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In the Forests of Serre


Everyone in the kingdom of Serre avoids the Mother of All Witches, an ugly, powerful and dangerous woman who lives in the forest. When the Prince of Serre, blinded by grief at the death of his wife and their newborn, rides down the witch’s white hen, he earns her curse. Prince Ronan believes nothing can be worse than what he has already experienced, but he soon discovers that he is wrong. The curse of the witch in the Forest of Serre has only begun to exert its baleful influence …


Alphabet of Thorn


Deep inside a palace on the edge of the world, the orphan Nepenthe pores over books in the royal library, translating their languages and learning their secrets. At sixteen, she knows little of the outside world. But when a young mage gives Nepenthe a book that has defied translation – a book written in a language of thorns – it speaks to Nepenthe’s soul, and becomes her secret obsession. As the words escape the brambles they reveal themselves – and begin to reveal Nepenthe’s destiny …


The Bell at Sealey Head


Sealey Head is a small town on the edge of the ocean, a sleepy place where everyone hears the ringing of a bell no one can see. On the outskirts of town is an impressive estate, Aislinn House, where the aged Lady Eglantyne lies dying, and where the doors sometimes open not to its own dusty rooms, but to the wild majesty of a castle full of knights and princesses …
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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Patricia Anne McKillip (born 1948) is a US writer whose early books were all fantasy, mostly for children. These showed an increasing assurance (and appeared to be for increasingly older children) from The House on Parchment Street (1973) through to The Forgotten Beasts of Eld (1974), an assurance which culminated in the Riddle-Master trilogy: The Riddle-Master of Hed (1976), Heir of Sea and Fire (1978) and Harpist in the Wind (1979), assembled as Riddle of Stars (omni 1979). It has been argued, by Peter Nicholls, in Survey of Modern Fantastic Literature (1983) edited by Frank N. Magill, that the trilogy is a work of classic stature: the intricate narrative of its quest story echoes a moral complexity almost unheard of in fantasy trilogies; McKillip’s protagonist has a special skill at unravelling riddles and, through a series of strategies (including subliminal hints as little obvious as leaves in a forest) not unlike those adopted by Gene Wolfe in his The Book of the New Sun (1980-3), she forces the reader also to become a decipherer of codes. Thus the book’s meaning is enacted by the way it must be read. While in no way resembling SF, the trilogy contains one of the most sophisticated uses of the Shapeshifter theme to be found anywhere in SF or fantasy.


Her SF proper began with the poignant Kyreol sequence for the Young Adult market: Moon-Flash (1984) and The Moon and the Face (1985). Much as in her fantasy books, the central theme is Conceptual Breakthrough, in this case from an Edenic but primitive Pocket Universe, Riverworld, which turns out to be an isolated corner of a planet containing the way station of an interstellar civilization, and the protected object of anthropological study. Fool’s Run (1987), which is adult SF, retells the Orpheus myth in a story of a woman visionary who has been found guilty of mass murder and is incarcerated in a Prison satellite, the Underworld; it is memorable for its evocative sequences about future Music.


Though McKillip’s SF is unusual and well written, she has clearly found the conventions of fantasy more adaptable to her needs, which centre on intricate, deeply worked storylines whose exact wording and emphases demand, and reward, focused attention; demands perhaps less taxing than Gene Wolfe (see above) makes on his readers, but similarly mandatory. She returned to fantasy with the Cygnet sequence comprising The Sorceress and the Cygnet (1991) and The Cygnet and the Firebird (1994), set in a land where star constellations manifest themselves as gods or people and transform (or redeem) the mutable human world into ageless story. As with almost all her work, her protagonists – in this case a firebird Shapeshifted from a warrior who on regaining human form loses his memory – are very conspicuously obedient to the stories that tell them. In this sense, much of her later work can justly be thought of as a set of elaborate fantasias on folklore (though often with no particular model identifiable).


Since 1987, McKillip has written only fantasy, always individual tales: there are no series in her oeuvre after 1994. Obedience to inner truth, or to the underlying story which shapes the Land (much the same thing), lies at the heart of much of her later work. The Prince who is the protagonist of The Book of Atrix Wolfe (1995) must learn the rules of the world, through deep study of a book of Magic, in order to find a deeply hidden Princess. Song for the Basilisk (1998) similarly requires that its protagonist research his world before regaining his rightful place; a similar quest faces the protagonist of In the Forests of Serre (2003) (see below); in Alphabet of Thorn (2004) (see below), quest and riddle come together; The Bell at Sealey Head (2008) (see below) introduces portals between Faerie and a version of this world. And the search for the source of poetry in The Bards of Bone Plain (2010) similarly intertwines the laws of inner magic and the clutter of external reality. Over the past two decades, eschewing the use of fantasy backgrounds for inherently mundane epics, McKillip has become perhaps the most impressive author of fantasy story still active. In 2008 she received the World Fantasy Award for lifetime achievement.


The first tale presented here is the powerfully moving In the Forests of Serre (2003), in which a Prince, suicidally depressed after the death of his wife and child, must learn to obey the redemptive magic inherent in the world he must rule in justice. But as in all great tales of Faerie and Magic, in order to obey he must first understand that nothing is meaningless; that the world is exactly what it says it is, if he can only learn to listen. Then he can obey. That lesson lies at the heart of all McKillip’s work. Her tales glow with meaning. In Alphabet of Thorn (2004), the second tale here reprinted, the same lesson must be gained, by deciphering the eponymous riddle, in order for the new Queen to recognize the nature, and the future, of her land. And The Bell at Sealey Head (2008), the final tale of many which could be chosen, is set in a venue as intimately Magic Realist as a James P. Blaylock vision of California. Here two worlds are joined by a portal whose workings – indeed the health of both worlds so wed – is governed by the ringing of the bell, a sound so deeply embedded in the cast’s perceptions that it is often not heard at all. But in McKillip’s work there is always a bell, though we cannot always hear it. The bell rings for us.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Patricia A. McKillip’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/mckillip_patricia_a


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




IN THE FORESTS OF SERRE




Dedication


For Lauren and Rachel and
Jackson and Arleigh,
With a cauldron full of love




ONE


In the forests of Serre, Prince Ronan crossed paths with the Mother of All Witches when he rode down her white hen in a desolate stretch of land near his father’s summer palace. He did not recognize her immediately. He only saw a barefoot woman of indeterminate age with an apron full of grain, feeding her chickens in the middle of a blasted waste full of dead trees and ground as hard as the face of the moon. It was the last place Ronan expected chickens. He did not notice the cottage at all until after the hen pecked its way under his horse’s nose. It flapped its futile wings and emitted a screech as a hoof flattened it. Startled, Ronan reined in his mount, blinking at something unrecognizable even as suitable for a stew pot. The prince’s following pulled up raggedly behind him. A few feathers flurried gently through the air. The woman, one hand still outflung, golden husks clinging to her fingers, stared a moment at her hen. Then she looked up at the prince.


His following, a scarred, weary company of warriors, guards, servants, standard-bearers, a trumpeter or two, seemed suddenly far away and very quiet. The young prince felt the same stillness gather in his own heart, for with her in front of him, he had nothing else to fear. As in all the tales he had heard of her, there was the ox-bone pipe in her apron pocket, the green circular lenses over her eyes, the knobby, calloused feet that broadened to an inhuman size when she picked up her cottage and carried it. There, behind her, stood the cottage made of bones, some recent and still bleeding marrow, others of a disturbing size and indeterminate origin. A single circular window, its pane as green as her lenses, seemed to stare at Ronan like a third eye among the bones. The door stood open. Never, all the tales warned, never go into the witch’s house, whatever you do … Who, he wondered incredulously, would choose to enter that filthy pile of bones?


She smiled at him, showing teeth as pointed as an animal’s. Her face, which could be sometimes so lovely it broke the heart, and sometimes so hideous that warriors fainted at the sight of it, looked, at that moment, ancient and clever and only humanly ugly.


‘Prince Ronan.’ Her voice was the hollow sough of windblown reeds.


‘Brume,’ he whispered, feeling a twinge of fear at last.


‘You killed my white hen.’


‘I am very sorry.’


‘My favorite hen.’


‘I wasn’t watching for chickens in this part of the forest. What can I do to repay you?’


‘Bring the white hen into my house,’ she answered, ‘and pluck it for me. I will boil it in a pot for supper, and you and all your company will drink a cup of broth with me around my fire.’


He swallowed. Never, never … Those strong pointed teeth had sucked the boiled bones of warriors, so the tales said. ‘I will do anything for you,’ he said carefully, ‘but I will not do that.’


Her eyes seemed to grow larger than the lenses, and disturbingly dark. ‘You will not pluck my hen?’


‘I will do anything for you, but I will not do that.’


‘You will not bring your company into my house to drink a cup of broth with me?’


‘I will do anything for you, but I will not do that,’ he repeated, for the third time was the charm.


She raised her lenses then, propped them on her wild hair, and looked at him with naked eyes. In that moment, her face nearly broke his heart. He would have melted off his horse, followed that face on his knees, but now it was too late.


‘Then,’ she said softly, ‘you will have a very bad day. And when you leave your father’s palace at the end of it, you will not find your way back to it until you find me.’


She dropped the lenses back on her nose, scooped the bloody mess of feather and bone into her arms, and walked into her house. The chickens, clucking in agitated disapproval, followed her. The door slammed shut behind them.


The house levitated suddenly. Ronan saw the powerful calves and huge, splayed feet below it as the witch, carrying her cottage from within, began to run. Motionless, mesmerized, he watched the little house of bone zig-zag like a hen chasing an ant through the stark bones of trees until the silvery shadows drew it in.


‘My lord,’ someone said tremulously. He looked around to find his entourage in chaos. She had shown the men all her faces, Ronan guessed. Wounded warriors, white and sickened by the loathsome sight, slumped toward servants and guards who were no longer beside them; they had already dismounted to trail, mindless with vision, after the woman who had, for an instant, reached into the prince to hold his own heart in her hand like a sweet, ripe pear.


He brushed a pinfeather off his knee and managed to turn them all toward home.


The prince was a tall, burly young man with troubled, watchful grey eyes and long coppery hair. Scars underlined one eye, limned one jaw; a fresh wound along his forearm was trying to seam itself together as he rode. He had gone impulsively to war with the army his father had sent to quell a rebellion in the southern plains of Serre. Returning bruised but victorious, they had met the king’s messenger half-way across Serre. The message was accompanied by a troop of guards to make sure that Ronan did not disregard it. Come home, it said tersely. Now. Ronan was impressed with its restraint. He had not consulted his father before he joined the army; some part of him had not intended to return. Having failed to die, and too weary to fend for himself, he let fortune, in the shape of the king’s guards, bring him back.


Fortune, appearing suddenly under his nose in the shape of the depraved witch Brume, baffled him. He tried to remember childhood tales. Did her predictions come true? Or were they only random curses that she tossed out according to her mood, and would forget as soon as she had added the white hen’s bones to her roof? His mother would know. Maye would have known. But Maye was dead. He felt his heart swell and ache unbearably at the memory of his young wife lying so still among rumpled, bloody linens, with their child, impossibly tiny, the size of Ronan’s hand, too delicate even to take in air, a soap-bubble child, a moment’s worth of wonder and then gone, vanished like hope. Ronan had burned his heart with them. Then he went to court death as he had courted love, ignoring the fact that he was his father’s only heir. The queen had failed, even with the aide of common lore and folk witchery, to conceive others. Ronan, understanding his father better as he got older, sympathized with her. Who would want to bear the ogre’s children?


He pushed the terrible memories from his mind, and found again the Mother of All Witches, staring at him behind her fly-green lenses. The idea that she might have been waiting there for him was disturbing. But nobody took their chickens to feed in that benighted place. Even the insects had abandoned it. Long ago, tales said, some lovelorn maiden had drowned it with her tears and then cursed it barren as her heart. With some effort, he pushed aside the witch on the waste, too. If, he reasoned, he was to get lost after leaving his father’s palace at the end of the day, then once he got home, he would simply not leave. As for having a bad day, he doubted that the witch herself knew how bad a day could get.


‘My lord.’ A guard had quickened pace to catch up with him. ‘Lord Karsh has fallen.’


Ronan’s mouth tightened. The warrior had been dangerously wounded, but he had refused to stay on the plains. ‘Dead?’


‘It seems so, my lord.’


So it proved, when Ronan investigated. But his death was not unexpected. The surprise was that he had endured the journey so long. His body was wrapped in blankets and placed in a supply cart. Later, when the cart lost a wheel, the stiffened body had to be taken back out and balanced precariously over his horse’s saddle. They left the cart there in the forest with the driver trying to reset the wheel. Not a good day, Ronan thought. But not impossible, and nothing out of the ordinary. Except the witch.


There was not much day left by the time the endless trees parted around them and they saw at last the ancient palace of the rulers of Serre. Part fortress, it seemed carved out of the crags on which it stood. Ribbons of water on both sides of it caught fire from the lowering sun, poured down steep walls of granite to the broad valley below. The riders quickened their pace. Even Ronan, who had no doubt that his father was furious with him, breathed more easily when they reached the road carved into the stone face of the cliff. Ronan, gazing up at the thick walls and high towers, saw a minute scratch of light across the dark, like the path of a falling star. From very far away, he heard the trumpet speak, announcing their return. Within the formidable walls would be food and wine, hot water and fire, aid and comfort for those who had ridden in constant pain from unhealed wounds. It seemed, at that moment, a fair exchange for what awaited him.


An hour later, he was home.


The king did not waste time sending for him. In his chamber, Ronan splashed water over his dusty face and hair, and stood dripping while a servant unbuttoned his travel-stained tunic and drew another over his shoulders. The door flew open suddenly. The King of Serre said, ‘Get out.’ Ronan’s servants abandoned him hastily. His father swung a hand hard and scarred with battle and slammed the heavy door shut behind them; turning, still swinging, he slapped Ronan. The prince, surprised, stumbled against the washstand. The basin careened, spilled water over his boots. He caught his balance, his head ringing like the brass on the stones. The king waited until the basin was still, until the only sounds in the room were the endless thunder of water over the sheer cliff just beneath the open casement, and Ronan’s quickened breathing.


Then the king said, ‘She will be here in three days. Her messengers arrived this morning.’


Ronan let go of the washstand cautiously, touched his bruised mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Who?’ he asked warily, mystified.


‘The woman you will marry.’


Ronan stared at him. He and his father were much alike in their height and strong build, though the king, massively boned like an ox, stood nearly a head taller. Ronan had also inherited his coppery hair. The king let his grow in a fox’s pelt over his mouth and jaws. He had lost one eye and one front tooth in battle long ago. The scar seaming his face from his brow had pulled his upper lip open in a perpetual snarl. But it was the puckered, empty skin where his eye should have been that was more chilling. It seemed, Ronan had decided long ago, as though he had a hidden eye there, that could see into secrets, thoughts, invisible worlds. His visible eye was a deep, fuming black. He had been born on a battlefield, tales said, and had spent his life there, in anticipation when not in deed. In the last few years he had been attempting sorcery to make himself and his kingdom even stronger. Occasionally, to strengthen his son’s defenses or to let Ronan know he was displeased, the king would conjure an explosion out of the air and fling it at Ronan. This time the explosion was silent, and Ronan, dazed, thought he must have swallowed it. He felt the shock of it finally all through his body, as something jagged and drenched with color burst where his heart had been.


‘Marry.’ He was shaking suddenly with rage, with pain, with grief. ‘I can’t marry.’


‘You will marry.’ His father’s powerful voice had a deep, feral resonance; it drove the words into Ronan like an ax into wood. ‘In four days. The youngest daughter of the King of Dacia has been travelling toward you through much of the summer—’


‘I will not marry!’ The force of the shout tearing out of Ronan startled him; he did not recognize his own voice. But the king only matched it with a shout of his own.


‘How dare you?’ He was suddenly too close to Ronan, dangerously close, turning the puckered eye socket toward his son; it seemed to search mercilessly into his most private thoughts. Ronan stood still, too furious even to blink. The king did not touch him, but his voice roared over Ronan like wind or water, held him in the grip of some elemental storm. ‘How dare you pretend to fight battles for me while you try to kill yourself? Your life is mine. How dare you even dream of stealing it from me? I made you; you belong to me and to Serre.’ He moved abruptly again, crossing the room to fling the window wide. Ronan had chosen the chamber, in a tower flanking one of the foremost corners of the outer wall, after his wife and child had died. It overlooked the exact place where water as clear and silent as blown glass fell off earth into air and roared down a thousand feet to the ground below. Ronan had cast himself over the falls countless times in thought. His father’s words seemed to bellow at him out of the surging water. ‘I will call up your drowned ghost and curse it every hour if you leave me with no one to inherit my kingdom when I am dead. The princess from Dacia will be here in three days; you will marry in four. The negotiations were completed, the documents signed and sealed even before you began your journey home from the south. Her name is Sidonie. Love her or hate her, you will give me heirs for Serre. Dacia is tiny, nothing. It would be lost within the forests of Serre. But it is wealthy, and its kings have been renowned for their sorcery. Your children will inherit the vastness of Serre and the powers of Dacia. My kingdom will be invincible.’ He reached out, in another swift, unpredictable move, and closed the casement; the wild, urgent voice of the water receded. ‘Get dressed. You will not spend another night listening to this. You will be under guard until your wedding.’ He came very close to Ronan again, laid a hand on his shoulder. What might have seemed a gesture of reconciliation weighed like stone on Ronan’s shoulder, weighed like the rough, massive walls of the tower itself, as the king summoned his private strength. Ronan yielded finally, loosing a cry of despair as he fell to his knees. Hands clenched, head bowed to hide tears of fury and humiliation, he heard his father cross the room, open the door, then stop.


Someone spoke a word or two. Ronan raised his head slightly, recognizing the soft, mourning dove voice. The door closed again; his mother, Calandra, crossed the room quickly, knelt in front of Ronan.


He felt her hands frame his face, coax him gently until he lifted it finally, showed her his angry, defeated eyes. He saw the stark relief in hers, and realized that she had not expected him to return.


But, he thought, getting wearily to his feet, he did not seem to be good at dying. He had offered himself in battle and, beyond a scratch or two, had been rejected; a witch had invited him to become her next meal and he had refused. He began, clumsily, to push buttons into loops down the front of his tunic. His hands shook. The queen drew them into hers, kissed them as though he were still a child.


‘Let me,’ she said, eyeing the haphazard hang of hem. ‘You started wrong.’


He watched the braids of chestnut and gold crowning her head drop lower, button by button. Her hair had begun to lighten since he had seen her last, lose its rich lustre. But the ghost of her fine, delicate beauty still haunted her: the memory of what she had been before she realized what, in marrying Ferus of Serre, she would become. When Ronan was very young, she had still known how to laugh. He remembered her fury more easily, her tears, her cries of outrage and pain. Those, like her laughter, had become less frequent in later years, when Ronan grew old enough and strong enough to decide for himself what he could bear. In his early years, after his father had driven them both to tears, she would hold him in her arms and tell him stories.


He remembered that now. She turned her face briefly, to look at him, working at the last of the buttons. He whispered numbly, ‘He wants me to marry.’


‘I know.’


Still his voice would not sound. ‘He can’t see – he can’t see that it is impossible.’


‘No.’ She reached the hem and straightened. She was quite tall; her gaze was almost level, grey and still like an autumn sky. ‘He can’t see.’ She touched his face again. ‘You came back. I didn’t think you would.’


‘I wish I had known,’ he said more clearly, ‘what I would be coming back to.’ He glanced around at the tower walls, searching blindly for some way out, some way around; memory struck him again, and he gave a faint, bitter laugh. ‘I have to give the witch her due; she does know a bad day when she sees one coming.’


‘Witch?’


‘Brume. I met her in the forest this morning. You used to tell me tales of her; that’s how I recognized her.’


The queen raised a slender hand, pushed a knuckle and her wedding ring against her mouth. The mingling of fear and wonder in her eyes startled Ronan; he had never seen that expression before. She whispered, ‘Brume.’


‘I ran down her hen. Does she really see the future?’


‘Her white hen?’


He blinked. ‘Yes. Why? Does it matter?’


The door opened again; the captain of the guards stood on the threshold. He said, bowing low to the queen, ‘Your pardon, my lady. The king commands your presence in his chambers.’


Her mouth tightened; the bleak sky descended once again. ‘I will ask him,’ she murmured to Ronan, ‘if we can talk privately later.’ She kissed his cheek quickly, took her leave. The guard stood aside for her, then returned to the threshold where he caught Ronan’s attention with his silent, stubborn waiting.


Ronan sighed. ‘A moment.’


A moment for what? the man’s eyes asked. The door stayed open. Ronan’s attendants scattered quietly through the room, began to carry his belongings away.


He wandered to the casement, causing a stir within the chamber. But it was only to stare out the window, blind again with grief and memory. Across the grey-white water, within the trees blurred together beyond his tears, an odd banner of fire rippled and soared, spiraled sinuously into itself, then bloomed again, casting ribbons of crimson everywhere within the green. He blinked, felt tears fall. He saw it clearly then: a bird made of fire, its eyes and claws of golden fire, drifting plumes of fire down from the branch where it perched, so long they nearly touched the water.


He swallowed, stunned. It was, he thought, the second most beautiful thing he had ever seen in his life.


Then it changed, became the most beautiful thing. The bird’s long feathers swirled about it, hiding its long, graceful neck, its proud flowing crest, its eyes. Then the flames parted again, revealing amber eyes, fiery hair tumbling down toward the water, a face carved of ivory, with cheekbones like crescent moons, a smile like a bird’s wings angling upward, taking on the wind. The woman who was a bird who was fire seemed to see him. Her enchanting smile vanished. Feathers of gold and fire hid her face. Wings unfurled; their reflection flowed across the glassy water like outstretched hands.


Ronan moved. He left by the door, not out the window, which caused the guard leaning against the walls, waiting for him, to follow his quick steps at a more leisurely pace. He spiralled down the tower stairs, glancing out at every narrow window for a glimpse of the magic within the trees. He saw the bird; he saw the road beyond the gate; he saw the inner courtyard; he saw the woman, beginning to reappear now that she felt no longer seen. The door at the foot of the tower opened directly into the outer yard. Walls and towers rose around him there; he could not see the trees beyond it, nor the water, gathering such power into its calm, smooth flow that it echoed across the valley as it fell.


But it was the sun Ronan saw first, not the forest, as he walked impatiently across the drawbridge to the road. It hung just above the distant mountains, red as a hen’s crest, and round as the lens over a watching eye.


He stopped dead, heard the pebbles settle under his boot. Behind him, the yard was eerily silent. No steps followed across the bridge; he heard no voices. Wind blew a light spray from the falling water across his face. He stood, uncertain and unprepared, not daring to look behind him, and finally, not needing to look, knowing that the road began where he stood and ended at the bone that marked the threshold of the witch.




TWO


Earlier that summer in Dacia the scribe Euan Ash, translating a poem out of a long-dead language, was lulled by bees and the scent of sun-warmed roses into a dream of the poem. His eyes closed. The ragged breathings and scratchings from dozens of noses and pens, the occasional curse let loose as gently as a filament of spiderweb, faded around him. He walked down a dusty road in a strange dry landscape, eating a handful of stones. In that land, stones turned to words in the mouth. Words tasted like honey, like blood; they vibrated with insect wings between the teeth. He spat them out after he had chewed them. Bees flew out of his mouth, birds circled him, bushes took root in the parched ground and flowered; he was speaking a landscape to life … Then something he spat out took shape in the distance where the road narrowed to a point. A dark, rectangular object, like a column or a book, travelled swiftly to meet him, casting a shadow over the dream. It had no face or mouth, but it towered over him and spoke a word like a book slamming shut.


Euan woke with a start and saw the wizard.


Sightings of him were quite rare, and the sleepy scriptorium, a curve like a question mark at the end of a long hallway in the king’s library, was the last place Euan would have expected to see him. He stared, still drugged with dreaming. The wizard who called himself Unciel spoke softly to Proctor Verel, who was nodding vigorously, looking, to Euan’s dazed eyes, like one small ball rolling on top of a much larger ball. The wizard, around whom legends swarmed and clung, each more fabulous than the last, seemed worn by the burden of them. He was tall and spare, his lined face honed to its essence of muscle and bone, his cropped hair dead white. He was the son and the grandson and the great-grandson of a long line of powerful sorcerers, and he had become the most powerful of them all. That was one rumor Euan had heard. Another had him born in a land so old all but its name had been forgotten; he had tutored the first King of Dacia in the magical arts. He had wandered everywhere into the known and the unknown. According to most recent tales, he had overcome some great evil, some fierce, deadly monstrosity that had challenged his strength and power beyond endurance. But he had endured, and had returned to peaceful Dacia to recover. He did not look injured, but the weariness that emanated from him seemed almost visible to Euan; it must have come out of his heart’s marrow.


The wizard stopped talking and turned his head. Every pen had stilled, Euan realized; everyone was staring at the wizard, whose light eyes, cloudy with fatigue, were gazing back at Euan. The scribe woke completely then, with a jerk that shook his high, slanted desk and tipped the inkstand over onto the poem he had been transcribing. Black welled across the parchment, eating words as swiftly and irrevocably as fire.


Euan righted the ink hastily, tried to dam the flood with his sleeve. He heard snickers, a sharp, impatient breath from the proctor. Then a hand touched the paper. Ink seeping into Euan’s sleeve vanished. Words reappeared, lay across the dry landscape of paper as neatly and clearly as footprints down a dusty road.


He froze, his eyes on the parchment, not daring to look up. ‘This one,’ he heard the wizard beside him say. ‘What is your name?’


Still rigid, he managed to remember. ‘Euan.’ How, he wondered wildly, were wizards addressed? He cleared his throat, gave up. ‘Euan Ash.’


‘My name is Unciel. Come to me when you are finished here.’


The scribe glanced up finally, incredulously. But the wizard had gone. Everyone stared at Euan now, even Proctor Verel. If he could, Euan would have stared at himself. He scratched his head instead. So did the proctor, riffling at his bald head and looking mystified.


‘To work,’ he said briskly, then wandered among the desks to see the paper touched by magic.


Euan, still stunned, asked warily, ‘What does he want with me, Proctor?’


Proctor Verel shrugged his plump shoulders and shifted Euan’s inkstand farther from his elbow. ‘He needs a scribe.’ He studied the scribe’s neat, graceful writing, no more or less neat and graceful than that of a dozen others. ‘Why you, I have no idea. Especially since you chose that moment to spill ink all over everything.’ He tapped the paper where Euan’s last word trailed down the page. ‘And you fell asleep,’ he added reproachfully. ‘In the middle of one of Laidley’s poems.’


‘It was not the poem,’ Euan assured him. ‘My head was full of bees.’


The young man at the next desk snorted. The proctor said dourly, ‘Start over.’


‘How did he do that?’ Euan wondered suddenly, intently. ‘How did he separate the spilled ink from the words? How did the ink recognize the words?’


‘One was liquid; one was dry,’ the scribe beside him suggested, too intrigued by the question to observe the rule of silence. ‘One had form; the other was chaos.’


‘But how,’ Euan persisted, ‘did he speak to the ink? What language did he use to make it listen?’


Proctor Verel raised his voice irritably. ‘Another word in any language, and you’ll all be seeing midnight in the scriptorium.’ He added to Euan as he returned to his desk, ‘Ask him.’


An hour or two later the scribe found the wizard, not in a tower as he had expected, nor in a secret chamber beneath the palace, but down a busy side street beyond the palace gates. COME IN, said a wooden sign hanging on the door. The cottage looked much larger within than it should have. Worn flagstones led to more closed doors than seemed possible. Herbs and flowers hung drying on smoke-blackened rafters. A one-eyed cat slunk around a corner and disappeared at the sight of Euan. A raven perched on a small, cluttered table near the door. Stuffed, Euan thought, until it fluttered abruptly, raggedly, like black flame to a stand in front of a line of open casements. The windows, diamonds of thick glass framed in brass, overlooked a garden. Like the house, the garden seemed to wander beyond possibility; the far wall might have crossed the next street. The wizard’s gardener knelt in the late light, a torn straw hat on his head, picking seeds slowly, painstakingly out of one trembling hand with the other, and dropping them into a crumbled patch of earth. Some ancient, beloved retainer, Euan thought. Then the raven squawked hoarsely beside him, and the gardener straightened, glancing toward the windows. Euan, recognizing that seared gaze, gave a hiccup of surprise.


The wizard gestured, and Euan found the door leading into the garden.


Unciel stood with an effort, one hand closed around the seeds. He took the hat off, dropped the seeds into it, then wiped at sweat, his movements slow, precise. He studied Euan silently a moment, like the raven had. Even the color seemed to have been drained from his eyes, along with his strength. Euan saw only the faintest shade of blue beneath what must have been the paler ash of memory. The scribe, who was lanky as a scarecrow, pallid from working indoors, and habitually terse, wanted to melt into a shell like a snail and politely close the door behind him. He still wore the long black robe that absorbed stray ink. In the hot light he felt sweat trickling through his dark, untidy hair. His lean, somber face grew rigid beneath the scrutiny; his eyes, green as cats’ eyes and as reserved, widened and slid away finally, dropped to study the wizard’s bare, calloused feet.


Unciel said gently, ‘I need a scribe to copy my papers. My writing grew illegible years ago. The librarians will give you leave for a time, and I will pay you twice what they do now, to compensate for the amount of work and the lack of company. Do you mind?’


Surprised, Euan stammered. ‘No. I don’t – I dislike most company, anyway.’


‘Then we will suit each other. In return for borrowing you, I have promised the librarians a portion of what you copy for me. Come into the house. I’ll show you what needs to be done.’


Inside, he opened one of the closed doors along a hallway like a stalk that sprouted short passages and doors at random. The room was empty except for a dark wooden chest, whose arched lid was filigreed with delicate patterns of paler wood. Unciel murmured something and the lid sprang open. Euan stared at brimming piles of unbound sheets and scrolls that must have held countless decades of spells, notes, tales of travels to distant places that perhaps no longer existed, recollections of a long life governed by rules and forces beyond most human comprehension and experience. He asked impulsively, ‘Why can’t you copy them with magic? You found the poetry within the ink.’


‘That was a simple spell of undoing. This would be far more complex, and I am very tired. I would rather garden.’ He closed the lid, held a hand over it. ‘Go,’ he said, and the chest vanished.


‘Where did it go?’


‘I wouldn’t expect you to work in this windowless place. Come.’


Euan didn’t move. Caught in a sudden tangle of curiosity and longing, he saw himself as an ornate wooden chest full of papers. It could not comprehend or appreciate being touched by magic, and yet it had been filled and moved by the wizard’s power. Move me, he thought confusedly, urgently, and expression, swift, nebulous, slid through the wizard’s eyes.


His fingers closed lightly on Euan’s arm. ‘Now,’ he said after a moment, ‘you can see out.’


They had not taken a step, yet the room was suddenly full of light. The sun was lowering beyond the casements, igniting rainbows in the small prisms set here and there among the panes. This room held a vast table, a chair, a carpet, and the chest, open again, crammed with words and waiting. Euan, blinking at a rainbow in his eyes, said blankly, ‘I didn’t feel—’


‘You did feel.’ The wizard’s breath had grown ragged; his hand gripped Euan’s arm as if for balance. ‘So here we are.’


Euan looked at him, saw his bloodless face, the sag of his shoulders, as though he had borne the scribe on his back and run. Euan pushed the chair around, eased Unciel into it.


‘Why,’ he asked incredulously as the wizard caught his breath, ‘was it so difficult? I thought I would be as simple for you to move as that chest.’


‘I already carry,’ the wizard said haltingly, ‘all the words in that chest in my head. That makes it easier. I don’t know you.’


‘Then why did you do that for me?’


‘Because you are so full of wonder. After what I – After –’ He gestured, his eyes hidden; deep lines ran down his cheeks like claw-marks. ‘That seems very precious to me now. How could I not give you such a small thing?’


Words collided with wonder in Euan’s throat. He swallowed, watching Unciel, his set expression quelling amazement, curiosity, horror, anything that might disturb the infinitely frail and powerful wizard. The sun slipped behind the garden wall. The prisms on Euan’s sleeve, in the wizard’s hair, vanished. Unciel’s face took on a healthier shade of pale; his breathing steadied. He stirred finally, glancing out at the dusk.


‘I must finish planting my seeds. Come back tomorrow. The proctors will not expect to see you for some time.’


For a lifetime, Euan thought the next day as he drew papers out of the chest and began to sort through them. The wizard had provided him with pens, ink, and a stack of vellum as high as the casement. Euan scanned the prickly lines, picked out what he could. ‘Forest’ he recognized, and ‘interminable.’ Then what looked improbably like ‘chicken.’ ‘Brume’ he found. Broom? And then ‘Serre’ and the trees in his head multiplied immeasurably, climbed towering, frozen peaks, spilled toward bright plains. He wandered to his chair, engrossed now, beginning to make his way more easily through the cramped, spiky letters. The wizard had once come across a formidable witch in the forests of Serre …


He grew quickly content, watching the wizard’s astonishing life form out of his pen. Days flowed past, each greener than the last. The one-eyed cat began to nap among the papers on Euan’s table; the raven greeted him by name each morning. He and the wizard met at midday to eat together. Unciel, preoccupied with his garden, spoke of little else. Euan did not question him, unwilling to tax his strength or trouble him. But the wizard changed shape daily in his head. The fragile gardener in his tattered hat had counseled kings, matched wits and powers with monsters. He had lived in lands Euan knew only as names on dry parchment in the scriptorium. The range of his powers and experience became disturbing; it was a measure, Euan realized starkly, of the terrible power that had drained and nearly destroyed him. The scribe sensed that the living things which the wizard coaxed daily out of the ground and into bloom shielded him from memory. Gazing into fiery petals, picking grazing beetles off leaves, he looked neither forward nor backward; he was trying to bury his past under the roses.


Finally the wizard, who read Euan’s face, or his mind, or heard the questions piling up behind his back teeth, said briefly as they ate, ‘Ask me. If I can, I’ll answer.’


Euan felt his face warm with more than light. He said haltingly to his bowl of vegetable stew, ‘If there are – If you wrote about your last battle, I don’t have to ask.’


‘No. I didn’t.’


‘Do you – Can you tell me—’


‘No.’


Euan nodded, lifted his spoon, and swallowed a lump of something. ‘Then you can’t. I won’t ask again.’


The taut, strained note left the wizard’s voice; he repeated more easily, ‘I will answer what I can. I know you must be curious.’


Euan, struggling to pick through a lifetime of marvels, managed only the simplest. ‘That witch – Brume. Does she really eat people?’


Unciel’s face smoothed; he gazed back, unblinking, at something beyond pain. ‘Brume,’ he murmured. ‘Never underestimate the power of a tale. What you put aside as fantasy in one land can kill you in the next. As far as I know, she eats anything. Like death, she is always hungry and too much is never enough. Like love.’


Euan blinked, startled. But that tale, he told himself, would likely be among the wizard’s papers, and so he did not ask.


The afternoon seemed hot enough for the sunlight burning in the prisms to ignite the parchment on Euan’s desk. All the windows were open. In the garden he could see Unciel digging so slowly to unearth the roots of weeds that they probably expired naturally before he got them out of the ground. For the hundredth time, Euan tried to imagine the fearsome evil Unciel had faced that had left him too shattered even to wither a thistle by magic. The evils he had written about seemed nasty enough, ranging from the bloodthirsty Brume, who could be baffled by a charm, to the subtle and devious mage Ziel, who had counseled a king nearly to his death so that the mage could seduce his queen and rule his kingdom. Strand by strand he wove his invisible web toward that end, with no one seeing except one young wizard who had no reputation then, and little experience, and who was a stranger in that land … Engrossed in the tale, Euan scarcely noticed a blast of trumpets from the street. The sound seemed to come from the battlefield on which the king fought his most loyal and completely bewildered knight, who would be the unwilling weapon Ziel would temper with his magic to murder the king. But the mage found himself thwarted, again and again, by the bumbling and exasperating stranger who kept getting in his way …


The front door flew open. The raven rattled feathers and squawked. Euan’s head snapped up; his jerking hand invented an unknown letter. He caught a glimpse of a disturbance crossing the quiet cottage and banging out the garden door. Euan went to the casement, leaned out, squinting at the brightness. Unciel, digging down to the end of an apparently endless root, had no time to rise before the whirlwind was upon him.


It was a young woman. She seemed, in the drenching light, to be made of gold, honey, cornsilk; bees, drawn to her scent, clung to the fat braid down her back. She covered her face with her hands, shook her head violently. Drops of gold fell between her fingers. The wizard started to rise, became unbalanced between a pair of prickly rose trees. The young woman dropped her hands abruptly and stooped, catching his elbows and guiding him carefully to his feet. Then she resumed weeping, noisily and passionately. The wizard turned her gently toward the house, gesturing, and Euan felt as though a passing sprite had snatched the breath out of his mouth.


He had glimpsed the youngest daughter of the King of Dacia only twice. The last time she had been two feet shorter and placid, riding with the royal entourage through the city after her oldest sister’s wedding. Now she was nearly as tall as Unciel, and trying to wring a storm out of the clear summer sky, and she was coming into the house. Euan, panicked after weeks of solitude, moved piles of separated tales from the carpet onto the one-eyed cat on the table. Its eye startled open. It yowled a protest and poured itself onto the floor and out. Euan, following, shut the door and leaned against it, trying to hear. The wizard opened the door abruptly, pulling the scribe, still clinging to the latch, into the hallway under the princess’s swollen gaze.


She stared at him; he stared back at her. A great peace seemed to float through him. He felt his mind open like one of the wizard’s peonies. Her tears hung suspended on her flushed golden face, clung to her eyelashes; fair tendrils of hair curled like petals around her face. In all that gold, her violet eyes seemed astonishing. Within the silent, elongated moment, Euan felt all the poems that he had never written welling up in him, trying to find their way into words.


Her eyes loosed him, flicked to the wizard. Euan let go of the door handle and bowed his head awkwardly.


‘Euan Ash,’ he heard Unciel say. ‘A scribe I borrowed from your father’s library to help me. Euan, the princess Sidonie needs details about my travels in Serre. It seems she will be journeying there herself, to marry the king’s son. Will you search my papers and copy what you find?’ Euan, remembering Brume, threw him an appalled glance. ‘Whatever,’ the wizard amended, ‘seems appropriate.’


Euan heard vague, disturbed sounds from the princess. A tear flashed through the bright air; he would have sworn it reflected a prism as it fell. ‘I’m not going,’ she told them fiercely. ‘I am not leaving Dacia to marry some stranger in a barbaric country whose king does nothing but make war. How can my father do this to me? He let all my sisters marry in Dacia. He let my sister Cythera marry for love. What can he do to me if I refuse? Roll me up in a carpet and bundle me off to Serre in the back of a cart?’


‘You will be Queen of Serre one day,’ Unciel reminded her. ‘Your children will rule it.’


‘I don’t want to be Queen of Serre! I would rather marry a humble – a humble –’ She glanced around distractedly; her eye fell on Euan. ‘– scribe and live in a cottage in Dacia than be forced to leave everyone I have ever—’


‘I will,’ Euan said breathlessly. She only burst into tears again. He felt the wizard’s hand on his shoulder.


‘There is wine,’ the wizard said a trifle shakily, ‘in the kitchen.’


‘I don’t want wine. Do you know what the King of Serre wrote?’


‘I cannot imagine.’


‘He wrote that his beloved son Ronan had become melancholy from his grievous double loss of wife and heir, and that the king judged it both expedient and merciful that he should marry again as soon as possible. Expedient! It’s not as though he had fallen off a horse! And merciful to whom? You must come and talk to my father. You’ve been to Serre; you must make him see that this is impossible. I would rather stay unwed for the rest of my life than leave Dacia to marry a melancholy prince still in love with his dead wife!’


The wizard was silent. She gazed at him desperately, her hands, long-fingered and oddly calloused, winding around one another, flashing tears and gold. Marry me, Euan thought wildly. Here. Now. No one could send you away then. He opened his mouth, heard a trumpet cry out of it, and closed it, confused. Someone flung the front door open and announced as sonorously as the trumpet,


‘The King of Dacia.’


Euan felt the wizard’s hand grow heavy on his shoulder. Unciel’s other hand rose with underwater slowness, pulled at his gardening hat, and dropped it on the floor. Euan heard his unsteady breath. Arnou King of Dacia entered, looking grim, harried. His eyes went to his daughter, who folded her arms and matched his gaze. The king was shorter than she, so she could not raise her chin far in defiance; instead, she stepped to the other side of the wizard.


‘I will not go. Unciel will speak for me.’


The king’s eyes went to the wizard, whose face had grown milky in the light. ‘Get him to a chair,’ he said sharply to Euan, ‘before he falls.’


The princess put a hand to her mouth, watching them. ‘What is it?’ she breathed.


‘He has been badly –’ the king began.


‘I tire easily.’


‘I am sorry,’ Sidonie said, her eyes filling again. Dew, Euan thought dazedly as he settled the wizard. Dew on violets. No, rain. The king, who was square and brown beside his daughter’s wheatstalk grace and coloring, went to her, took her hands. Her face crumpled.


‘How,’ she demanded, ‘can you send me so far away from you? What have I done wrong?’


‘Nothing.’ He put his arms around her neck; she had to stoop a little into his embrace. ‘Nothing. I will miss you more than any of your sisters. But I need you for this. Dacia needs you.’


‘But why?’


The king was silent a moment, his face set, struggling. Unciel raised his head, watched the king expressionlessly, the lines furrowing deeply into his face. ‘It is,’ the king said finally, softly, ‘the last thing I want. Have you seen a map of Serre recently?’


‘No. Why should I have? It meant nothing before today.’


‘There are no recent maps of Serre. Since King Ferus has extended his boundaries to the north and the south, no one is certain anymore how large it has grown. His most recent battle gave him claim to a swathe of desert twice the size of Dacia.’


‘Desert.’ She straightened, her brow creased. ‘That’s far south of us.’


‘There is a single mountain range between Dacia and Serre.’


She opened her mouth, closed it. Then she whispered, ‘A very high mountain range.’


‘Very high. But for a man who conquered ice palaces in the north and princes who follow the sun in the south, no mountain border is too high. He will marry Dacia or he will conquer it. I would guess that only rumors of Dacia’s gift for magical arts gave him a second thought about attacking us.’


He turned questioningly to the wizard, his brows raised. Unciel answered slowly, ‘From what I have seen of Serre, you may be right. I have not been there in years, but the Kings of Serre throughout their history have had little knowledge of sorcery and a great awe of it.’


‘So you see,’ the king said to his daughter. ‘You must understand. I have no choice. If you do not go to Serre, the King of Serre will come here. And I do not know which of us would wear the crown of Dacia after that battle.’


Euan saw the princess swallow, muscles in her long throat sliding beneath her skin. He felt his hand fill with that smooth, shifting warmth and closed his eyes.


He heard her say, after a long silence, ‘Will you come with me?’


Euan opened his eyes. But it was Unciel she asked, her eyes dry now, and distant, seeing beyond the wizard’s house and into a troubled future.


The wizard shook his head wearily. ‘I cannot. I am very sorry, because there are things about Serre that I loved, and I could protect you from those that are dangerous. But I can barely – As you see, I cannot bear anything much more strenuous than breathing.’


‘What dangers?’ the king asked, his brows pulled harshly together. ‘Beyond Ferus himself?’


‘The land has its own sorcery. It conjures unexpected things, like dreams do. Unlike dreams, you cannot wake from them; if you are challenged, you must act.’


The princess’s face lost some of its burnished color. ‘I thought you said there was little sorcery.’


‘In its rulers. The land itself has peculiar powers; they are unpredictable and not always safe. You never know, in Serre, when and where a tale will become true.’


‘Please come with me,’ she pleaded hollowly. ‘Please try.’


‘I would not survive the mountain passes,’ he said simply. ‘I would not be with you in Serre, where you would begin to need me.’


‘No,’ the king said abruptly. ‘Of course you can’t go. But there must be someone. Some mage or wizard you know who can guard her.’


Unciel did not answer immediately. The wizard’s eyes grew very distant, as though he were gazing at the world through all his memories, and the ashes of his deep weariness, his lost powers. His face did not change before he spoke, and Euan knew that the name must have already been at the surface of his thoughts, perhaps for a very long time, until the moment came to say it, like the beginning of a spell.


‘Gyre. A young wizard I met on my travels a few years ago. He is formidable and clever; he should enjoy matching wits with Serre. The princess will be safe with him.’ He dropped his head against the chair back, murmured as his eyes closed, ‘I will send for him. He owes me a favor.’


‘Thank you,’ said the King of Dacia, and took his daughter’s hand. Euan gazed helplessly at the straight back, the golden braid framed in the open door against the street. Then the king’s guard closed the door behind her and the warm light faded into twilight, and the scribe thought with wonder and rue, I will never see you again except in poetry.




THREE


The wizard Gyre was sitting in a tavern in the back streets of the ancient city Thuse beside the Yellow Sea negotiating a price for his services when he received the summons from Unciel. The tavern was noisy, flea-bitten, not a suitable place in which to meet a messenger from Prince Frewan. But the messenger was in disguise. They always were, Gyre knew, and they chose such places in order to disguise the message. Which was always the same, Gyre knew, in those lands along that part of the sea. A loose scattering of constantly bickering princedoms lined the coast; the princes were always in need of this or that, something made or done in secret, about which Gyre must pledge not to breathe a word.


Patiently, he ran through the list of things he would not do for anyone, for any amount of gold, as much as he could have used it. He was a dark-haired, sinewy young man, with calm eyes that hid an edge of restlessness as he spoke. Invisible weapons, this prince would want, or the walls around his palace made impregnable before he goaded a neighbor into attack. A secret tunnel built before dawn; a spy in the shape of a falcon to listen to conspiracies plotted on horseback in the middle of a meadow where no one could possibly hear. The wizard was more than familiar with such requests.


Gyre was simply dressed; nothing about him proclaimed any particular powers. He had been born in those noisome streets to an itinerant tinker from across the sea, who performed magic tricks for his children when he was drunk. The child Gyre, trying to imitate the tricks, realized quickly that they were not. The sodden tinker had a genuine spark of power within him, and Gyre found himself wanting it, with passion and beyond reason. When his father ran out of things to teach him, he looked elsewhere. He nosed magic like a dog in those poor, crowded, colorful streets, where strangers constantly wandered in from the sea. One day he followed a stranger out of the city, beyond the sea, to a place where others like him gathered to be taught the astonishing magic in the color orange, in the shape of an orange, who peeled away the rind to discover the mysteries hidden within the wonder of the visible.


Leaving that place a penniless wizard, he had wandered hither and yon, finding work where he could, until his path led him back to Thuse, perhaps to wait for another stranger to give him direction. He was still hungry; he woke at nights, wanting and not knowing what he wanted. He only had to wait and recognize it when it came. He thought he had found it once before, when he had first met Unciel, in a distant land full of the memory of dragons. He had found, he thought, the dragon’s heart: the power, the fierce strength, the indomitable beauty of it. But it had disappeared, melted away in Thuse. He had been mistaken; it had been nothing alive.


So here he sat, preparing to perform a series of tricks for as little as the prince who hired him could get away with offering him. Still, this prince might lead him to others, wealthier and more powerful, who could challenge his skills, use him for something other than those interminable petty feuds. He was listening with his usual imperturbable expression, treating the request with all the gravity with which it was made, when the image of a folded sheet of parchment slipped among his thoughts. It unfolded, revealing a handful of brightly burning words.


I need you in Dacia. Unciel.


He was on his feet without thinking; so Unciel had helped him once, when he was in dire need.


‘I’m sorry,’ he told the surprised and aggrieved messenger. ‘I must go.’ The man made an inarticulate protest. ‘I promise,’ Gyre assured him, ‘that your secret will be safe with me.’


Flying north from the sea in hawk-shape, he had only a map in his head to remind him where Dacia was. He had never been there. Rulers of Dacia were their own sorcerers. Rumors of their power kept the land untroubled; conquering armies tended to veer away from it. The rocky, wrinkled land beneath him flattened, after several days, into broad river valleys, placid and richly green. On a hunch, the hawk dropped straight as a plumb line to a valley floor, where a farmer guided a donkey dragging a harrow across dark, crumbling soil.


The farmer stopped to stare as the hawk landed on a furrow and the young man emerged from its shadow.


‘Where am I?’


‘In my beet field,’ the farmer ventured, still amazed.


‘I mean what country?’


‘Oh. You’re in Dacia. East of Serre, north of Fyriol, west of—’


‘Thank you,’ Gyre said. He glanced around vaguely, as though the groves of trees and peaceful fields might conceal a city. He guessed at several things in that moment: that Unciel had sent as much as he could, that he was still weak from his strange ordeal, of which Gyre had heard even as far as Thuse, and that exactly where he was would be so obvious that he would not need to waste effort to send yet another word. Gyre waved a gad-fly away from his face and addressed the farmer again.


‘Which way is the king’s city?’


The farmer loosed a rein and pointed. ‘That would be that way. Saillesgate, it’s called, after the first king. The one who brought magic into Dacia.’


Gyre nodded, remembering the name from his studies. The uneducated warrior Sailles had conquered the land, and then, curious and fiercely determined, had hired a wizard to teach him to read and write. Words sparked magic within the king as they had within the tinker in Thuse. The king’s children inherited his formidable gifts. Beyond that scrap, Gyre knew little of Dacia. It was small, wealthy, and rarely threatened. A good place for a drained, exhausted wizard to rest.


He reached Saillesgate one of several twilights later, in the shape of a ubiquitous pigeon. He changed shape somewhat wearily in a convenient shadow. Rather than send his name silently through the city and force Unciel to use his depleted powers to answer, Gyre questioned a few shopkeepers. The wizard was easily found, the third told him. He had not kept his presence hidden. But there was no use asking him for anything. Something terrible had befallen him; he had barely the strength to move his bones and breathe; he had nothing left to give …


Gyre found Unciel waiting for him beyond a door that said COME IN.


The wizard might have just opened his eyes after a nap, or he might have been awake and waiting for days. His eyes startled Gyre, who remembered them as the light, burning blue of a high mountain stream. A bleak, impenetrable mist had settled over the blue. His voice was a tendril of itself, frail and slow. There were no visible wounds, nothing unhealed, that Gyre could see. But the wizard who had once helped him so effortlessly seemed barely to exist; there was only this husk closed protectively around the embers of his powers, which he stubbornly refused to let die.


Gyre asked the obvious, suddenly aware in that quiet cottage of what might lie beyond the known. ‘What happened to you?’


‘It’s dead,’ Unciel answered, simply and implacably. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’


They were alone, Gyre sensed, but for a startlingly observant raven and a cat dreaming somewhere within the cottage.


‘So are you,’ he breathed. ‘Nearly dead.’


Unciel did not answer, only gestured at a chair, and Gyre sat. He was silent, waiting for Unciel to speak, keeping his own thoughts as tranquil as the twilight garden, with its stakes and lattices rising like peculiar growths among the patches of seedlings. At least he tried for tranquility. Horror and curiosity bubbled beneath it, throwing up shapes, intimations of power that he could only guess at. Again and again, questions tried to form; against Unciel’s stubborn silence, they scattered into unfinished words, left question marks hanging in the air between them.


Unciel said slowly, forming each word as painstakingly as a spell, ‘I will tell you what I need. And then I will make supper.’


‘Don’t –’ Gyre began, but Unciel raised a palm.


‘I like to cook. It is like making magic, and far easier for me these days.’ He paused as though hearing another unspoken question; they both let it die unremarked. ‘The King of Dacia has pledged his youngest daughter, Sidonie, to the son of King Ferus of Serre. Serre being what it is, and as immense as it is, she will need a guardian and a guide. She must leave as soon as possible. It will take a few weeks of human travelling, perhaps most of the summer. The king will pay you well for guarding his daughter. Have you been to Serre?’


Gyre shook his head. ‘I have heard that its magic is primitive and it is full of trees.’


Lines deepened along the sides of Unciel’s mouth; it was, Gyre realized after a moment, the haunting memory of a smile. ‘All magic is primitive. It is the oldest language of the heart. Serre’s heart is ancient, wild, and very lively. I would go myself if I could. I cannot, so I thought of you. I think that such a journey will test and broaden your abilities, and add a dimension to your understanding of what it is you want most.’ This time he took note of Gyre’s silent response; the seared, veiled eyes meeting Gyre’s seemed to look at him from very far away. ‘Which is what we all want, of course, for it is the nature of a wizard to want power.’


Gyre felt his answer before it became the word. ‘Yes.’


‘The scribe I borrowed from the king’s scriptorium has gathered together my writings about Serre. Some, which are toothless, we will send to the king, to reassure him. The rest you should read. If you can get through my handwriting.’ He separated himself from the chair slowly, bone by bone. ‘The cat is sleeping on them. Read a little before you decide.’


Gyre followed the flickering thread of cat-dreams, and found the scribe’s desk. He read for a long time, incredulous but intrigued, while in the kitchen knife debated with chopping block, and pot-lids commented. The magic of Serre seemed patched together out of children’s tales, Gyre decided. Its king was by all accounts a force greater than all its magic. He had forged an immense, formidable kingdom, and the princess Sidonie would one day become its queen. A young woman useful to know, and certainly in need of a wizard, to whom she might have cause, if Gyre kept her safe, to be grateful. The rest – witches, ogres, trolls – he consigned to a streak of eccentricity in Unciel, who seemed interested in anything, even cooking. Gyre had dealt with such small magics before, mostly witches’ spells, which frayed like spiderweb under a word of wizardry.


It seemed a simple matter, this journey across Serre with the princess. He owed Unciel far more than that. So he said, when the smells of hot bread and lamb stew drew him into the kitchen, ‘Of course I will go.’


‘Good.’


Unciel ladled stew into bowls with mesmerizing slowness, the ladle shaking constantly. Gyre watched him, guessing that he would refuse help. Little enough he could do, now … Again the intimations of something powerful and terrible, beyond all Gyre’s imagination, swept through him. If he could have envisioned it, it might have forced itself into shape then and there between them in the wizard’s tidy kitchen. Unciel let drop a final mushroom from the lip of the ladle, and put it back into the pot. ‘Tomorrow,’ he said, trying to pick up both bowls at once, ‘I will take you to meet the king and Sidonie.’


‘Let me –’ Gyre murmured hastily, taking the bowls from him. ‘I prefer not to eat off the floor.’


Again he glimpsed the forgotten ghost of a smile. Unciel found a couple of goblets in a cupboard, and a dusty crock of wine. He blew at the cobwebs on the label. ‘Pear? Or could it be pea?’


‘No.’


‘Then it must be pear.’ He left it for Gyre to uncork, and carried a couple of spoons to the table. ‘I haven’t been here long; this place still has surprises for me. The widow who owns it told me that her son liked to experiment with different—’


‘What happened to you?’ Gyre demanded, standing with the wine in one hand, gazing at Unciel, while the dark pushed against the window behind him and tapped at it with urgent, invisible wings. Gyre felt his own bones willing to shape themselves into an answer, to reveal the deadly, perilous face of what must have been the opposite of Unciel. ‘What did this to you? And why did you fight it alone?’


For a moment, he saw Unciel’s face shift, its stark, rigid lines flow into the reflection of what he had fought. The vision was gone in an instant, but it took Gyre’s breath with it; he felt the hoarfrost form, cold and heavy, on his bones. Unciel took the crock as it began to slide, and set it with some effort on the table.


He said gently to Gyre, ‘It seemed a simple matter at first. I was mistaken.’ He touched the young wizard’s shoulder, and Gyre could move again. He drew his hands over his face, caught a shuddering breath, feeling the ice still in his fingers. ‘It was very old,’ he heard Unciel say. ‘And now it’s dead. Some day when I’m stronger, I will be able to speak of it. But not now. Not now. Let it leave us in peace for now.’


‘You became what you fought.’


It was a moment before he realized he had spoken aloud. But it didn’t matter, he thought dazedly; Unciel would have heard the thought in his heartbeat, in his marrow. Unciel set bread on the table silently, a knife. Then he wandered into the middle of the floor, stood looking vaguely for something, and Gyre saw his eyes, stunned and bright with pain.


‘I’m sorry,’ Gyre whispered, shaken again, and reached out to grasp a trembling hand, guide the wizard out of his memories to the table. ‘I am sorry. I wish I had been there with you.’


‘You were,’ Unciel said, so quietly that Gyre made nothing of the words themselves, only of their echo, which he heard some hours later when a nightmare without a face loomed across his dreams and spoke his name.




FOUR


The princess’s first glimpse of Serre was an eagle’s dizzying view from the highest point of a pass through the mountains. Their stony pinnacles vanished into cloud so far above the slowly moving entourage that, Sidonie thought, to a mountain’s eye it must resemble the long, bulky, furry insect she had found inching its way across her cot one morning. By the time she saw Serre, she had become resigned to the wildlife that crept and fluttered and fell into her food. Only farmers lived in the high, rocky meadows between Dacia and Serre, above their animals in small cottages that stank and whistled in the howling winds. Not suitable, she was told, and had to make do with a gaudy pavilion slanting down the slopes that strained against its pegs and threatened to fly away at night. Appalled by the endless expanses of granite and wind, her attendants hid themselves in the evenings behind their own rippling walls, braiding one another’s hair against stray insects and whispering stories. Sidonie, faced with the wasteland of an empty marriage, longed for a cottage full of bellowing cows in the crook of a peak so high that its shadow ran like a dark river through the valley floor below.


The wizard Gyre, who had a startling ability to change shape, had found their way through the mountains with an eagle’s eyes. One midsummer evening, while the guards and servants pitched pavilions and cut wood, and the cooks put their heads together over what the hunters had brought them that day, the wizard dipped on outspread wings down an angle of sweet twilight breeze, landed at Sidonie’s feet, and turned into himself.


‘Come and see,’ he said. He was a brisk, lean young man with calm dark blue eyes. As far as Sidonie could tell, he viewed the world with a great deal of curiosity and no fear whatsoever. He gave the princess a rare smile as she hesitated. ‘It’s just over those rocks.’


What was? Sidonie wondered as she followed him to the edge of the meadow where they camped. Something wild, she guessed dourly, with teeth. Peering over a boulder beside the silent wizard, she did not understand at first what she saw. It lay beneath the pale sky like night; it ran everywhere, up distant mountains, to the edge of the far horizon; it tried to climb the slope they stood on. Then the vision named itself and she swallowed dryly.


‘The forests of Serre,’ the wizard said softly. He leaned over the boulder, his face turned away from her toward the silent, murky blur below. He pointed across it where, on the other side of the world, something the size and shape of a child’s tooth rose above the trees. ‘That’s where we’re going. The summer palace of the Kings of Serre sits on that cliff.’


She felt suddenly dazed, sick with terror at the sight of it: the place where her life would stop, all she knew would vanish, an unknown woman would wear her face like a mask. She straightened suddenly, fumbling at the clasp of the chain she wore around her neck. ‘I’ll pay you,’ she said wildly.


‘What?’


The clasp broke in her shaking grip; she dropped gold and its pendant into her palm, and offered it to him. ‘Just let me go. I’ll find my way back. You take my shape so they won’t search for me—’


He stared at her incredulously, then looked at what lay in her palm. He stirred it with one finger. ‘What is this?’


She blinked at it: a nut, a red feather, and a black snail shell, strung together and tied to her gold chain. ‘Oh.’


‘It looks like a charm.’


She sighed. ‘It is.’ Her voice stopped trembling. ‘Auri – one of my attendants – made it for me. Her mother was born in Serre, and told her stories. It’s supposed to protect me from witches.’


He snorted. ‘The witches of Serre would eat it, shells and all. Are you really so afraid of marrying Ronan of Serre?’


‘Yes,’ she said tightly. ‘I am used to being loved.’


She felt his attention, cast hither and yon, pull itself out of the vastness of Serre, the camp noises behind them, the scents on the wind, and the rising moon, to focus entirely on her. His face was absolutely still. Startled, she felt as though he were seeing her for the first time; she wondered what, during the past weeks, he thought he had been looking at.


He told her. ‘When Ronan inherits, you will be Queen of Serre. Your children—’


‘I know,’ she said impatiently. ‘I know. Meanwhile I will live with a man who will expect me to occupy his bed but not his thoughts. All to keep his father from attacking Dacia and killing my father.’


She turned away from him abruptly before he could answer. ‘Where are you going?’ he asked, beside her suddenly as she strode back across the meadow.


‘To shoot something.’


She sent an attendant running for her bow and arrows. In the darkening meadow, away from horses and people, she shot furiously at the face of the moon, at implacable slabs of granite, at a raven that watched her silently from a distant tree. She almost hit the raven; it leaped off the branch with a squawk, dropping a feather as it flew away. Spent finally, hungry, she wandered toward the fire outside her pavilion. Someone took her bow; someone else slipped a mantle over her shoulders against the evening chill and unfolded a leather stool for her. She ate what she was handed. Hare, she realized when she began to taste what she was eating. Again.


The next day they began their descent into Serre.


The forest, closing around them as they left the mountains, became another season: something warm but capable of harsh shadows that seemed to burn on the sunlit ground. The trees were huge, ancient; they smelled like some rare incense. The hard ground, the constant slope of the mountains had changed to a soft, spicy pallet of dried needles, on land that rarely varied. Trees were all Sidonie saw. Far above, a hawk, and trees. A thrust of rock, a tumble of boulders, and trees. A silvery web of streams. Trees. Their branches grew so high up the trunks, seeking light, that riders could pass beneath them without bending their heads. Seed pods of gold, like fingers, grew among the broad, lacy boughs. They fell occasionally, making a noise like a comment as the entourage passed.


They had chanced into a timeless place, Sidonie felt as she sat at her fire one night. Into a place that would never change and never end. The trees hid even the changing moon. Gyre sat with her, or his shape did; his thoughts were far from her, prowling, she guessed, through the dark, quiet forest around them. She watched the bright, flickering wings of the fire trying to illumine the night within the forest. It did little more than burnish a tangle of roots, a couple of massive trunks, the gilt-edged doors of her pavilion. Water in a shallow stream flowed endlessly through the dark, out of nowhere, into nowhere. Wild things crept past them to drink from it; now and then she heard a stray panting, a thump or a scurry. Around other fires, wash-water simmered; water slopped and echoed hollowly as pots were scoured. Servants tossed dice, mended harness; guards oiled weapons; hunters whittled arrows and fletched them with black and gold, and the rare flame-red feathers dropped from birds that were never seen. As always, Sidonie’s attendants had hidden themselves. The pavilion beside hers was tightly closed. She could see their silhouettes flung by lanterns on the walls; they sat as closely massed as flowers in a bouquet, mending torn seams and speaking nervously, breathlessly. Others waited for the princess in her pavilion; three heads bent closely together while a fourth, most likely Auri, told a story.


‘Brume,’ Sidonie murmured thoughtfully, remembering one of the stories. The wizard did not move so much as an eyelash at her voice. But she felt his attention gather out of the forest around them, come to her. It was as though he had suddenly become visible.


‘Brume?’


‘She haunts these forests. She entices people into her cottage and boils them in her cauldron for stew.’


He stirred slightly and did not smile, which made her vaguely uneasy. But he only asked, ‘Who is telling you these tales?’


‘Auri. Her mother told them to her and says they are all true. Her mother’s brother lost his heart to a woman who lived in a deep pool beneath a waterfall in a forest just like this. The woman came to him among the reeds, and lured him into her watery cave and he drowned.’


The wizard grunted. ‘Auri’s mother probably floats flowers in bowls of milk and leaves them outside her door in Dacia to placate the goblins of Serre.’


‘She does. I also read accounts of the wizard Unciel’s travels through Serre, before I left. He mentions the milk and the flowers. But nothing with teeth. I suspect he left out a few things.’ She tossed a seed cone at a squirrel eyeing the fluttering doors of her pavilion. It changed its mind, bounded away. Unciel’s bright cottage with its brilliant garden, the shy, awkward scribe seemed a dream, a lifetime past.


Gyre did not comment. She glanced at him, found an odd open, rueful expression on his face, as if he were looking inside and found himself lacking. It was unusual, she thought; his confidence seemed always unassailable.


‘No one is unassailable,’ he said, shifting a branch in the fire with his bare hand. Then he turned his head quickly to meet her cold eye. ‘I’m sorry. My thoughts were drifting; they floated into yours.’


‘Anchor them,’ she suggested drily.


‘I will try.’


She wished, immediately, that she had that ability to pry into his thoughts without bothering to question him. She tilted her head back and saw, beyond the pinnacles of trees taller than the towers of Dacia, stars as cold and beautiful and incomprehensible as Serre itself poured across the black. ‘Have you known Unciel long?’ she asked, suddenly curious. He had opened a door, with that expression. ‘He said you owed him a favor.’


‘He helped me once, when I was in trouble in a land south of Dacia. He did not know me at all, but he rescued me.’


‘From what? A monster?’


‘Something like that.’ He did not look at her.


‘Something like what? An ogre?’


He smiled a tight, spare smile, asked in her direction, ‘What do you know about ogres?’


‘Nothing. What exactly are they?’


‘An ogre is a grotesque monster, hideous in appearance, with a taste for human flesh.’


‘Does everything eat people in Serre?’ she wondered, fascinated and appalled.


‘You should stop listening to Auri’s tales. Anyway, ogres are very stupid, and terrified of princesses.’


‘You laugh now,’ she said darkly. She shifted closer to the fire and spread her hands to it. She wished suddenly for an ogre, a witch, a goblin, anything out of Serre’s unpredictable heart, to loom at them out of the dark, send them fleeing for their lives. She would find an abandoned hermit’s hut, live like one of the skittish, unwashed recluses of the forests, eat nuts and berries, keep a pet crow for company.


‘I will not,’ she heard from within the crackling, fuming flames, ‘let anyone harm you.’


She lifted her eyes to the wizard. But his own eyes were lowered; he seemed to be listening again to the trees, the animals, the wind, perhaps the stars. His lashes were black as embers against his fire-flushed skin. His dark hair, neatly trimmed at the beginning of the journey, hung loosely to his shoulders. He sat so still he scarcely seemed to breathe; she wondered what he heard.


‘How long,’ she asked him abruptly, drawing comfort from his familiarity, ‘will you stay in Serre?’


He looked at her. Again she had the sense of thoughts hidden, words unspoken. But he answered simply enough. ‘Your father told me to use my own judgment. You should go in. I’ll send your guards to you.’


‘I’d rather watch with you.’


‘I can see the dark better in the dark,’ he told her, and leaned down to sculpt the fire with his hands until it burrowed into itself, pulsing instead of flaming. He would climb a tree, she guessed, and watch with the owls.


‘How long?’ she heard herself ask again, though she did not want the answer. ‘Until we get there?’


‘I don’t know. I’ll fly ahead tomorrow and count the days.’


Days, she thought, chilled. Once it had been half a season. She rose reluctantly. One pavilion was dark; in hers, the young women sat slumped and yawning on the cots. Seeing her move, they rose and opened the doors for her. One left with a pitcher to fetch warm water; others helped her undress.


‘Tell me,’ she said to distract herself from her thoughts, ‘the story Auri was telling you.’


Auri, barely more than a girl, with a thin, pointed face and constantly disheveled hair, looked at Sidonie out of the corners of her eyes. She was busy tipping a candle into the shadows, searching for wildlife.


‘My lady,’ another protested. ‘It’s not suitable.’


‘I’m going to be married,’ Sidonie said wryly, remembering what her sisters had told her, ‘to a total stranger. Surely nothing could be more unsuitable than that.’


In the dark, they whispered a tale involving a poor widow, a beautiful daughter, and the King of Trolls. Serre, she thought, seemed to be full of ravening nightmares who killed what they loved and ate what they didn’t. But it was the faceless prince in her dreams, not the troll, who woke her abruptly in the night to stare sleeplessly at the dark until dawn.


She did not see the wizard at all the next day until sunset, when a crimson light spilled through the trees, and the weary entourage gathered to a ragged halt beside the grassy banks of a slow, deep river. They could bathe, she saw with relief. Guards were already marking pools with their pointing fingers, deciding where to hang rugs for the princess, while the horses were led downstream to drink. She heard a splash downriver; someone, dusty and sweating, could not wait.


Beware, she warned him silently, the water-woman in the reeds.


Then an eagle plummeted through the stained light at her feet, and Gyre appeared. She waited, watching as the fierce thoughtless scrutiny melted out of his eyes; gold and black became a familiar shadowy blue. Like everyone else, he looked exhausted, though his voice held its usual briskness.


‘Five days,’ he told her. ‘At the most.’


‘Five days?’ Her heart was in her throat suddenly, fluttering like something trapped. ‘Only five?’


‘We’ve been travelling half the summer,’ he reminded her gently. ‘I will send messengers ahead to tell the king that we are nearly at his doorstep. They will travel a day or so faster alone.’ He paused, touched her for the first time, his fingers linked lightly around her wrist. Her face felt icy, drained of all expression. ‘You are saving your father’s kingdom,’ she heard him say. ‘Perhaps his life. If you can’t find any other reason for being in Serre, remember that.’


She swallowed dryly, not seeing him, not speaking. His fingers tightened and she lifted her head. His gaze, in that moment, seemed to contain all the wild things of land and air that he had ever shaped, as well as all the powers that controlled them.


‘I won’t leave Serre,’ he said softly, ‘until you tell me to go.’


She blinked, oddly shaken. He loosed her wrist, his eyes changing again, familiar, imperturbable, at once clear and secret. He waited silently until she found her voice.


‘Five days, then. Thank you.’ She raised her skirts and walked blindly, carefully past him, as though she had already entered the stone walls of the summer palace.


They had camped within a day of the palace when she finally saw something of the magic of Serre.


She had wandered away from the noise and confusion of the camp being set up in an unexpected clearing along the river, which had decided to accompany them east. She took her bow with her, in case there were ogres, and walked into the clearing, a little meadow rich with late summer grasses and wildflowers. In the middle of it she stopped, staring upward at what the parting trees had made visible. On a crag, a dark, blocky mass of walls and towers rose between two slender ribbons of water that fell a long way from the top of the cliff to vanish into the tops of the trees. The water burned like light on a blade. The setting sun illumined a brief nick of road pared out of stone, impossibly high and slanted, leading into the massive fortress. Summer palace, Gyre had called it. It had as much to do with summer, Sidonie thought incredulously, as a mausoleum.


She bent her head, feeling visible, and moved across the meadow beyond sight of the dark palace. Within trees again, she shot a few arrows in desultory fashion at tree boles and cones until the sunlight faded. She stood uncertainly, bow cocked, looking for one more target before she was forced to yield to the fact that one more day had inevitably passed and tomorrow there would be none left.


Something crashed out of the trees behind her. She whirled, heart pounding, bringing the bow up and aimed at whatever troll or witch had crackled into shape out of the underbrush. But it was only one of the guards, she thought confusedly. No. One of the hunters. He stood with his arms raised, showing her his empty hands; he was panting, as she was, and just as startled. Not a hunter, she amended; they slept and bathed with their knives, and there was not a weapon to be seen on this man. An ogre, maybe, in disguise. He looked strong enough, broad-shouldered and muscular. His long copper hair was tangled and matted with bracken; there was an otherworldly look in his grey eyes. His clothes were torn; so was the skin on his face and wrists, as though he had run through brambles.


Her bowstring had slackened a little, she realized. She tightened her grip, pointed the arrowhead at his heart. ‘Show me your teeth,’ she demanded. If they were pointed like an animal’s, she would know what he truly was.


He ignored that. ‘Did you see it?’ he pleaded. ‘Did it fly this way?’


‘Did what fly this way?’


‘The bird made of fire.’


She lowered the bow after a moment, aimed cautiously at his foot. He must be one of the forest’s eccentrics, she decided. Newly eccentric, for his tunic, though torn in places, was of fine dark silk, embroidered at the sleeves and hem. His boots were scratched, but neither worn nor cracked.


‘Auri,’ she said coldly, ‘never mentioned a bird made of fire. Neither did Unciel.’


He drew breath, loosed it in a weary shudder. He glanced around them into the still trees, his shoulders slumped. When he looked at her again, his eyes seemed less fay-ridden.


‘Who is Unciel?’ he asked.


‘A great wizard.’


He took a step; her bow came up. ‘Can he help me?’ he asked, his face taut, desperate. ‘I must find the bird. And the witch.’


She swallowed. ‘Unciel might help you,’ she said carefully, in case he grew mad again, and attracted the witch. ‘But he is far away in a cottage in Dacia, and too weak to do much besides garden.’


‘Dacia?’ he stood very still, not breathing, looking at her so strangely that she backed a step. So did he, abruptly, reeling away from her, it seemed. ‘Who are you?’


‘I am Sidonie of Dacia,’ she said very clearly, indicating dire consequences if she were eaten by magic in Serre. ‘I have crossed two lands to marry Prince Ronan of Serre. My guards are setting up camp behind you; my hunters are close around us, armed and – and hunting.’


She heard his quick breath. ‘They must not shoot the bird!’


‘We cannot eat fire for supper,’ she reminded him reasonably. ‘Anyway, we never see the red birds. Only their feathers, now and then. They must be very beautiful.’


‘They are,’ he whispered. And then something pulled his face awry; he clenched his teeth. She saw the blood flush around his eyes, and the terrible, stark expression in them, as though he were about to weep. She let the bow go slack in her hands.


‘What is it?’ she breathed. ‘What’s wrong?’


He saw her again, beyond the frozen sheen in his eyes. His hands clenched; he fought for air, struggling against whatever sorrow held him in its terrible grip. ‘I must find the witch,’ he told her finally, and she felt her own hands grow cold.


The witch and the bird had driven him mad, she thought. But if he grieved, then he had lost, and loss she understood. She went to him impulsively, pushed the bow and arrow into his hands. ‘Take these, if you’re going witch-hunting. You have nothing to help you in this place, and I have an entire village to take care of me.’


He gazed at them a little incredulously. Witches, she realized then, must use arrows for toothpicks in Serre. But he didn’t hand them back. He studied her again, his expression calmer now, and unfathomable. She felt suddenly like a pampered child who had handed a starving beggar her gold shoe-buckle.


‘I’ll come home as soon as I have found the witch,’ he said incomprehensibly. And then she saw his face shed grief and confusion, along with all memory of her. Wonder and longing filled his eyes, blinded him, so that he did not even see her as he stumbled past her into the trees.


She turned and saw the firebird.


She saw nothing else, heard nothing, as it flew silently through the twilight, its wings trailing plumes and ribbons of flame, its tail covered with jewels of fire. Its claws and beak and eyes seemed of hammered gold that melted into fire and then hardened again into gold. It sang a note. She felt the sound fall through her heart like a pearl falling slowly, with infinite beauty, through liquid gold.


After a time, she felt the hand above her elbow, holding her to earth, she guessed, keeping her from running after the dream of the bird when the bird itself had vanished. She felt the wizard’s presence before she looked at him; they had been together that long.


‘Did you see that?’ she whispered, still searching for it within the darkening forest.


‘Yes.’


‘No wonder he follows it … I never asked his name. Did you see him?’


‘I saw everything,’ he answered simply. He was gazing into the trees as though he could still see, with his magical eye, the luminous bird and the man with his heart outstretched to follow it. ‘I was here watching even before you finished turning and saw clearly what you were aiming at.’


‘How—’


‘I felt your terror. You moved me in a breath.’ His light grip opened; he moved her with the suggestion of a touch. ‘Supper is ready and you are missed. Come back to the world.’


The next afternoon, beyond all possibility, she found herself riding up that final paring of road so high above the valley floor that she did not dare look down. She kept her eyes on the road until it passed behind one of the falls and out again. Then she raised her eyes to the dark palace. There were airy, glinting banners along the walls, she saw with surprise, and trumpeters to greet them. The road ran up to the drawbridge and ended; the gates stood open. Guards in black leather and silk lined the road, the sides of the bridge, the inner courtyard. Sidonie, riding numbly between Gyre and the captain of her guard, watched a man detach himself from the stiff, silent gathering, and walk across the yard toward her.


Gyre reached over, pulled gently at the reins in her lax hand. Her horse stopped. The stranger held one blunt hand up to her. She looked down into a broad, scarred face, with its hairy upper lip lifted and snarling over a missing tooth, the eye above it lost behind crumpled, puckered skin. The other eye was the iron-black of the walls around them, and as hard.


‘I am Ferus King of Serre,’ he said. His lost eye seemed to move behind its scars, still trying to see. She felt herself freeze like an animal under the hunter’s eye. ‘Welcome to your home.’




FIVE


It was after midnight before Ronan remembered the Princess from Dacia. He had followed the firebird to the moon. He had run across luminous, barren plains, over empty crystal mountains, down ancient river beds, dry and white as bone, where the pale stones reflecting passing fire ahead of him flushed the color of garnets. The bird sang as it flew. It patterned the black sky and the moon with a star-burst of sounds, each more brilliant, more haunting than the last. It drew farther and farther from Ronan, finally no bigger than a shining tear across the face of the moon. When it had vanished and he fell, choking on glittering shards of moondust, he heard it sing again with a woman’s voice that should have melted mountains, drawn water out of the harsh landscape. She would not show him her face; the bird would not change while he was watching. He crawled to his feet after a while, and followed her singing, trying to come upon her unexpectedly. But he fell to earth before he saw her.


In the forests of Serre, he leaned against a tree and stared up at the moon, transfixed, waiting for that tear of fire, of blood, to cross its face again. The moon only grew cold, distant, gathering its stars about it, wandering away into some darker realm, leaving the forest black around him. A burning star within the trees brought him to his feet again. But he smelled it before he moved: charred trees bleeding pitch. Human fire, he thought, and remembered the princess.


At the time, she had seemed little more than a daydream, a bit of story, appearing out of nowhere like a talking bird or a crone, to give him something and then vanish again. Now, in a lucid moment, he saw her more clearly: a young woman in a strange land who had no idea, when she entered the walls of the summer palace, what morass she would be walking into. His father, faced with the absence of a marriageable son, would be in no mood to return her to Dacia with a polite apology. Ronan couldn’t just leave her there to fend for herself against the ogre. Wherever ‘there’ was. He couldn’t marry her, any more than he could fly or turn himself into a fish. The idea was preposterous. He had died with Maye and their child; his heart had turned to ash; the dead do not marry. He had to free the princess somehow, persuade her to go back home. Surely she would want nothing else, after a few days with his father. But Ronan had slipped into a sideways world, where the summer palace did not exist. He could not even see the waterfalls. Nothing – no trail of crumbs, or jewels, or drops of blood – marked his path home. The forest was the world; the firebird held all its truths and secrets. Following such beauty, he left all pain behind. Within the bird lay the greatest mystery of all: the woman who made him forget. He would follow her all his days, all his life. But first he had this one small thing to do: he must find Brume and persuade her to show him his way back into the world. And then he would help the princess, who seemed innocent and kind, and who certainly did not deserve to be shut up in the bleak walls of the summer palace with his father. And then he would flee from that barren world, back into the forests of the firebird, follow it until he found her.


A waft of something fallen into a firebed and slowly cooking knotted his belly. He had forgotten about food. He still carried the princess’s bow slung over one shoulder; he had forgotten about that, too. The arrow still rode at a slant in his belt, pushing against his ribs. He stood up slowly, clinging to the tree when the world spun. He was dizzy with hunger suddenly, gnawed with it. He couldn’t see to hunt in the dark. But he could see fire. He would forage for the forgotten morsel searing itself in the coals, if nothing got to it before he did. But the other animals were afraid of fire; he alone was in love with it.


He steadied himself, walked across the little meadow beyond the trees.


The forgotten morsel turned out to be an entire hare skinned, spitted, and charring above the embers. He knelt beside the fire, ate the hare with his hands, tearing pieces off the spit, burning his fingers and his mouth; he did not care. He scarcely saw the horses tethered nearby, or the wagons hung with cooking pots, the silent pavilions lining the river. The man beside the fire seemed to shape himself out of the sudden flames leaping up to lick at the fat dripping between Ronan’s hands. First an eye was illumined, unblinking and remote as a star. Then a tendril of lank, dark hair. A jawline, lean as a fox’s and faintly shadowed. Ronan, putting the pieces together, felt himself go still as a hare under a hawk’s stare.


But the man only said softly, ‘Go ahead – eat. I cooked it for you. You looked half-starved.’


After a time, Ronan managed a word. ‘When—’


‘I saw you with the princess. I’m travelling with her. My name is Gyre. I guard the camp at nights; I sensed you out there, awake and hungry. I was curious about you. So I threw a scent in your direction and you followed it.’


Ronan, still scenting it, tore off a few more bites. The man disappeared again, back into the fire, maybe. Ronan dropped the bones of the hare into the fire, reached for the cloth left on an old stump. He wiped his hands, looking at the half-loaf of bread and the cup of wine that seemed to have appeared when he wanted them. Like magic, he thought, reaching for them. So the man appeared again, like magic, when Ronan had turned the bread into crumbs, and swallowed the last of the wine.


Then he wanted to do nothing but sleep, which had not occurred to him before, either. Perhaps, in his dreams, he would see the firebird.


But the man, Gyre, had begun to talk again. ‘The princess told you her name, and that she is to be married to Prince Ronan.’


‘Yes,’ he said indifferently. They were characters in another story, the prince and the princess happily wed, not in the life he led.


‘Do you know him?’


‘No.’


Gyre was silent, his cool eyes remote again, revealing nothing. ‘I saw the firebird,’ he said finally. ‘It is more beautiful than anything I could imagine.’


Ronan’s hands clenched; above him, star fire blurred and spun. ‘How could you see her,’ he whispered, ‘and not want to follow?’


The still eyes spoke finally, of wonder, before the man did. ‘Her?’


‘There is a woman hidden within the bird, even more beautiful than it is.’


He heard Gyre’s indrawn breath. ‘How strange … And the witch? You said that you would return home after you found the witch. Will she help you find the bird?’


‘She’ll help me find my way home.’


‘Which is where?’


‘No where. Nowhere in this world.’


‘And the witch? Where is she?’


‘In her cottage made of bones.’


Again he heard the man’s breath, and the name that flowed out of him, almost inaudibly, as though to keep her from hearing. ‘Where will you find her?’


‘I don’t know. Perhaps in the waste where I first saw her. She warned me then that I would have to find her to return home. But she did not foresee the firebird.’


‘Aren’t you afraid of the witch? She sounds very dangerous.’


Ronan shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter. I have been trying to die for some time now.’


Again Gyre was silent. He leaned forward abruptly, stirred the fuming cinders with his bare hand, and flames danced between his fingers. Ronan blinked, struggling with the image. Mage? he thought. Magic? He heard a hollow, desperate plea for hope, a night-bird’s cry; was it in himself or within the trees? But Gyre was still again, so still he could not have moved; Ronan could not have seen what he saw.


He had a single, coherent thought before he saw the firebird again. ‘You must not let the princess enter my father’s house.’


He did not hear Gyre’s reply. The bird hovering above the meadow, trying to catch stars in its beak, turned its head and looked at him out of one melting, golden eye. It caught his heart in its beak and he followed it thoughtlessly, helplessly, forgetting burned bones and princess, the mysterious Gyre, the possibility of magic.


Dawn stranded him, bone-weary and empty, somewhere within the forest. He slept curled like an animal in the hollow trunk of one of the ancient trees. At noon, he stirred, brushed the bracken from his hair, and went in search of the witch.


He found her a night or three later, under a shrivelled moon, in the barren patch of forest where they had first crossed paths. The bones of her cottage glowed eerily, brighter than the moon. The round green window watched him like an eye. He had no fear left. He walked up to her door, pounded on it with his fist. The cottage seemed to shift, startled out of sleep; what sounded like her entire flock of chickens began to squawk. If she invited him in, he thought, he would go in. If she invited him in, he thought, he would go in. If she invited him to drink a broth made of his heart’s blood, he would. Anything to end the endless confusion of worlds, of longing and loss, anything to rest.


He pounded again, heard her voice like wind blowing hollowly through a bone. ‘Go away!’


Fist cocked, he stared incredulously at the door. ‘You brought me here. Now tell me how to find my way home.’


‘It’s the middle of the night.’


‘What night?’ he demanded bitterly. ‘In what world? And why do you care? You would open your door to anything with a beating heart.’


‘You’re dead,’ she said succinctly. He brought both fists down against the door, and then his face, pushing it against the hard, dry bones.


‘Please,’ he whispered, terrified at last. ‘Don’t leave me out here. Tell me how to find my way home.’


‘It’s late and you have wakened all my chickens. Come back another day.’


‘No!’ He pried at the bones of her door with his fingers, then threw himself against them. It was, he thought, like trying to batter at his father’s implacable will. He sank down finally, leaned against the door. ‘I will sit on your steps outside the door until you open it. I’ll ride your house if you run. I’ll wake your hens every hour with my shouting. You won’t be able to leave your cottage without tripping over me. I will cling to these stinking bones like a carbuncle until you answer me. Tell me how to find my way home.’


The third time was the charm. The door opened abruptly; he tumbled backward into a darkness smelling of hens and rotting marrow. A thin, plain, knobby woman with her grey hair in a bun and her sparse brows arching adjusted her lenses and peered down at him.


‘Why,’ she asked distantly, ‘are you suddenly so eager to return home? You hate it.’


‘I don’t intend to stay.’ He was reluctant to bring up the matter of the princess. But the witch already knew what questions to ask. He had no idea what else she might know, and he dared not lie to those wide, unblinking eyes behind the fly-green lenses. ‘I must go back to help someone.’


‘Who?’


‘A young – a princess, a stranger. She should never have come to Serre. I fear for her, in my father’s house.’


The witch sniffed, wiped her long nose on her sleeve. ‘A princess.’ Ronan, chilled by a tone in her voice, gazed up at her silently, wondering which of the two Sidonie might find most incomprehensible: the witch or his father. But Brume only commented, ‘You can’t expect me to bother myself with all this.’


‘I warned you,’ he answered recklessly, ‘what a bother I will be if you don’t. You warned me that having left my father’s palace, I would not find my way back until I found you. I have found you.’


‘Indeed.’ Her lenses slipped down her nose; she studied him over them, groping with one hand in a pocket for her ox-bone pipe. She lit it with a flick of nail, puffed something that reeked worse than the house. ‘You’re a clever and troublesome young man. Such a clever man would know to bring me something worth your trouble.’


He felt the utter weariness seep through him, as though the barren land around him were leaching him of life. ‘Such as?’ he asked without hope, knowing that whatever she wanted, it would be innocent and alive.


‘You killed my white hen.’


‘Yes. You have already punished me for that.’


‘You refused to pluck it, or to bring even one of your warriors into my house to drink a cup of broth with me.’


‘Even one was one too many.’


‘Then bring me this, to replace my white hen. Bring me the firebird in a golden cage, and I will set you free.’


He stared at her wordlessly. She puffed a billow of foul smoke, levered him off her threshold with a broad foot under his shoulder, and slammed the door. The cottage, rising under him, shook him off the steps and onto the moon-parched ground before it stalked away to find a quieter corner of night.




SIX


Euan Ash’s pen encountered Gyre’s name for the first time toward the end of an endless summer day. The pen stopped on the curve of the first letter. Gyre, the scribe thought curiously, and then remembered the name spoken on the day he had seen the princess. He saw her again, vividly, as he sat with his pen poised to begin the name: standing in the wizard’s garden with her hair like coils of braided gold, and the bees braiding their erratic golden paths through the light as they followed her scent. Now Unciel’s seedlings had grown tall, vines and stalks offering a confusion of color and scents that caused other flashes of color to hover and dart through the corners of Euan’s attention. He shifted the pen just before the bead of ink in its nib welled and dropped. How long had she been gone? he wondered, and then realized, with surprise, how much of the summer had passed. She would have reached Serre, begun the long journey through its forests weeks ago. She might, beginning a longer and even more hazardous journey, have already married.


He frowned down at his paper, ruthlessly pulling his attention out of memories, colors, the intimate, throbbing voices of the mourning doves on the garden wall. He could hear the wizard Unciel working in the kitchen, tying herbs to dry, cooking up odd ointments for bunions and spider bites. Euan dipped his pen again, finished the name finally: Gyre.


‘In Fyriol, a harsh land south of Dacia, I met a young mage called Gyre …’


He heard the wizard’s breathing then, and turned. Unciel, his fingers green from tearing herb leaves, leaned against the doorway, panting slightly. He had used magic to move, Euan guessed, recognizing the pallor, the weary slump of shoulders. He made a questioning noise, wondering if the wizard needed help with some disaster in the kitchen. But Unciel, his breath calming, only looked at Euan quizzically a moment before he spoke.


‘Why now?’ he asked, then made himself clearer. ‘Why that tale now?’


Euan shrugged slightly, baffled. ‘It came next out of the chest.’


‘Oh.’


‘I can copy it later,’ Euan offered, stifling interest. ‘Or not at all. I haven’t read it.’


‘I know.’ He explained, as Euan blinked at him, ‘What you write wakens memories. They are, after all, my words.’


Euan put the pen down, gathered papers. ‘Then you tell me when to do it.’


But the wizard lingered in the doorway, gazing, it seemed, at the wall at the back of the garden. Even in the warm light, his eyes looked the color of ash. He said finally, mildly, not seeing Euan at all as he made his decision, ‘As you said. It came next.’ He drew himself slowly off the doorpost to walk back to the kitchen, and added, ‘I had forgotten that I wrote about it.’


Euan listened until he heard a murmured greeting; the raven, answering, spoke the wizard’s name. Moments later, a lid clattered in the kitchen. Euan, unable to quell a curiosity that must have made itself palpable even in the steamy air above the boiling pots, dipped his pen and went on with the tale.


‘In Fyriol, a harsh land south of Dacia …’


Fyriol, he learned that afternoon, was a hot, parched land whose fierce winds laid bare the bones of hills and sculpted them into high, eerie shapes of colored sand and granite. Dragons had once lived there, tales said, and had left the land unfit for human occupation. But the seventh son of a king who was also a seventh son had gone looking for a land of his own to rule, and had claimed Fyriol. As there were only a few nomadic wanderers occupying it at the time who soon drifted north to fairer climes, no one argued with him. Other adventurers, disinherited, dispossessed, and otherwise frustrated, joined him to wrest their fates out of the difficult land. The king, building a palace out of the colored sandstone, unearthed a vein of gold. With that, he paid a wizard to tame the unpredictable and ruthless storms. The wizard died of his work, struck by a recalcitrant claw of lightning – the ghost, some said, of a dragon-king. But the weather did improve. Wanderers stopped there and settled, raised their flocks on hardy grasses and scrub. As years passed, the kingdom grew rich on gold and oil from the fruit of gnarled, twisted trees that thrived on arid ground and light. The aging king, wanting to protect his fledgling kingdom for his own sons, sent word to more civilized lands that he would hire another mage or sorcerer or wizard to pursue any rumors of dragons still living, and to mark the borders of his land with signs of magic to discourage other kings’ sons with nothing else to do from casting an eye toward his domain.


A fledgling wizard by the name of Gyre, seeking to establish a reputation, responded to his request.


‘I was,’ Unciel wrote, ‘passing through Fyriol out of curiosity, on my way to Dacia, when I heard a silent, desperate cry for help.’


In his dreams that night, Euan tried to continue the tale. A dragon flowed out of his pen. Many dragons stirred in their stony haunts, forgotten fires smoldering at the interruption of their sleep. A band of brutal thieves posing as nomads found the young wizard alone on the borderlands and forced him to use his magic to draw unwary travellers into trouble. The King of Fyriol himself, furious at some wizardly ineptitude, had locked Gyre in a tower and thrown away the key. Gyre, his throat raw, his voice dead from shouting, had cried out silently for help, pounding at the door. Euan, startled out of his dreams, opened his eyes and still heard the pounding. He tried to cry out in the dark; his voice would not come. Then he recognized the drunken laughter at his door. It was a pair of pretty scribes who had cast their eyes earlier that summer at the lanky, cat-eyed Euan, challenged by his shyness and reserve.


‘Come out with us,’ they called, their bangles ringing brightly against his door. ‘Euan. We haven’t seen you for weeks, and our eyes have grown desolate. Come and play.’


Someone across the narrow street drew attention to the sinking moon and bellowed for silence. Euan, motionless on his bed, pretended he was not there. The lowering moon, full and milky, shed light on his uncluttered, meticulous life: the water jug there, pens and ink so, manuscripts of favorite poetry stacked neatly here, shoes aligned in suspended motion beneath the window, at the end of a journey, or the beginning of another.


‘Euan,’ the door whispered. ‘We know you’re in there. Summer’s almost over. Come out before the leaves wither and the sun grows pale. Euan.’


Euan rolled over and dragged his pillow over his ears, wanting to find his way back into the strange, dragon-haunted tale where the mysteriously imperiled wizard cried out wordlessly for help. But he still heard the laughing, coaxing voices, even after the young scribes had gone and he had fallen asleep again.


‘I followed the silent cry to its source,’ he wrote the next morning, trying to keep his curiosity from outrunning his pen as he copied. ‘In a cave along the rocky northern border of Fyriol, I stood in the heart of the cry. There were bones in that cave. I recognized them: the huge triangular jaws, the backbone running the length of the visible cave, stretching back into the utter dark. The teeth were jagged, and blackened with the dying fires of its last breaths. It had been dead a very long time, perhaps centuries. There was no danger from it. And yet the silent cry for help seemed to echo against the walls of the cave as it pulsed out of my heart. It came, I guessed finally, out of the dark deep within the cave.’


Invisible, soundless, able to see in the dark as easily as day, the wizard Unciel followed the trail of helplessness and terror through the winding corridors of stone.


‘That it was another wizard in trouble I already knew: the power of his cry, reaching so far across the desolate land to find me, told me what he must be. I sensed something else, beyond his power, that I could not define. It seemed at once small and vast, here and elsewhere, vulnerable and yet absolutely implacable. I could find no name for it. And so I came at last to meet Gyre, in the dark under earth and stone, caught with his hand in a gold casket inside the coil of the monstrous backbone of yet another dragon. Its ribs, collapsed under the fallen weight of backbone, spilled in a ring around him. The gold, filigreed casket itself was a small treasure. He could carry it easily out of the cave into the light. It belonged to no one any longer; why should it not belong to him? So he must have thought.’


What Gyre saw becoming suddenly visible in front of him was left unwritten. What Unciel saw was a young, very helpless man lying on the ground within a spill of bones, one hand locked under the lid of a casket, which seemed to have bitten down on it like a live thing. His wrist was bloody; on his free hand the nails were broken and bleeding from tearing at the lid. His lean, dirty face was hollow with hunger and pain. Unciel, accustomed to noting such things, saw that the earth beneath the casket was black, hardened. Something once there had left its shadow of blood and fire, which, hardening through the centuries, had sealed the casket to the ground as though it were gripped in stone. The young wizard opened his mouth at the sight of Unciel and croaked like a raven. He had worn his voice to nothing; only his heart could speak.


‘I told him my name, and felt it reverberate in his thoughts, in recognition and in hope. But I was not so sure of myself. I did not tell him that. I knelt beside him and told him what I saw. “The casket has been hidden within stone, in the dark within the stone, in the dragon within the dark, in the heart within the dragon. What, I wonder, is within the casket?”


‘He had wondered, too, his rueful thoughts told me. He had glimpsed something, but the casket had slammed over his hand when he touched the secret it held. His name was Gyre. He had been hired by the King of Fyriol to seek out any dragons left alive in the kingdom. The only life he had found in that cave was the hinged jaws of the little casket.


‘To open the casket, I told him, I would have to persuade it that it recognized me. Gyre had already guessed that. He had lain there in that changeless night saying every name he had ever learned in his life. Even in a young wizard’s life, that is a great many names. I tried a few; the casket refused to open. So I did what I had to do. I reached into the casket with my mind to encompass the power hidden within it. Masked in that power, I would reflect like a mirror whatever lay within, giving the illusion that the casket belonged to me.


‘I brought all my thoughts, all my powers, to focus upon a nightmare.


‘I withdrew as soon as my thoughts had touched it. It was like becoming death. But in that instant, when I became the power within the casket, it opened to me, freeing Gyre. Its lid dropped back, revealed its secret: a small, faceted ball of black crystal. An odd jewel, it must have seemed to Gyre, looking neither very beautiful nor very valuable. But it must be both for someone to have hidden it so completely.


‘We both knelt there, staring at it. Gyre seemed perplexed, and still curious. I could not speak. My heart had changed shape for only an instant, a sand-grain of time, but I had glimpsed what I did not know had ever existed. Such dark power. Such evil. I recognized the thing for what it was, but not whose …


‘ “Remember the tales you have been taught,” I said at last, rising. “Within a dragon-ridden land there is a cave; within the darkness of the cave there is a dragon; within the dragon’s fiery heart there is a casket. Hidden within the casket …” There is a heart, he finished silently. “Yes. Kept in secret far from its owner, whose body cannot be killed until the heart is found and destroyed.”


‘I heard Gyre’s thoughts again, untangled finally from his wonder: it must be centuries old, as old and dead as these dead bones. I turned away, sickened by the thought that whoever claimed it had existed at all. “Leave it,” I told him. “It is well buried here.”


‘I heard the casket close, and then Gyre’s uncertain steps behind me. It never occurred to me that, having been trapped for days in the dark with a casket gnawing at his wrist, he would risk putting a hand back into it. But that was Gyre, and that was his mistake. But I had opened the casket for him; I had persuaded the heart within that it had recognized itself, that it belonged to me.
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