so out of proportion to its size, nothing distinguished it from any other windfall that might be found on the forest floor. Turning it over in her palm, she thought again about the tingling sensation she’d felt when she first took it.


‘Where was that place, beyond the stones?’ she asked. ‘It wasn’t part of this forest, was it?’


‘No.’ He did not look at her, busy stowing the coil of rope in his pack.


There was more to it than that, she was sure of it. ‘Where was it? When was it?’


He exhaled sharply. ‘There is knowledge I cannot share with you,’ he said, buckling down the flap on his pack. ‘Even if I could, you would need half a lifetime to see it clearly.’


She frowned, nettled. ‘My people are as old as yours. We are wise to this world.’


Owyn jerked his head in Ailric’s direction. ‘As wise as yon lover? I warned him to keep the token close!’


So the forestal had overheard them – enough to come to the conclusion that they were intimate.


‘He’s not my lover. Not any more.’ Tanith kept her voice low in case it woke the sleeping Astolan. ‘Please, Owyn. Whatever mistake Ailric made, those stones took us somewhere else, and I want to understand what happened.’


He stared at her, then turned his head aside, a muscle in his jaw working as he mastered his temper.


‘Then I must ask your forgiveness,’ he said. ‘When I say you will need half a lifetime to understand, I do not mean to insult you. It is more that I cannot explain it adequately. Amongst my people, I am not renowned as a teacher.’


‘I’ll struggle along,’ said Tanith, and he gave her the merest quirk of a smile. Pushing his pack aside, he sat down cross-legged in the leaf litter.


‘Once this world was all forest, from the mountains to the sea. Every wood, every forest that has ever been was once part of that first forest, and in the heart of the wildwood, the trees remember. All those forests exist there, endlessly reflected upon one another. If you have the skill, or a guide, it is possible to move between them, and so cover great distances with ease.’


‘So what we saw beyond the stones—’


‘Was a memory. Of a battle already lost, and of a warrior already slain.’


‘I couldn’t have saved him, no matter what I did?’


‘No,’ the forestal said gently. ‘I tried to tell you. He had to die because he was already dead.’


She remembered the weight of time she’d sensed at the cloven oak. ‘What happens when a tree dies? Are the memories lost?’


‘The memory is in the forest. A tree dies when its time is done, for such is the order of things, but its fruit gives rise to a new tree in its place. The individual may pass but the forest remains, and so memory endures.’


That made sense, of a sort – as long as she accepted the idea of trees possessing memory. She studied the acorn in her hand again, still looking for something remarkable about it, and found nothing.


‘The fruit of the oak. You said it will protect us.’ She held it up by the bit of twig attached to the cup. ‘Protect us from what?’


‘Lady, would you have me tell all my secrets?’ said the forestal with a laugh. ‘Oaks are the gatekeepers of the forest. There is a reason why I found you at an oak tree, and why all the paths returned you there, just as there is a reason why oaks surround this glade.’


He gestured at the black shapes of the trees around them, whose branches spread so wide they overlapped each other and wove their twigs together like children linking their hands in a ring.


Like one of Masen’s Gates in the Veil. ‘It’s a doorway. A portal to another place.’


‘In a manner of speaking.’ Owyn leaned his elbows on his knees and laced his fingers together. ‘Bregorin is . . . a many-folded land. The ways of the wildwood are deceptive, and it is possible even for we who dwell here to become lost. The oak token ensures safe passage, shall we say. It is important that you keep it with you at all times.’


‘I will.’ Tucking the acorn back into her pocket, Tanith asked, ‘If you go deep enough into the wildwood, can you travel into the past and change the outcome of events?’


‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘That only happens in stories. In the Grove there are trees so ancient they were seeded long before the settlers came out of the east, even before the free peoples ever gave this land a name, so the forest’s memory is long, and the wildwood runs deep, but what is past is past. It is not possible to make a change, only to witness it.’ He unfolded himself and stood.


‘It is still very early. Sleep some more, lady, if you can. We will leave in an hour, and you must be rested before we move on. The next stage of the journey may be perilous.’


More perilous than the memories of the trees?


Tanith lay down under her blanket and gazed up at the roof of the ancient forest, the chinks of pale cloud visible through the branches. Though she tried not to dwell on it, she could not help but wonder whether trees that dreamed could also have nightmares.
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As the first light touched the mountains, Ytha left the green-eyed warrior snoring in a tangle of sweaty blankets and walked back through the camp to her own bed. Nothing stirred in the cold blue shadows between the tents but a few twists of smoke from the fires, so there was no one to see her as she let the glamour dissolve. The rolling-hipped, red-headed girl she used to be blurred into the air, but the memories remained, and she strode towards her tent with a smile of lazy contentment on her face.


Gods, but there was little to compare with a young man at his peak. Strong as a Stone Crow stallion and more than willing to be ridden hard – hard enough to satisfy even her long hunger. Once the Scattering was over she would no longer be able to pretend to be some wilful daughter of a distant clan, but until then there was plenty of uisca and darkness to give them both what they wanted. And they’d wanted plenty. She shook back her hair, remembering, and the memories made her purr.


As she neared her tent, she noticed her wolf’s-head standard slumped askew, its bone charms clacking together in the breeze. Ytha frowned. Some drunkard must have blundered into it during the night and the men on guard hadn’t bothered to straighten it. A fine impression that made in front of the other chiefs and their Speakers. The men would catch the rough side of her tongue for that; dung-picking for a week might make them remember their duties in future. She rounded the flank of the tent, gathering breath to berate the guards, and stopped when she saw that there were no men on watch at the entrance, and no sign of them anywhere nearby.


Wandered off after drink, most likely, the useless dolts. Ytha growled, imagining worse punishments than dung-picking. By the time she was done with them, they’d wish they’d stayed sober. She wrenched the pole upright and drove its bronze spike further into the ground with a twist of power to keep it there. Let them try to pull that up when the time came to break camp!


Smacking aside the door-curtain, she stalked into her tent. After the brightness of the morning the darkness temporarily blinded her, so she conjured an orb to light her way amongst the chests and cushions. The last thing she needed now was barked shins.


The globe’s pale light revealed the pair of Hounds sitting with their backs to her, ears pricked intently, and her hand went straight to her knife. When she saw what – or, rather, who – they were watching, she drew it.


‘You!’ she snapped. ‘You have no right to be here!’


The dark-haired man reclining on her cushions looked up and smiled. ‘Is that any way to greet a friend?’


‘We are not friends.’ She flexed her fingers around the hilt of the knife. ‘Now go, before somebody sees you.’


He bridled. ‘Not friends? You wound me, Ytha. Besides, nobody will see. I sent your guards away, and no one walks into the Speaker’s tent uninvited.’ The smile became salacious, his near-black eyes twinkling. ‘Especially not when she is . . . entertaining.’


The man was certainly dressed for pleasure. His hair spilled loose about his shoulders and his deep red robe draped open almost to the sash at his waist, revealing a considerable amount of pale, firmly muscled chest. The shining fabric clung to his form in a way that left no place to conceal a weapon, nor much of anything else.


‘And what if they talk?’


He gave an airy wave. ‘They saw nothing untoward, I assure you. No one will learn of our arrangement.’


Unconvinced, Ytha scowled. However he’d managed to deceive the guards, she’d have their hides for ground-skins later.


Levelling the knife at him, she snarled, ‘You have a nerve, showing your face here after you lied to me. All this time, I have been the one to bear all the risk, and you’ve given me nothing but empty words!’


‘Nothing?’ He flicked a languid hand at the hangings around the walls of the tent, worked with animals unknown in these lands, in colours richer than anything a Nimrothi dyer could create. ‘Hardly nothing, my dear.’


Ytha glowered. They were costly gifts, right enough, but that didn’t mean he owned her.


‘I am not a whore to be bought!’ she snarled. ‘We made a bargain, you and I, and you promised me the forts in the passes would remain empty.’


He examined his fingernails and drawled, ‘As I recall, I promised the forts would remain empty of Church Knights – the ones you call the iron men.’


‘They are swarming with the Empire’s soldiers!’


Dark eyes fixed levelly on hers. ‘But no Knights, so I think you will find that I have kept my word. Have you kept yours?’


He doubted her? Aedon’s balls, she ought to open his belly right now, and never mind the ruined carpets. She glared down her nose at him. ‘Of course.’


‘You have the war band?’


‘I do.’


‘All the chiefs?’


‘All seventeen.’ Pride bloomed in her chest, reminding her of the deep burn of the firethorn that bound the other Speakers to her in an unbreakable chain, and she stood up straight, chin tilted haughtily. ‘All the Speakers, too. You should not have doubted me, southman.’


‘That is most excellent news.’ He folded his arms and sighed. ‘Put the knife away, Speaker. I’m not going to hurt you and you can’t hurt me, so spare us both the posturing, please.’


Ytha glowered at him, reluctantly sliding the knife back into its sheath. ‘I don’t trust you.’


‘Oh, but you should.’ He gestured to the two Hounds, who shuffled their paws and licked their chops as if they knew he had a choice morsel for them. ‘I see you received my little gift.’


His gift? ‘These are Maegern’s Hounds.’


‘True, but She did not release them.’


Impossible. ‘I spoke with Her. She promised us the Hounds as a token of Her favour!’


The man laughed indulgently. ‘My dear Speaker, your faith in your goddess is commendable, but consider this: faith does not require that things are true, only that you believe them to be so.’


Macha, the man twisted words like a Speaker avoiding an untruth. ‘Speak plainly.’


‘Is it not obvious?’ He spread his hands. ‘If your goddess had the power to reach into the daylight world, She would have freed Herself centuries ago. She might have commanded the Hounds to come to you, but She needed help to release them.’


Before she could stop herself, the knife was halfway from its sheath again. ‘Lies!’


Amused, he cocked an eyebrow at her. ‘It hadn’t occurred to you? I am surprised.’


The notion had never even crossed her mind. Maegern was a goddess of the Elder realm – She raised Her hand and Her will was done. Ytha had never had reason to doubt it, and yet . . . after the Breaking, mortal men had sealed the goddess and Her Hunt away. Powerful men, with a powerful weapon, but mortals nonetheless. That realisation shook Ytha badly, even worse than finding out yesterday that the forts were not empty, but she stiffened her knees and snicked the knife back into its sheath. No pale-skinned southerner would see the Speaker of the Crainnh at a loss, no matter what he said.


‘So it was you who loosed them? If you are so mighty, why not free Maegern yourself? Why make a game of it with us?’


His shoulders lifted in a shrug. ‘Because the Eldest are not my gods. What happens to them is of no concern to me; my only interest is in seeing the Empire brought to its knees – which your war band will do very handily, I think.’


‘So what are you doing here?’


‘I came to check on your progress. I must say, I am impressed. You have done better than I ever anticipated.’


He had assumed she would fail. How dare he?


‘I have fulfilled my side of the bargain,’ she said coolly. ‘I have the clans at my back, and now the Hounds are with us. We are ready to retake our lands and grind the Emperor’s face in the dust.’


The southman gave her a gracious nod. ‘And I have fulfilled mine. The iron men will not challenge you. You will have your lands again, if your warriors will fight for them.’


‘They will fight, have no fear.’ Ytha allowed herself a thin smile. ‘Nimrothi men do not give up their spears when the battle goes hard.’


‘I’m glad to hear it.’ He got to his feet in a swirl of glossy fabric. Pink tongues lolling, the Hounds jumped up, too, and milled around his legs, plumy tails waving over their backs. He scratched their ears absently and they licked at his hands. Strange; she’d never seen them fawn like that over anyone. ‘Have they shown you the way?’


Ytha eyed him warily, wondering how much to reveal. She’d been telling the truth when she said she didn’t trust him – and not just because his drawling accent made her fear he was mocking her, or the odd way he twisted words around until she suspected he hadn’t meant what she’d heard.
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