




[image: image]






Also by Anna Kendall from Indigo:


Crossing Over


Dark Mist Rising




[image: image]


Book Three of the Soulvine Moor Chronicles


Anna Kendall


[image: image]




[image: image]




1


I watched the spider inch across its web towards the tiny mouse.


Neither should have existed, not this early in the spring, and not inside the cottage. Not even in such a mountain cottage as this one, snugly built but seldom swept and smelly with droppings from the pig that the children brought inside on cold nights. But the cottage, although filthy, was warm. Spiders had hatched, baby mice had been born, and overnight this small life-and-death struggle had begun in the dim chimney-corner where I lay, still weak from my illness, on a pallet of dirty straw.


I had lain here for over a month, dependent on the good will of the cottagers who took me in. Although perhaps ‘good will’ were not the right words. Without this family of John the Small (he had no other name), I would have died. And with this family—


‘One Hand!’ shouted Bets, the oldest girl, hurling herself down the ladder from the loft. They all shouted, all the time. She raced towards me.


‘Hush your mouth!’ cried Mrs John, coming from the bedroom, which was the only other room the cottage possessed. ‘You’ll wake him!’


‘He’s awake!’ screamed Bets, jumping on top of me. It hurt, even though she weighed so little. Every move of my body still hurt.


‘Get off!’ yelled Mrs John, plucking her daughter up by her neck as if Bets were one of her scrawny chickens. ‘Go get the wood!’


‘That be Ned’s labour!’ Bets cried, suddenly all wounded injustice. She had not noticed the spider web.


‘Do it!’ Mrs John roared. She gave Bets a shove towards the door. To me she said nothing, as always.


Inches from my face, in the dim corner, the spider had reached its prey. The mouse was less than two inches long, although it had grown old enough to venture from its mother’s nest in the wall and be caught by the sticky strong threads closest to the floor. The spider was huge, half the size of my thumb. As Mrs John lit a rushlight and stuck it into the holder on the wall, the spider’s hairy body glittered a dark red.


‘I be hungry!’ yelled Ned, shooting down the ladder. The other three children followed. From the bedroom the baby wailed.


‘Then fetch the water for gruel!’ Mrs John bawled, ‘or none of ye eat! John! Get up! Get up now!’


Robbie loomed over my pallet. ‘Are ye still sick then, One Hand? Are ye dying?’


‘Leave the lad be!’ Mrs John shouted. ‘Water! Now!’


‘That be Bets’s labour!’


Mrs John slapped both boys and shoved them to the door, all the while crying towards the bedroom, ‘Get up! Get up, ye lazy no-good!’ The baby screamed. The two smallest children had just made it laboriously down the ladder, although Jemima fell the last three rungs, lay in a crumpled heap on the floor, and screeched.


The red spider hung with four legs in its web and four on the struggling mouse. Its fangs closed on the mouse’s skin.


John the Small slouched from the bedroom, scowling at his wife. ‘Will ye not let a man rest, woman?’ he bellowed, reached inside his half-tied trousers, and scratched his privates.


I had no idea why these people had saved my life. John the Small had found me collapsed in the snow on a track that led down the western mountains towards The Queendom. I had shivered and raved with illness. Unable to lift me – he was barely four feet tall – he had brought his wife and two oldest sons, of nine and ten, and the four of them had dragged me inside, dumped me on the hearthside pallet, and left me there for a month. It was an incomprehensible act of kindness towards a stranger, for although the season was wrong for plague, I might have carried any number of other diseases that could have killed them all. Incomprehensible, too, as since bringing me inside, husband and wife had almost completely ignored me. Neither ever addressed me. The children brought me food when they remembered. John and Mrs John treated me as if I were part of the pallet itself, and of far less interest than the pig. I had not washed in a month. I was not alone in that, and smelled no worse than the others.


The mouse gave a last desperate struggle to free itself. The spider hung on. The web trembled and its bottom strands tore.


‘It be warm out!’ Bets cried, coming back inside with an armload of wood. She dropped it onto the floor, where it clattered and rolled. ‘Spring!’


‘And the field not even turned!’ Mrs John yelled, rounding on her husband. ‘Ye’ll never get the planting done in time!’


‘Let me be, woman!’


‘It be spring!’ Ned bellowed, sloshing inside with the bucket of water. The bucket leaked. A trail of water spread across the floor as Mrs John lugged the bucket to the hearth and dumped the water into the kettle.


The mouse went still. Its struggles had further torn the web, and now only a single strand connected the spider to the web above. It began spinning more threads to bind the mouse to the web.


‘Well, bring the wood to the fire, girl!’ Mrs John yelled at Bets. ‘Be ye a half-wit? Jemima, stop that wailing or I’ll give ye something to wail about!’


Jemima did not stop wailing. The baby bawled in the bedroom. The pig came in the open door and the three older children raced after it, yelling.


I sat up. It was the first time in a month, it took me a long time, and it made my head spin. But from this position, I could reach the web. Slowly I put out one finger on my one hand until it touched the centre of the web. The spider silk felt sticky, but strong. My touch did not break it, not even when I pushed on the interwoven strands.


The family sat or stood – there were not enough chairs – around the wooden table, slurping gruel and screaming at each other. However, my unaccustomed movement attracted attention. Mrs John looked right at me. Never before had she addressed me directly, so it felt almost shocking when she did.


‘Ye call out in yer sleep, One Hand.’


I went still. My old fault, and the cause of so much grief in my life.


‘Look – there be a web!’ Robbie shouted.


Mrs John and I stared at each other.


‘It hold a spider!’ Bets screamed.


‘Ye always call the same name,’ Mrs John said.


‘Get it!’ Ned bawled. The two boys leaped from the table and scrambled over me to the wall.


‘Look – it hold a mouse!’


‘Kill it!’


Robbie’s arm sliced through the web. It gave way. Ned, bouncing painfully across my legs, grabbed a stick of wood and smashed it down on spider and mouse alike. I held my breath. The country folk, unlike those of the palace, are close enough to death to believe in the old ways. If in my sleep I had blurted out the words hisaf or Soulvine Moor …


Mrs John said, ‘Who be Katharine?’


‘Got it!’ Ned bawled, and the web hung in tatters.


‘Katharine’, not ‘Maggie’. I had called not the name that filled my thoughts as I lay on the pallet week after week, but the name I tried nightly to forget. My mother’s name, my sister’s name. The name that used to invade and terrorize my dreams and did so no longer. Just as I no longer crossed over to the Country of the Dead. Whatever was happening there, my part was to stay away. Mother Chilton and her witch apprentice, Alysse, had made that very clear to me. I was to stay out of the war they waged with Soulvine Moor and, instead, go home to Maggie and my unborn child.


There was nothing I wanted more. Maggie, with her fair curls straggling over her forehead, her tart competence, her love for me that had been undeserved and unrequited for so long. I yearned to go back to Maggie, living in Tanwell with her sister as she awaited the birth of our son.


And I had lost so much time already! Mountain travel in winter had proved much harder than I had expected, especially with one hand. Time and again I had been forced to hole up at some remote farm or rough inn while snow storms raged outside. I would have died without Mother Chilton’s money to buy such sanctuary. Then, nearly at the base of the jagged western mountains and nearly into spring, what did I do but fall ill and into the wild household of John the Small.


Maggie must, by now, be but a few months away from her confinement. It had been summer when I lay with her on that fragrant hillside, amid the scents of wildflowers and the heavy drone of bees.


I did not answer Mrs John about the name ‘Katharine’, and a moment later her attention flew to Ned and Robbie, who were tossing the dead baby mouse back and forth across the table. ‘Get that dung out of here – what ails ye?’ she bawled. ‘Yer daft, the pair of ye! Out! Out!’


The boys fled, shouting, outside. The morning chaos continued. Through the open door came sunshine and the intoxicating scent of sweet warm air. It was indeed spring. I must recover completely from my illness, must become strong enough for travelling, must return to Maggie. If, after all I had done, she would still have me.


Bets cried, ‘Look! One Hand is standing up!’


‘I—’


She barrelled across the room, jumped on me, and knocked me back down.


I persisted. Day after day I forced myself to stand, to walk, to strengthen my withered muscles. When I could, I went into the woods and gathered bird eggs, dug roots, found last autumn’s nuts, brought back firewood – anything to help repay Mrs John’s rough kindness. I had money left, sewn into a secret pocket of my cloak, but I didn’t offer any, sure in the knowledge that this family would simply take it all. Mrs John took my contributions to her household without comment. But the day Robbie tried to knock me over and I swatted him away with my one good hand, remaining on my feet, she smiled.


And it was so good to be out of that filthy cottage! Birds sang from every branch in the woods. Crocuses and hyacinths bloomed in the sun, lilies of the valley in the shade. One day I bathed in a forest pool, longing for Joan Campford’s strong yellow soap. I washed my clothes as best as I could. With the little shaving knife in my boot I shaved off my tangled beard and cut my hair. Then I lay naked under the strong sun while my clothes dried and, weary from such unaccustomed exertion, fell asleep.


And dreamed.


Darkness—


Cold—


Dirt choking my mouth—


Worms in my eyes—


Earth imprisoning my fleshless arms and legs—


I was dreaming about crossing over. But the dream crossing brought me not to the Country of the Dead, which I had promised never to visit again, but rather to John the Small’s disorderly cottage. Mrs John sat at the table, shelling nuts I had brought her, popping nut meat into little Jemima’s mouth. The baby slept in its ramshackle cradle. For once, the cottage was quiet.


All at once, another presence entered the dream, although not the cottage. A shadowy presence … No, not even that. A grey whisper, somewhere between a scent and a sound … It was vague but unpleasant. Perhaps Mrs Johns felt it, too. For in the dream she stopped shelling nuts, her hand suspended in the air, holding a broken black walnut, and her eyes stared. At me, even though I was not in the cottage.


A long moment spun itself out.


Then I woke beside the forest pool and the sun had gone behind a cloud, leaving me shivering and cold.


I dressed in my still damp clothes. The dream had been so mild compared to those I once dreamed, so why did it leave me uneasy? That unpleasant whisper in my mind … no, not even a whisper, merely a vague stirring of … what? A faint animal scent, a nearly inaudible sound. Trivial things, nothing to make me afraid. Not I, Roger Kilbourne, who had caused a battle to be fought and a savage lord to die and a queen to burn. Who had killed the sister who once haunted his dreams.


Late afternoon shadows, long and deep, slanted over the cottage when I returned. Robbie, Ned and Bets screamed from atop the roof, where they played some game that threatened to topple them all into broken bones. Matt, too little to climb to the roof, had to remain below and bellowed at this foul injustice.


Inside was just as noisy. John the Small had not returned from wherever he’d gone, but Jemima cried and pulled at her mother’s skirts and the baby wailed. In the middle of this din, Mrs John was a single point of stillness. Not a muscle of her face or body moved as she faced me across her dirty table. Her grey hair straggled around her face. Fear filmed her eyes.


‘Ye maun go now.’


‘What?’ I said, inanely.


‘Ye maun go.’


‘I—’


‘Ye did not say what ye be. Now you maun go.’


What ye be. She could have meant anything. A hisaf. A murderer. The former palace fool. Of all the things I could have said, I blurted, ‘How did you know?’


‘Go now.’ And then, ‘I have me bairns to think of.’


‘I’m … I’m no threat to your children, mistress.’


‘Go.’


She was implacable. She handed me a packet: my waterbag, Tom Jenkins’ two knives, what smelled like food wrapped in leaves. And all the while her eyes held mine and I saw in them not only resolution but fear. It was the fear that decided me. These people, however crude and slovenly, had saved my life. I could not bring fear to them, not even when I believed there was nothing to fear. I took the packet and left.


But at the doorway I turned to try one last time. I must know. I said, ‘Was it … did you … did you happen to fall asleep this afternoon, mistress? To … to dream?’


‘Go now.’


I went. From the roof top Bets, giggling, threw a pebble at me. This struck Robbie and Ned as a great idea and they scrambled to dig more stones from the thatch. There were none so they threw the thatch itself, and it was in a hail of straw that I left the cottage and set my feet upon the track down to the valley below.
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In truth I was not sorry to go. It seemed to me that I was strong enough now for the journey or, if not, would soon become so. I had youth on my side; in another two months I would turn eighteen. And the weather had turned. When I tired, I could build a fire and stop for the night.


Exhaustion came earlier than I thought, before the thin track from the cottage had even joined a proper road. Sitting before my fire, eating the hard bread and harder roots that Mrs John had sent with me, I thought about her fear. The country people, not sophisticated enough to have abandoned the old ways, often believed in soul arts and hisafs. But that did not mean that they could recognize them. The only ones I knew of who could do that were women with talent in the soul arts themselves. Sometimes they didn’t even know they possessed such untutored talent, like Princess Stephanie. Sometimes they knew they did not but longed for it, like Queen Caroline. Sometimes they made of their talent a weapon to fight the war against Soulvine Moor, like Mother Chilton. The web of these women stretched across The Queendom, the Unclaimed Lands, Soulvine Moor itself. And Mrs John must be one of them, in some minor and untaught way. She had recognized me as a hisaf.


But only after I had dreamed of crossing over. It was through dreams that my sister Katharine, now more than merely dead, had terrorized little Stephanie and me. Through dreams Katharine had even killed Stephanie’s attendants. But my sister was gone. And I would never cross over again.


I banked my fire and put Mrs John from my mind. For me, the battle against Soulvine Moor was over. I was journeying to Maggie. Again and again I pictured my arrival in Tanwell. I would tell Maggie I loved her, that I had been a fool not to know it sooner. She would cry, perhaps, and I would hold her and kiss her fair curls and lay my hand on the bulge of her belly that was my son. Then, afterwards …


I fell asleep smiling, happy to breathe in the sweet night air instead of the fetid cottage. I was journeying to Maggie.


However, the journeying was harder than I expected. I had not yet got back my full strength. The next day I had nothing to eat but some early strawberries. At the first farmhouse I came to, one cleaner and more prosperous than John the Small’s, I was able to buy some food and rest in the barn. So I continued for a few more days, and I felt my body return to itself.


But then the weather changed. Cold rain woke me before dawn. With sleep no longer possible, I set out walking, grumpy and shivering. The sun had risen unseen behind grey clouds when I came, sodden and weary, to the first town of The Queendom that I had encountered since last autumn. The village lay at the base of a series of steep hills, with a small river on one side. Abruptly the road to the east had broadened from a rutted track to a hard-packed surface. Cottages appeared like those in prosperous market towns, with fenced kitchen gardens and well-tended sheep pens and scrubbed front doors. On the river was a mill. An inn, the Blue Horse, stood on the main road.


But the road was filled with screaming people.


I gaped, confused, as a young man rushed from one cottage, an old woman from another. The man dashed through the pelting rain and pounded on the door of another dwelling, but the woman stopped in the middle of the road and just stood there, as if too bewildered to move. I went up to her and touched her shoulder. She screamed and leaped away from me. Two of the other people pouring into the street rushed up and a man seized me.


‘Is it him? Is it him?’ He shook me roughly, like a terrier with a rat.


‘No, be ye daft, this one’s got but one hand!’ Someone said behind me.


The man let me go and ran to another cottage. As soon as he opened the door, screams poured out. The old woman still slumped motionless in the rain, her face a mask of dripping grief. I grasped her arm.


‘Mistress, you should go inside.’


She looked at me but I knew she was not seeing me but rather some horror. All at once her knees buckled and I caught her. People continued to rush past, but none came to her aid, or mine. The woman sagged against me, a dead weight on my good arm. I could not leave her there in the mud of the road so, not knowing what else to do, I pulled her towards the shelter of the nearest cottage.


The door opened directly onto a kitchen with a stone floor, trestle table, herbs hanging from ancient beams. The room was jammed with cottagers, grouped around something I could not see on the hearth. A middle-aged woman spied us and elbowed her way through the moaning people. ‘Mother! Thank you, lad, she was … it is ….’ The woman began to cry. But she took her mother from me and eased her onto a settle before turning back to me. ‘It is the shock … we … so many of them!’


So many of what?


I said as gently as I could, ‘What has happened here, mistress? I just arrived on the western road, looking for an inn …’


She nodded, distracted, and then abruptly focused her attention on me. ‘The western road? Did ye pass anyone?’


‘No.’ Few travelled in the rain, and fewer still from the western mountains.


‘You are certain? You didn’t see a big man with a black beard and green eyes?’


Green eyes. My spine went cold. ‘I passed no one. Was … was someone like that here?’


‘Yes. He – all the poor infants – oh!’ She put her fist to her mouth and began to sob.


I elbowed my way through the crowd, which had begun to turn ugly.


‘—find him and—’


‘—can’t have gone far—’


‘—get Jack and Harry and Will and—’


The men began to pull away, organizing their hunt. A few glanced at me suspiciously but looked away as soon as they saw my one hand. The women continued to cry, their murmurs between sobs, almost incoherent. But I caught one word:


‘—witchcraft—’


I pushed to the front of the crowd.


On the hearth sat a young woman, her face gone numb with grief, holding a baby in swaddling clothes. I thought at first that the baby was dead, so motionless was it, its blank eyes staring at nothing. But then I saw that the child breathed. All at once the mother shook it, crying, ‘Wake up! Wake up, Neddie! Oh, wake up!’ She shook the baby harder, until an older woman stepped forward and stopped her.


‘There, Mary, leave off, it does no good, my dear—’


The girl crumpled, sobbing hysterically. The older woman took the infant from her. Another woman sat beside the girl, who in her wild grief shoved her comforter away.


‘So many of them,’ the woman on the road had said to me. I turned to the nearest person, a small fierce woman with red curls under her faded cap. ‘There are … there are more babies like this in the village?’


‘Aye, five of ’em, all under a year old.’ Her gaze sharpened. ‘Do you know anything about this, lad?’


‘No,’ I said, trying to look stupid, ‘unless … could it be plague?’


Of course it was not plague: wrong season, wrong symptoms, wrong victims. The red-haired woman’s interest in me vanished. It should not have.


I was the only person who understood what we all looked at it. No, that was wrong – I did not understand it, not at all. But I had seen it before: the blank stare, the inability to be roused, the breath without active life. I had seen it all my life, but not here, not in The Queendom nor in the Unclaimed Lands nor in the savage western mountains.


In the Country of the Dead.


Seven infants alive but not alive, five in the village and two more on outlying farms. By evening the local men, their hunt turning up nothing, had returned to take what comfort they could in the taproom of the Blue Horse. The rain had stopped but a dank chill outside made the innkeeper build up the hearth fire until it roared. Or perhaps it was a need greater than mere cold.


I had taken one of the small, clean, comfortable rooms upstairs, had paid for the luxury of my first hot bath in months, had slept off my weakness all afternoon, had eaten a hearty dinner. Now I sat at one of the taproom’s long trestle tables, a tankard of ale in front of me, as the villagers came one by one to the room.


‘—cannot console her anyway, so thought I might as well hear what news to—’


‘—no change in little Bess and—’


‘—wanted me out of the way so she can—’


But their excuses for leaving their grief-drenched cottages did not last long. These men had spent all day searching sodden fields and woods for something they did not understand. They had found nothing. Faces tight, eyes hard, they turned to me.


‘Ye say ye saw no one on the western road, lad?’


‘No. No one.’


‘What’s yer name, then?’


‘George Tarkington.’


‘Where do ye come from?’


‘From my uncle’s farm in the high hills.’


‘And what be yer business in Rivertown?’ This from the roughest-looking of the men, who wore a gun strapped to his back. Had the blacksmiths of The Queendom learned in the last months to make guns and bullets, or had this one been taken from a savage soldier in some local skirmish before the invaders left The Queendom? I had been away since autumn; there was so much I did not know. The cottager eyed me suspiciously.


But I have had much practice both in lying and in looking innocent. ‘I’m travelling to Fairford. My—’


‘Where be this “Fairford”?’


‘Near the capital. My uncle died and left me our farm. I sold it to Samuel Brown and now I travel to live with my other uncle, my mother’s brother. He will apprentice me as an apothecary.’


‘Yer old to be an apprentice.’


‘I know,’ I said humbly, ‘but there is little else I can do.’ I raised the stump of my left arm. I could feel tension ease around the table.


‘So the sale of yer uncle’s farm is where ye got the money to travel?’ another man asked. This one had a more kindly expression.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Well, if ye go on spending it on hot water for baths ye won’t have much left for yer apprentice fee.’


‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘It was only this once. I had such a chill from the rain.’


Easily chilled, one-handed, too stupid to hoard my farm-sale money. They lost interest in me. I sat quietly, sipped my ale, and listened, to learn what I could.


The seven infants had all disappeared from their cradles during the night. The cottage doors had been barred from the inside, and the bars not disturbed. No windows had been forced open. But in the poorest and meanest of the cottages, where the parents slept in the loft and four children huddled on straw pallets before the warmth of the fire, a small boy had stirred. He heard something, or glimpsed something, or felt some movement by the baby’s cradle. Or maybe it had been merely a fancy, or a dream, or even a lie; the boy was but five years old and given to telling tales. Anyway, the men reasoned, gripping their tankards of ale and shooting furtive looks at each other, how could a stranger have broken into the cottages without using the windows and doors?


At first light, when the cottage women arose to start the fire and put on hot water for gruel, the thefts of the infants had been discovered. Wives screamed; children cried out in fright; men rushed in from the bedchamber or down from the loft or in from the well house. Then all seven babes were discovered lying in a circle on the village green, wrapped in their rain-soaked blankets. They had not been there long; none had even caught a chill. But the babies—


‘Dead and not dead,’ one man said starkly. His hand shook as he lifted his ale to his lips.


‘They might yet come from their trances and be well,’ said a very young man.


‘They can’t eat, Will!’ said a third. ‘If a child can’t eat …’


The oldest man, surely a grandfather rather than a father, spoke to me. ‘In yer travels, lad, have ye seen or heard of anything like this?’


Yes. ‘No.’


‘The only thing we can do,’ said Will, ‘is wait. The children may become themselves again. If not—’


‘If not what?’ shouted another man. In the hushed tap room, the noise was shocking. ‘Ye all know what happened! That green-eyed stranger, the one we all sat with here last night – and clever we thought ourselves to let him buy us all ale – he witched them all! Jack, ye bragged about yer fine new son, ye know ye did! Ale loosened all our tongues, and so that bastard knew – he knew–’ Abruptly he hurled his tankard across the room, where it clanked against the stone siding of the fireplace and rolled onto the floor. He put his head in his hands.


Will said unsteadily, ‘I have no belief in witches.’


‘Then yer a fool,’ Jack said, ‘but witches be female. Always. And they do not trance infants.’


‘One just did!’ shouted the man who had thrown his tankard. ‘Can ye not believe what’s in front of yer damn eyes?’


Jack rose, his fists clenched. The other stood to face him, so fast the heavy trestle table shook. The oldest man’s voice cut across the sudden silence.


‘Stop it, both of ye. That will not help us. Will is right. We maun wait to see if the babes recover. Meanwhile there’ll be no fighting amongst ourselves, and no murdering of the babes because they ain’t right.’ He stared hard at a man I had not noticed, a thin man with a face like a weasel, who sat nervously twisting an amulet between his fingers. The thin man dropped his gaze.


After that, little was said. The men drank in silence. In more silence, one by one, they left the inn. I groped my way upstairs – no candle was offered – to my tiny bedchamber, barred the door, and lay in darkness on the narrow bed.


Someone, or several someones, had entered the cottages without using doors or windows.


The stolen babes had been left in a circle on the village green.


They were ‘tranced’ – Jack’s word – and so ‘neither alive nor dead’.


I could not get warm. I pulled my cloak tight around me and pulled my knees to my chest, but still I shivered. I had the chill that the tranced babies had not, but it wasn’t a return of my winter illness. I did not know why these children had been taken, but I knew how, and by whom. Memory shivered along my bones.


A snowy mountain meadow, wind whipping the snow in my face and slowing my attempts to flee. A figure materializes in the snow. Another. Then a third. The three men who had been with my mad sister. Hisafs, holding knives. Tom Jenkins drops little Princess Stephanie and springs in front of me, and the hisaf vanishes. He has crossed back over. Back and forth they go, the rogue hisafs, crossing between the land of the living and the Country of the Dead, manoeuvring for position, until one of them appears right next to Tom and his knife finds its mark in Tom’s side.


And it was I who had made that possible. I, by disturbing the Country of the Dead, who had so weakened the barrier between the living and the dead that now hisafs could cross over not only in trance, but bodily. Just as I could, had I not vowed never to do so again.


Hisafs in league with Soulvine Moor had stolen those infants and had … what? It was the Dead who lapsed into quiescent trances, who sat in circles, who were being destroyed by Soulvine Moor. Not the living. I did not understand what had happened here in Rivertown. I only knew it terrified me.


What if my own son …


But no. Mother Chilton had told me to go home to Maggie. She would not have permitted that if it endangered Maggie or our child. I carried no markers, which meant that neither the web women nor the hisafs – on either side of the war – knew where I was. In fact, they probably thought I had died in my battle with my sister. We had been alone and only she would have known differently. And Katharine could never tell anyone anything, not ever again.


In addition, Maggie would be well guarded by web women, although she would never know it. They would be there in Tanwell: the unobtrusive kitchen maid, the aged midwife, the white rabbit under the hedgerow, the hawk circling above the village. They would use their strange abilities to protect my son. ‘He is our last hope,’ Mother Chilton had said.


But I pushed Mother Chilton’s bleak statement from my mind and clung to the rest. My son was well guarded. No hisafs knew where I was. No woman here in Rivertown had recognized what I was, as had Mrs John the Small. But Mrs John was country folk, closer to the old ways, and the recognition had been merely bad luck. No hisaf would come for me here in the dark silence of the night, materializing in this cold bedchamber to slide a knife between my ribs. What had happened in this village was frightening and terrible, but it had – for once! – not been caused by me. Nor was it my task to set it right.


Idiot, my saner self whispered to me, not the entire army of web women and faithful hisafs have succeeded in setting it right.


But that brought another thought, one that made me jerk upright in bed. They would be here soon, the web women. Whatever was happening in Rivertown, it must be a part of the war with Soulvine. The web women would come, and perhaps even hisafs. Why had I not realized this before? They might – would – recognize me. My obscurity, on which I counted, would be lost.


Cursing, I got up from bed and unbarred the door. Carefully I eased myself down the dark stairs. The taproom had closed for the night. The door creaked when I unbarred it but no one came. I slipped outside. I had no way to rebar the door, but I hoped that come morning the innkeeper would merely think I had wanted to get the earliest possible start on my journey and so had left before dawn.


The rain had stopped. Wind had risen to send clouds racing across the patchy sky. By the intermittent light of a half moon, I made my way across the village green where the seven tranced babies had lain, neither alive nor dead. Was Will right, that the little bodies would wither and die since they were unable to eat? Or would the infants continue to breathe, as unchanging as the Dead in that other country on the far side of the grave? Unchanging for ever, rosy tranquil infants lying inert and unseeing in their cradles …


A deep shudder ran along my whole body, which had nothing to do with the cold night. Under trees whose spring leaves still dripped with water, through air that smelled sweet and fresh as if horror had not happened here, I left Rivertown for the road east.
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Long before dawn I could go no farther. Leaving the road, I plunged into a thick wood growing down the side of a steep hill. Parts of the underbrush were dense and tangled. I crawled into a clump of bushes, hoping to encounter nothing larger than I was, and fell asleep. When I woke, the morning was far advanced, another drizzly overcast sky. Good.


What was happening in Rivertown? Had the infants come out of their trances, had web women arrived, had … But it was useless to speculate. My task was to get to Maggie, and the journey was still a long one. I crawled out from under my bushes.


A dog sat waiting for me.


For a long moment, dizziness took me, a vertigo born of fear. This, I knew well, was not a dog, or not merely a dog, no matter how much it looked like one. And it did look normal, sitting on its great grey haunches, wagging its short tail, its green eyes alight with friendliness. It even smelled like wet dog, a scent redolent of scampers through fields followed by cosy evenings by a hearth.


But I had seen dogs like this before. I had seen Shadow massacre four savage soldiers by tearing out their throats. I had seen Shep leap at men who threatened me and Tom Jenkins, and tear them to pieces. I had seen a pack of such dogs race into the firelight on Soulvine Moor and rescue me from the people of Hygryll moments before a knife descended into my heart. And I had seen such a dog materialize from nowhere, inside a tent, to take down Tarek son of Solek son of Taryn, before his soldiers shot it to death. Dogs like these had hunted food for me. They had been my guardians, my saviours, my salvation. And after a fortnight, each of them had vanished completely. They came from the Country of the Dead, and when the time allotted them in the land of the living had expired, they were gone.


Someone had sent this dog to me. Someone knew where I was.


The dog bounded over to me and licked my face. I pushed it away, got to my feet, and stood looking warily down at its hopefully upturned face.


‘What are you, boy?’


Its tail wagged harder.


‘Who sent you to me?’


It licked my hand.


Not the web women. I remembered Mother Chilton saying bleakly, ‘Neither Fia nor the dogs are our doing.’ And my father, about the torture I had undergone in Almsbury: ‘We could not get the dogs to you fast enough.’ This dog had come from a hisaf, although not from my father, damn him for his promise to me of a rescue that had never come. So what hisaf? And how? Things could only cross over from the Country of the Dead when they were carried by a hisaf, and the dogs had always arrived alone.


I did not understand. And I did not want this dog, marking my whereabouts as clearly as if I shouted my name to every traveller I passed: Here I am, Roger Kilbourne! Come and claim me!


‘Go away,’ I said to the dog.


To my surprise, it did. But then it dashed back and laid a stick at my feet to throw.


Memory pierced me: Tom Jenkins, the only friend I had ever had except Maggie, teaching Shadow to shake paws. Someone somewhere had taught this dog to fetch sticks. Who? Why?


‘Go away! Bad dog! Go!’


The dog’s ears drooped. It looked at me reproachfully. It did not budge.


There is no way to make a big dog leave you if it does not want to, short of rock or knife. I didn’t dare; I had seen what these dogs could do when angry. Besides, I have never hurt an animal in my life. The only weapon left was shunning. I picked up my pack, walked back towards the muddy road, and pretended the dog did not exist. If I ignored it for long enough, perhaps it would give up and go away.


It did not. We walked for the rest of the day, the dog and I, with many pauses to rest and occasional ones to hide whenever a farmer’s cart or a lone horseman passed us on the road. There were not many. No one from Rivertown came after me. The dog had far more energy than I. It trotted tirelessly along the road. Whenever I stopped to rest, it brought me sticks, which I studiously did not notice. It chased three squirrels, catching none of them. It lapped water from roadside ditches. It scratched its fleas, looking up at me and wagging its tail hopefully. I ignored it.


When I stopped at dusk and made camp, exhausted but pleased with my returning strength, the dog disappeared briefly and then brought me a rabbit. This it laid at my feet, tail swishing madly, green eyes liquid with dumb hope.


‘Thank you,’ I said, before I thought.


At the sound of my voice, it practically turned itself inside out with happiness.


I was stuck with this dog. Even if I had succeeded in sending it away, whoever had sent it already knew where I was. And clearly the dog itself meant me no harm. I skinned and roasted the rabbit and shared it with the creature.


‘You need a name, dog.’


It regarded me thoughtfully. Another memory sliced through me: Maggie suggesting names, all of which I rejected, for the first dog. Was she considering names even now, for our child?


I said, ‘I’ll call you Hunter.’ An innocuous, common name, and if it meant more than it seemed, only I would know that. The dog finished its share of the rabbit.


Hunter curled up beside me as I slept, and both his warmth and his presence were comforting.


I dreamed. It was, and was not, the same dream I had had in the disorderly cottage of John the Small. Once again I dreamed of crossing over, with–


Darkness—


Cold—


Dirt choking my mouth—


Worms in my eyes—


Earth imprisoning my fleshless arms and legs—


The dream crossing brought me not to the Country of the Dead but to the road I had just left, running between crop fields and thick woods and small scattered villages. I stood alone in the middle of the deserted road until I became aware of an unseen presence, a shadow whisper, vague but not as vague as before. A scent I could almost but not quite identify, a sound I almost heard …


Then I was awake, Hunter stretched out beside me, the dog’s front legs twitching as, in some doggy dream of his own, he ran after bright images in his own unfathomable brain.


Hunter and I travelled together many more days. The weather cleared and turned warm. Here in The Queendom, so much lower than the mountains I had left behind, it was already early summer. Cattle moved slowly over meadows thick with sweet clover. In the golden light of late afternoon they stood beside farm ponds, their reflections undisturbed in the still waters. Barley and hops and cabbages grew in neat fields bordered by buttercups and daisies. Hunter and I clattered over wooden bridges built across lazy streams clogged with lily pads, and blue and green dragonflies darted over the waters below. And always the air was filled with sound: birdsong, croaks of frogs, the lowing of cattle, the deep whoooo of an owl at dusk.


Settlements grew closer together, travellers more frequent. Once I allowed myself the luxury of a night at an inn. And so late one afternoon we came to Stonegreen during its spring faire.


I did not recognize the village until we were in it, and then my bile rose. I had been here before, three and a half years ago, with Hartah. Here my brutal uncle had forced me to work for him as he preyed on the grief of women who had lost a loved one. Here I had met Cat Starling, the beautiful half-wit girl later burned as a witch. Here Hartah had made, or strengthened, his plans for the shipwreck that had altered my life for ever.


Unchanged was the huge, moss-covered boulder that gave the village its name. Unchanged, too, the painted caravans with the itinerant faire folk: jugglers and fire-eaters and sellers of pewter plates, coloured-glass jewellery, hand mirrors with carved gilded frames – things that village folk could not obtain save twice a year. This was the spring faire, to celebrate the end of planting; there would also be a harvest faire. The booths had been set up in a field at the far end of town. Caravans and worn tents and sale goods remained the same, but nothing else did.


Silence, thick and heavy as wool, hung over the field. Only a few villagers had come to the faire. Except for a boisterous group under the ale tent, who did not seem to be local, people stood in small serious clumps between tents, talking in low tones. Even the few children seemed subdued, gawking at the booths but not clamouring to be taken inside.


A figure approached Hunter and me. My stomach clenched. I remembered him: Kah the Fire Eater, a small wiry man in bizarre turquoise breeches, soft slippers like a lady’s, and swirls of colour on his face and naked chest. He had been travelling faires when Hartah had had his booth. ‘Sir, be ye from this place?’


‘No,’ I said, with relief. He did not recognize me. Bearded, one-handed, years older, there was little to connect me with Roger Kilbourne, Hartah’s timorous and resentful nephew.


‘Ye be a stranger here?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then ye don’t know what has happened.’


‘No – what?’


‘That’s what I be asking ye,’ Kah said. His face furrowed in frustration, creasing the bright paint. ‘The folk be not coming to the faire! How are we to eat if they don’t come and buy?’


‘Has there … has there been plague here?’


‘Plague? No! Nothing like that, nothing a man can understand. I think the villagers all be daft. They talk on and on of their babes, as if the small ones all died, but from what I hear, they ain’t!’ He glared at me as if I were responsible for these babies, dead or alive.


‘Then what—’ I had trouble getting the words out ‘—what did happen to their children?’


‘I don’t know,’ Kah said, disgusted. ‘Not dead, not sickly, not stolen. Just gone quiet. What be ill about a quiet child? A blessing, if you ask me – children make too much by damn noise anyway.’


Gone quiet. Like the infant in the cottage at Rivertown? Like all the infants under a year old at Rivertown? I managed to say, ‘How many babies—’


‘I don’t know, and it makes no cheese ale to me.’ All at once he looked hopeful. ‘Would ye like to see a display of fire-eating, sir? Fresh from performing afore the Princess herself and all her titled court and—’ He scanned my tattered clothing, and hope wilted. ‘No, I suppose ye would not.’


‘Are the infants—’


But he had turned and strode off.


So it had happened here, too. But … what had happened? Infants put into the quiescent trance of the Dead, but here in the land of the living. How long ago?


All at once I had to know. Did the babes relapse into mindlessness, then wither from lack of food, and die? If so, this could be no more than a new, terrible disease to which the infant brain was particularly susceptible. But if the children did not wither, if they remained as whole and plump as the Dead did on the other side, then this was no mortal illness.


I ran after Kah so fast that Hunter gave a startled bark and then a great bound to catch up. ‘Kah! How long ago did the babes here—’


He turned and stared at me. ‘How do ye know my name?’


‘I … you told it to me!’


‘I did not. Do I know ye?’ He squinted at my face, and my heart began a long slow thud in my chest. ‘Ye do look familiar, lad …’


‘I don’t think so. But I … I heard your name at the inn. From some boys in the stableyard, who wish to come to your performance.’


‘Oh.’ He scanned the forlorn faire. ‘Then where be these boys?’


‘I don’t know. But can you tell me if the babes—’


‘Pox on the babes!’ Again he strode off.


I let him go. I could not stay here at Stonegreen. If Kah had almost recognized me, then others might do so. I walked towards the river, Hunter at my heels. Once away from the faire, I struck out across the fields back towards the main road.


Someone followed me.


At first, I wasn’t sure. The figure stayed far enough behind me that I could not tell anything about it – a man? Woman? The figure seemed to be carrying something. Some poor farmer lugging home on foot goods bought at the faire? Perhaps a girl, blanket in hand, stealing away from her parents to meet a youth in the woods. Or had someone in Stonegreen recognized me? There were many in The Queendom with good reason to wish me ill. Loyalists to Queen Caroline. Kin to soldiers I had caused to be killed in battle. Those who would burn anyone suspected of witchcraft.


As the miles increased and the figure neither disappeared nor gained on me, I became certain. I was being followed. ‘Hunter, go see,’ I said to the dog. He wagged his tail, licked my hand, and stuck his nose in a rabbit hole under a hedgerow.


Nonetheless, Hunter made me feel safer. I had seen what dogs like him could do. Even though I knew that, having had Hunter more than a week, I would not have him much longer. And then – would I be sent another dog? Sent by whom?


The figure was no longer behind me.


Startled, I put up my hand to shade my eyes against the lowering sun, setting at the western end of the road. Had the person turned off into the woods to follow some track to cottage or wood cutter’s hut, or to make camp in the woods?


Uneasy, I left the road to make my own camp. A half mile through the trees, walking as carefully as I knew how to leave no trail. The evening was far advanced but enough light lingered for me to discover a spring of sweet fresh water gushing from a hillside. I would not risk a fire lest it call attention to me; the night was warm enough and I had bread and dried cherries in my pack. I ate with my back against an old oak, Hunter curled beside me. The moon rose, full and round and yellow as one of Maggie’s sweet cheeses.


Maggie … what was she doing right now? Asleep in her sister’s house at Tanwell? Sitting beside the hearth, sewing garments for our child? Or maybe gazing at this same moon in sorrow at the wreck I had made of her life: a fatherless babe, a husbandless mother. Did she hate me for abandoning her? Maggie, I will make it up to you, all of it—


‘Hello, Roger Kilbourne,’ a voice said behind me, and my world shattered.
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I leapt up to face the intruder. He was small, a few years older than I, much shorter and even scrawnier. He wore rough brown clothing, old boots, and a large pack strapped to his back. With the moonlight falling full on his face, his scar stood out vividly, a long half-healed gash from hairline to chin running over the left side of his mouth, so that both upper and lower lip swelled and twisted. He pointed a gun directly at my heart.


And Hunter merely gazed up at him curiously.


I fought to control my fear. ‘Who are you? What do you want?’


‘What I don’t want is to hurt you. This savage weapon is merely because I don’t want you to hurt me. I am not much of a fighter.’


This last was said with bitterness. But I could see that he would indeed be bad in a fight. His shoulders were no wider than a girl’s, and the hands that held the gun were small-boned and dainty. Even I, one-handed, could probably take him in a struggle. But there was nothing dainty nor timid about the dark eyes above the barrel of his gun. They burned with feeling.


Hunter scratched absently at a flea.


Irritation at the dog kept me silent. Wasn’t Hunter here to protect me? He was doing a piss-poor job so far. But I have learned that if one says nothing, often the other person will begin to talk. Few can bear an unbroken and tense silence.


This youth was not one of them. His voice, high with strain, tumbled out words as a grinder tumbles out sausage meat. ‘I said I mean you no harm and it’s true, Roger Kilbourne. You must believe that. I will put down the gun as soon as you assure me that you won’t harm me. Nor will your dog.’


My dog found another interesting flea on his backside.


I said, ‘How do you know my name?’


‘That is part of what I will tell you as soon as you tell me that you won’t harm me.’ The gun had started to wobble slightly, from either heaviness or fear.


‘What is your name?’


‘Leo Tollers. You see how frank I am with you.’


‘It could be a made-up name.’


‘It is not.’


‘Then Leo—’


‘Answer me! Have I your assurance or not?’


‘After one more question. If I give you my assurance that I will not harm you, why would you believe it?’


‘Because I know a great deal about you, Roger Kilbourne. And I have information you would like to hear.’


‘But if I—’


His tone became sharper. ‘You are trying to wear me out! No, don’t get to your feet, don’t try to rush me, I tell you I will shoot!’


If it hadn’t been for those eyes, I might have tested him. A single leap would gain me the gun, which now wobbled even more in his unsteady grip. But his eyes stopped me. They held utter desperation. The desperate, I have learned, often stop at nothing.


Slowly I eased back to the ground until I sat cross-legged. Hunter, finally aware that something was happening, raised his face to me questioningly. I did not know what ‘information’ Leo Tollers had for me, but I did not trust him. And I did not want anyone in The Queendom tracking me. I was going home to Maggie, and I must not lead anyone to her and my unborn son. Of all the things Mother Chilton had told me, that was the one I believed most.


There was only one way to escape Leo Tollers. And although Mother Chilton had told me not to do it, my father – curse his faithless bones – had told me it could do no harm. There was no longer any danger to me in the Country of the Dead. My mad sister was gone. I would rather do anything at all than either endanger Maggie or give up going to her.


With Leo’s gun pointed at me, I bit my tongue hard, willed my mind, and I crossed over.


Darkness—


Cold—


Dirt choking my mouth—


Worms in my eyes—


Earth imprisoning my fleshless arms and legs—


And then I stood on the far side of the grave. I had not been here in months, not since the onset of last winter, but the Country of the Dead had not changed. Here was the sunless grey sky, the motionless trees, the hillside I had just left. Here, too, was one of the circles of the Dead.


They sat motionless, fourteen of them, facing the centre of the circle, dressed in whatever clothing they had died in. Around each of their heads was a thick, dark grey fog, completely hiding their faces. If I touched that fog I knew I would feel it vibrating like a hive of bees. In the centre of the circle was another patch of the grey fog, humming and spinning. As yet this patch spun slowly, the humming barely audible. But I knew what that patch of fog really was, and what it would eventually do. These were watchers from Soulvine Moor, preparing to destroying these Dead for ever and to take unto themselves the power that the Dead slowly accumulated in their long wait for eternity. That was how war was being fought between Soulvine Moor and those struggling to preserve the barrier between life and death. It was only because of that war – and my past actions – that the barrier had eroded as much as it had.
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