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FAUSTUS: Stay, Mephistopheles, and tell me, what good will my soul do thy lord?


MEPHISTOPHELES: Enlarge his kingdom.


FAUSTUS: Is that the reason he tempts us thus?


MEPHISTOPHELES: Solamen miseris socios habuisse doloris.1


Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus


… only history mediates between what is and what men think ought to be with truly humanizing effect.


Hayden White, Tropics of Discourse


 


 


 


 





1 It is a comfort to the wretched to have companions in misery.
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A map of the kingdom of Parwys, Year of the City 1189
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Madness is the natural condition of the monarch;


fear, rather, the king seeming sane.


Odd the Bard, Odd’s Almanac of the World Beyond the Walls, 
YC 296


A sapling may live on shallow roots. But for a haunting to grow into such terror as gripped Parwys, it must drink from the depths. From horrors as near the world’s foundation as it can reach.


Roots to tear up the cornerstones of a castle.


‘Your Highness.’


The touch on his shoulder, more than the voice, woke Owyn son Elbrech of the House of Abal, crown prince of Parwys, from the half-sleep that so often plagued him. There were voices enough in the castle, by night. Guardsmen and servants whispering in the halls. The rumble of his father’s roars echoing down from the unfinished tower. And on the worst nights, when sleep came most reluctantly, the low, rattling moan through the lead and glass of his chamber windows.


‘It is your father, Your Highness.’ Jon Kenn leaned across his bed. The light of his lantern cast his eyes in deep shadow and filled the white cloud of his beard with a glow like fire. A dull glint traced the three nested triangles etched into the pendant of raw iron that hung from his neck. Sweat beaded in the creases of his bald pate, despite the chill of early autumn in the air. ‘You must come, and swiftly, at your mother’s insistence.’


A wordless roar tumbled through the castle, followed by the flicker of lightning and crash of thunder. Wind and rain battered at the windows, sending rivers running between cells of coloured glass.


‘To the tower?’ Owyn murmured, swinging his legs from beneath the warm comfort of his bedding. Fear gnawed through the fog of interrupted sleep. Jon Kenn placed a white rimewolf fur about his shoulders. ‘In this weather?’


A gust of wind whistled through the gap in the windows. A keening wail, also wordless. Only the wind. Not the voices of the ghosts his father railed against and that kept them both from sleep.


‘That is precisely why we must hurry, Your Highness,’ the old scholar said. ‘Your father refuses to come down, no matter how your mother pleads. She fears he will catch ill, if he is not caught up by a gust of wind and thrown into the sea.’


‘And she thinks I will do a better job of convincing him?’ Owyn stuffed his stockinged feet into his boots and frowned up at Jon Kenn. ‘He never listened to me before he went mad. Why would he listen to me now?’


‘Let today be the day,’ Jon muttered. He might have said more, but the king’s voice boomed down, muffled and stripped of meaning by layers of timber and stone. His eyes went to the corner of the ceiling, as though to pierce through the castle and observe his master’s distress.


‘He’ll calm down,’ Owyn said. ‘He always does.’


Despite his effort to mask it, the disquiet pounding through Owyn made his voice quaver. He felt a sudden need for Ifan, his boyhood friend, now the Count of Glascoed. Ifan had endured much the same terror – had survived it, though it had claimed his own father. He would make a better comfort, and a better counsellor, than Jon Kenn.


Twice more the king’s howls reached them as they traversed Castle Parwys. The narrow passageways and unadorned brick of the old wing spilled into the audience hall, the great contribution of King Abal the Protector himself. Each king since had added to the castle: most a turret, or a wing of bedrooms, transforming it over centuries into a sprawling display of architectural styles and tastes. Presiding over an era of peace and prosperity, Owyn’s father had sought to make his contribution a lasting, irrefutable testament to his reign. A great stone tower fitted with broad windows, built to loom high over the Roaring Bay, tall enough for the gaze of the king to sweep across the far reaches of the kingdom.


A door bracketed in raw iron led up the spiralling stair of the unfinished tower. Owyn shuddered as he passed through it. In his childhood, such precautions had been unnecessary. Until the haunting, Parwys had had little cause to guard itself against magic. In truth, magic had been a boon to Abal’s house. The Old Stones, the druids who wielded them, and the great weapon left by the First Folk had formed the foundation of Parwys’s safety from monsters and grasping neighbours alike.


Rainwater formed waterfalls on the stair. Not thirty steps up they passed the first window. The wind had torn away one of the boards covering the unfinished glasswork. Now it reached through the gap and whipped at the white fur around Owyn’s shoulders. He leaned on the hardwood railing, braced his other hand against the far wall, and took each step with deliberate care, the soles of his boots slick on the wet stone. Raised voices echoed down: his mother’s and his father’s, and that of Uli Boar-arm, the head of his father’s housecarls. Owyn hastened his pace as much as he dared.


‘Do … not hear … Uli?’ the king roared, the wind stealing away half of his words. ‘Are … deafened? Is your mind … stone?’


‘Owyn! Take care!’ Jon Kenn’s voice chased Owyn’s quickening steps.


‘Your Majesty, there is only the wind!’ Uli’s voice rumbled. Owyn was near enough, now, to hear their speech clearly. ‘The storm grows in strength. It will pull this tower down around our heads!’


‘That it will, Uli!’ A harsh, sobbing laugh echoed down the stair. ‘And not this tower only, but all of Parwys, save the deepest, oldest roots of this castle and the Old Stones themselves.’


‘Please, Elbrech.’ Owyn heard the tears in his mother’s voice. ‘You will catch your death. Come down from there, at least out of the rain and wind.’


‘You don’t fear the storm, Medri,’ the king shouted, his anger fierce and pointed. ‘You fear what my father and his father knew, and what I know. You fear that no king of Parwys will ever lift that hammer again!’


Owyn rounded the final turn of the stairwell as lightning flashed, outlining his father, a broad-shouldered silhouette in a wind-tossed dressing gown. The king leaned against the tread-wheel of a crane. In the darkness the crane seemed some great, crouching beast – a monster of the First Folk’s make, come to roost on the scaffolding of the unfinished tower. The king stared along its arm at the rain-scoured city below.


‘Then I should catch my death,’ the king said softly, his voice almost lost in the wind and the crash of waves in the Roaring Bay below them. Then, as thunder boomed, his voice rose again to a manic roar. ‘May it appease them. May it spare the kingdom. That is what they say, is it not, witch-wife? Only death can sate the undead!’


‘You don’t know that, Elbrech,’ his mother cried. ‘It is all in your mind!’


‘Father!’ Owyn cried, stepping past his mother. She startled, then clung to his shoulder. He eased her hand open and moved forward, leaning on the scaffolding. With the other hand he cinched the rimewolf pelt tighter against the pull of the wind. A downwards glance revealed a glimpse of white foam exploding against sharp, jutting rocks. He shut his eyes, tried to calm himself. ‘Please, Father, come down!’


Jon Kenn emerged from the stairwell at another flare of lightning, his cheeks puffed out behind his beard. ‘Owyn!’ the old scholar wheezed. ‘It isn’t safe!’


‘Lad, keep back from there,’ Uli warned. The housecarl placed his bulk between Owyn and his father. Easier to tear an oak tree out by the roots than to move Uli Boar-arm, a three-hundred-pound mountain roped with muscle. His bristle-haired forearms were wide around as the neck of a horse. One of those hands gently settled on Owyn.


‘Let me go to him,’ Owyn commanded, mustering all his authority, cursing the quaver in his voice.


‘Nay, lad—’


‘Uli, let him come,’ the king called down. ‘I would speak with him.’


Uli’s hand lingered a moment longer, then released Owyn. ‘You can speak from here, lad. The wind will pull you right from the—’


‘Do you hear them, son?’ The king turned from his kingdom, his eyes full of a wild brightness. ‘Turn your ear to the wind.’


At first Owyn nodded, then shook his head. The light in his father’s eyes, the desperation in his voice, made it difficult to think. More difficult, still, to form an answer. A terrible sensation filled him that all the world was balanced as a coin on its edge, and any word he spoke might be the breath of air that set it tumbling on to one face or the other.


‘I don’t hear them now, Father,’ he said. ‘But some nights, yes, I hear their moaning on the wind.’


The king closed his eyes. A chuckle rolled through him. Owyn felt a sudden longing, a wish that he had found the bravery to broach this subject with his father before. He had brought his fears to his mother and his questions to Jon Kenn, neither of whom offered more than empty reassurances. With his father, he only ever discussed matters of state: taxation; military manuals; lessons in governance passed from king to crown prince for generations. There had been no time, nor any occasion, for him to share his fear of the night, nor to ask the king why he climbed his tower to rave at the wraiths that haunted him. The former might have indicated cowardice; the latter gestured, however faintly, towards the question of his father’s sanity, and was tantamount to treason in his mouth.


Again, Owyn felt the need for Ifan – for someone who might understand his own fear, his own confusion. Who would not, in a vain attempt to protect him, stifle his every attempt to discuss the horror that had seized the kingdom.


‘That, then, is no answer.’ The king leaned his head back, letting the rain wash through his black and iron mane. ‘Can there be an answer? One that does not twist my soul out of shape? That does not demand reparations I can never give?’


Jon Kenn stepped forward. ‘Your Majesty—’


As a spark on dry leaves, the king’s anger flared anew. ‘No words from your mouth, scholar.’ He spat the last word. ‘Nothing from you.’


‘Please, Your Majesty, let us return to your study, where—’


‘I said quiet!’ the king roared.


There was a voice on the wind, in the fragment of time between the flash of lightning and the rumble of thunder. A wordless howl in a tongue Owyn did not speak. Guilt and terror stirred in him. His knees buckled.


‘Lad!’ Uli caught his arm as lightning tore apart the crane, the tread-wheel, the scaffolding. The explosion hurled Owyn backwards, wrenching his shoulder against the housecarl’s grip.


‘Elbrech!’ His mother’s voice cut through the ringing in Owyn’s ears. Shapes danced behind his eyes. Silhouettes against the bright, forking after-image of lightning. Shadowed bodies hanging in the air. Reaching hands.


There was a low, wet, throaty laugh. Owyn crawled forward, slipping free of Uli’s grasp, the last dancing shapes and flickers fading from his vision. His father lay on the edge of the shattered scaffold. The smouldering ruin of the crane loomed over him. Rain washed his blood through the gaps in the wooden platform. The rise and fall of his chest filled Owyn with a relief to match the horror of that ghostly, incomprehensible accusation in the wake of thunder.


‘Father, can you move?’ he said. ‘Try to come this way. Jon Kenn is right here, Father. He’ll see to your wounds. It will be all right.’


The king’s eyes opened, their wildness gone, their sharp fire muted – by pain, or by lucidity? Slowly, wincing, he shook his head.


‘It will not, my son,’ he said. ‘But this … This is justice, of a kind. Far, far too late, and too simple. But … I can hope—’ A cough tore through him. He wheezed, his face twisting in agony. ‘Too late. I’m sorry. I can only hope it will be enough.’


He heaved himself on to his hands and knees, the rain battering at him, his limbs shaking with pain and effort.


‘That’s it, Your Majesty,’ Uli said, leaning towards him. ‘A few paces this way, and I can pull you to safety beside the prince here, see?’


A pit opened in Owyn’s stomach. He had to say something. What word would bring his father back from the brink of madness?


Elbrech looked past him, his eyes filling with tears. ‘Goodbye, Medrith. Care for our son.’


His mother’s shriek tore the air as his father, King Elbrech of Parwys, of the House of Abal, hurled himself from the scaffold into the rain, the wind, and the crashing waves far below.
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There is no need to preface inquiry with apology, Your Excellence. We of the City are accustomed to seeming strange to those of the wider world.


To answer your question – indeed, want is the driver of conflict, goading us until desire overwhelms the bulwark of moral feeling in a rain of arrows and flashing blades.


Yet not all wants are material. When the needs for food, water, shelter, companionship and space are satisfied, and promised satisfaction in all but the most dire of imaginable futures, the dulling of hunger’s teeth only sharpens our more abstract desires. The admiration of our peers. Status. Pleasure and honour.


And those who reject the comfort in which ordinary folk find satisfaction – those ‘puzzling oddities’, as you say, which I count myself among – want, most of all, for a purpose.


Letter from Archivist Tan Semn to Hierophant Adhamha III of Goll, YC 1162


Some flee from ghosts. Others, by curiosity, or ambition, or an alchemy of the two, are drawn to them.


Fola was both.


She rested her chin on rough, beer-sticky wood and peered upwards through the bowl of her glass. The flickering light of hearth fire and hanging lamps glittered in golden honeywine. The world seemed suspended in amber. A pause, however brief, in the aftermath of wasted time while she waited for another rumour.


She was staring, particularly, at a broad-shouldered, four-armed man in the far corner of the room. There were people like him in the City. Relics of the First Folk’s meddling with mortalkind. The Mortal Church had waged a campaign of extermination against them not long ago. To Fola, the man seemed a wonder, not an abomination – though this was through the lens of five glasses of surprisingly potent wine.


Frog, her bird, squawked at her from his perch on the table. Fola snarled back at him, sat up, and downed the rest of her drink. One more, maybe, and she would have the courage to cross the bar and strike up a conversation. Maybe talk the four-armed man into her bed for the night. A brief salve to her old, aching need for companionship and camaraderie.


She waved over the bar-boy and, once her glass was full again, tipped him with a freshly alchemised flake of gold as big as the nail on her little finger. Frog ruffled his feathers, as though annoyed to see a piece of his hard work spent on such a stupid thing as a sixth glass of wine. Fola stuck her tongue out at him, felt silly, hoped the four-armed man hadn’t caught a glimpse of her squabbling with a bird, and reached for the glass. She’d managed only a sip when a stranger far less interesting than the four-armed man slouched into the chair across from her.


‘You the one asking after ghosts?’ the stranger said, with a sideways glance at Frog, who narrowed his bulbous eyes, annoyed by yet another interloper. The man was gaunt, tanned, and fair-haired, with otherwise average features – two eyes, two legs, two arms, and so on. A northern complexion, from Alberon, Galca, or Parwys, as Fola reckoned. She’d discovered that the various peoples of the world were more intermixed and further flung than her reading had suggested, but the lilt to his accent marked him for sure as a foreigner to Tarebach.


‘I am,’ Fola answered, keeping a grip on caution despite a persistent buzzing in her ears and the sloshy, syrupy feeling behind her eyes. ‘Paying for them in drinks, though, and rather hoping they’d point me somewhere nearer by than the far north.’


The man smiled, showing a surprisingly hale set of teeth. ‘We all want the world to be one way, but seldom do our wants and reality align, eh? Know this – though I carry them far, the rumours I carry are true.’


Fola stared at him, then shrugged and waved for the bar-boy, who returned a few moments later with a horn of frothy, bitter-smelling ale for her new friend. She tipped again with a slightly smaller flake of gold. She could always have Frog make more, but as she understood these things – which, admittedly, was not well – it would be unwise to reveal how easily she came by her money.


The northerner sipped his ale, sighed, wiped foam from his lips, and leaned towards her. ‘Do you know the kingdom of Parwys?’


‘From maps.’


The man nodded. ‘Few have occasion to visit there. A small kingdom, trapped between the northern seas to the west and Galca and Alberon to the east. One that has stood long, though, and untroubled by the wars of its neighbours. It holds a great power, it is said. A weapon of the First Folk bound to the line of its kings.’


‘I’m not interested in rumours of weapons,’ Fola lied. ‘That ale is in exchange for ghosts.’


‘Aye, and Parwys has its fair share,’ the man went on, the lilt in his voice tickled by the glee of telling a sordid tale. ‘A few years back they came, at the edges of the Greenwood first, then spreading, until no corner of the kingdom was safe from their touch. Wraiths, screaming and howling in the night, so it is said. Some catch travellers on the roads and tear them limb from limb. Others claw at the windows of noble castles, screaming shrill enough to drive cooks and kings alike mad as hatters.’


The wine was not helping Fola tamp down her natural curiosity. She had heard such stories before, she reminded herself, and as often as not they were wildly exaggerated. ‘Do folk see these wraiths, or are they only voices and tales to account for missing people?’


‘Dark shadows walk the skies of Parwys,’ the man said, his voice flattened of that little tickle of glee. ‘I swear it by the Old Stones. I was a teamster. Made my living driving a wagon from the farms south of the capital to the markets, until one morning I saw a man walking on the air round the king’s half-built tower. Only it wasn’t a man. Its body ate the light of dawn, I swear it, and when it turned its black slate of a face towards me, I turned my team around and fled the kingdom. No family left to keep me bound to that cursed place, thank the Stones. Only my own hide to care for, and after that morning my blood whispered the ghosts would come next for me.’


A chill ran down Fola’s spine. Since leaving the City of the Wise – and before, though only in an experimental capacity – she had dealt often with the undead. Rarely, if ever, did they manifest potently enough to be seen, let alone by someone who was not the direct object of their haunting. It was these powerful ghosts she sought, those she might study to discern truths about the nature of the soul itself. Only then could she return in triumph, prove her detractors wrong, and begin the world-changing work of conjuring the souls of the First Folk. More, the man’s description was no flight of fancy, called up from children’s tales or old legends.


‘I believe you,’ she said, leaning forward. ‘What more can you tell me?’


‘Little more. Only fragments of other rumours. King Elbrech may be mad. The Old Stones may not speak any longer. The druids have lost their compact with the land.’ He sipped his ale and waved a dismissive hand before continuing. ‘I was only a teamster, mind. All this overheard only in taverns much like this one. Save the wraith at the tower.’ He tapped his cheekbone. ‘I saw that myself.’


Fola twisted the thick stem of her wine glass, watching the golden liquid shimmer. She missed the wine of the City – golden, like this was, but free-flowing from crystal fountains, light on the palate and pure as spring water, tasting less of sugar and more of flowers. Four years was a long time to spend away. Four years chasing rumours from Kor to Ulun. Efforts that had yielded plenty of fascinating experiences and wondrous encounters with the First Folk’s myriad leavings, plus a handful of artifacts – discoveries that any other Citizen might have returned with in triumph, but which were far from the secrets of the soul she had set out to find.


It was time to go home. It had been time to go home for years now, even before her descent into and narrow escape from the horrors she had found in Ulun.


Home to what, though? A life of isolation. Of enduring constant insults and rejection. She could count her true friends in the City on one hand – on one bloody finger, if she was being truly honest. In contrast, the wider world had offered four years of adventure, and opportunities to right the occasional wrong. Bring the justice and goodness that folk in the City took for granted to places that had never known its like. Not the life she dreamed of, but at least a life with value.


Plus, the world was filled to the brim with strange and wondrous things, and you didn’t need anyone’s help or permission to go poking around. After decades stymied by the bureaucracy – and, frankly, antagonism – of the research priorities board, she enjoyed following her curiosity to the hilt wherever it led her.


Again she twisted the stem of her glass, watched the shimmer of the too-thick golden wine. Frog chirruped, fluffed out his feathers, and blinked his ridiculous, bulbous eyes. A chastisement, but for what? Self-deprecation? Thoughts of home? Or lingering too long in the wider world in pursuit of a hopeless dream? She’d have thought they would be better at communicating, given he held a fragment of her soul. But then, communication – understanding others and being understood – had always been her greatest struggle.


She glared at the bird. Should have left you behind. A ludicrous thought, given how useful Frog had been. Not just as her sole companion, but the source of her finances and, in more desperate times, medicines, and even a thin gruel that served well enough for subsistence despite possessing all the culinary qualities of paste. Besides, if she had tried leaving him in the City in a cage, he’d have chewed through the bars and followed her anyway. He responded to her needs, but she could no more control him than she could a wild animal, and his powers – like all the magics of the City – lay far beyond any mortal’s understanding.


Bleed it. She took another swallow of wine, felt the sickly sweetness of it on her tongue, and grinned.


‘Any interest in employment as my guide?’ she asked the teamster.


He drained off the last of his ale, set down the horn, and shook his head firmly. ‘None whatsoever. I left Parwys for a reason. That wraith set his gaze on me, and I’ll not go back just to be torn asunder.’


‘Fair enough.’ Fola stood and waved over to the barboy. ‘Bring my helpful friend another ale, and whatever he wants to eat.’


‘Much obliged,’ the teamster said, toasting her with his empty cup. Fola toasted back, then turned her attention to the four-armed man in the corner of the room. Frog fluttered up from the table and landed on her shoulder. By the maps she had taken from the Library, it was a long way to Parwys. A great distance for a woman to travel alone on the roads of the wider world, ripe as they were with bandits and the wicked. Even a woman with ample means of self-defence could benefit from the company of a large, dangerous man – if only for a single night.


She chuckled to herself, took another sip of wine, and ambled across the room.


She woke alone, late in the morning, with a pounding headache and a pang of disappointment. For a while she lay in the rough linens of the inn’s finest room – decent, as such roadside establishments of the wider world went, but little more than a closet compared to any accommodation in the City – and tried to sort through the fragments of the night before. Her conversation with the teamster was the last clear, sharp recollection. After that, she could remember bumping into a table full of darkly dressed, angry-looking men – whose upset she mollified by buying a round of the rotgut they were drinking – then slumping into a chair at the four-armed man’s table. He was a mercenary, she recalled. Though she could not remember precisely how she had learned this, nor anything else they had talked about. Clearly, she had ordered a few more glasses of wine.


His name started with a C, she was fairly certain. Beyond that, mostly she remembered his wide smile and his hands – two larger and thick with callouses, two smaller, almost dainty.


Ah, well. Dwelling on him only deepened her sense of disappointment. One more in a long, long string of lonely mornings. Another rejection to layer atop countless others. Forty-six years, even when most were lived in the comfort of the City, lent plenty of time to develop a thick skin for such things.


She kicked her way free of tangled sheets, dressed for the road, and settled her account with the innkeeper before departing – a hefty sum, paid with a few lumps of alchemised gold. The innkeeper fetched a set of calipers from behind the bar and pinched each gold lump. His eyes grew wider and his mouth hung lower as each one deformed as gold ought to. Before he could ask after their origin, Fola was in the stable mounting Fellstar, the horse she had taken from Ulun.


Her failure to seduce the four-armed mercenary had little to do with the parade of failures that had set her on her journey. Still, as she made her way north on the First Folk Road, her fresh disappointment stirred up painful memories – efforts to win collaborators to her project, or to secure the resources she needed, all ending in rejection and frustration. She let Fellstar walk at a leisurely pace down the forest road while she grasped for any recollection of their conversation. It would be nice to know precisely how she had fumbled things.


Frog squawked and dug his talons into her shoulder. The sound and the sudden pain drew her attention to the present, and to the rustling of leaves ahead of her, where three men were emerging from a thick stand of trees. One held an arrow set to his bowstring. The others carried drawn swords, their blades glinting in the dappled light of early afternoon.


Fear was not new to her. Even in the City of the Wise, where she had been raised in a comfort unimaginable to all but the wealthiest and most powerful of the wider world, there had been fear. A different kind, though. Fear of failure, of rejection. Fears that settled in the gut and held there, burning with a slow flame. Not the sudden lightning strike of adrenaline that darted through her now. That was a newer sensation, known only a few times in the last four years.


Focus rushed in after fear and washed away the wistful thoughts that had distracted her all morning. Her hand went to the sackcloth-wrapped staff she kept holstered in her saddle.


‘Now, now, none of that,’ said one of the men – balding, with a beard cut close to his jaw, chain-mail showing under his black tabard, and a bare sword in his hand. He wore an iron medallion around his neck. Fola knew its device from Arno’s warnings before she left the City: the nested triangles of the Mortal Church, representing the three tiers of their holy ideals. Ideals for which they had waged terrible war across the continent. Often to expand their territory, and just as often to decide, with the edge of a blade, how shared ideology ought to be understood and manifested in the world.


One point of doctrine that had remained consistent, Arno had explained, was hatred for Thaumedony and its Citizens.


‘I have no quarrel with you,’ she said, the words falling from her mouth while her mind sought the best way through her predicament. Fellstar stamped and whickered. None of the men ahead of her were mounted.


She risked a glance behind. Two more: a man and a woman on foot. The woman held a bow. She could surge ahead and risk the arrows. It might mean the end of her journey, but Frog would likely escape. And with him, the fragment of her soul he carried.


Frog squawked again. His weight shifted on her shoulder as he flatted his wings against his body. Birds of the City took all manner of forms, and Frog happened to resemble a nightjar. Like a real nightjar, he responded to stress by camouflaging himself as a tree branch. Not a particularly effective disguise, in this instance, given that he was perched on her shoulder and had already been seen.


It felt far from wise to trust her future to the flights of arrows and her fool of a bird. Fellstar tossed his head in agitation, sensing her fear. She was not a strong rider – had never, in fact, sat on a horse before leaving the City. If she tried to charge her way free of this situation she might be thrown, stunned, and left defenceless.


‘You are a Witch of Thaumedony,’ the bald templar said. ‘You were heard to admit as much. Our standing orders are to arrest your kind and bring you to the Iron Citadel for interrogation. If you will not come, we will hurt you. Ideally not to the point of death, but the anakriarchs can learn some things from your corpse.’ His grin was cruel and venomous. ‘I think I would enjoy testing my blade and virtue against your wicked arts.’


Fola cursed herself. As the man took another step closer, she recalled him from the night before. One of those angry bastards at the table she had stumbled into. A table not far away, where her words would have carried – first while she fished for rumours, and later during the now-forgotten conversation with the four-armed mercenary.


In some corners of the world the City of Thaumedony was held in high regard, or at least rumours and legends of it were. Some considered it a beacon of hope, even if only as a myth to aspire to. A place without the cruelties of kings and lords, nor famine, nor disease, where folk lived in freedom and comfort. The home of sorcerers who, tales told, had driven fell monsters into the sea, quelled blight and pestilence, and broken ancient curses. Tales Fola had encountered soon after leaving the City, and which had inspired her to lend aid when she could, even when it distracted from her quest.


But here in Tarebach, dominated by the Mortal Church and its Iron Citadel, she ought to have been more careful. Ought to have looked for iron medallions before so much as alluding to her origins. Certainly before offering to hire a startlingly attractive and capable-seeming mercenary to escort her north, and then, once she had investigated the rumours that drew her there, back east, to Thaumedony, to the City.


Colm. That was the four-armed mercenary’s name. Odd how, in a panic, her mind was finally able to dredge up some memory of their conversation.


After four years she should have been better at navigating the dangers of the world. These templars had overheard her, but had lain in ambush on the road rather than taking her from the inn. Perhaps they had feared the mercenary, and preferred the advantages of an ambush to the chaos of a tavern brawl. Perhaps they feared her. She could use that. And she was not without weapons of her own.


A choice to make, then. She had weapons of her own – some lethal, some less so.


‘Let me pass, and I will not harm you,’ she said, to buy herself time to think.


The bald templar chuckled, and again flashed that cruel grin. He reached for Fellstar’s reins.


A crack like a whip sounded. An arrow – its shaft long as a ballista bolt, its head broad as her hand – flew from the trees and struck the bowman ahead of her. He crumpled like a paper doll. Silence held for a moment, the bald templar reaching for Fellstar’s reins, Fola stunned by the sudden violence.


A second arrow took the other archer through the face. Frog squawked and leapt into the sky in a flurry of wings, and chaos erupted.


Fola drove her heels into Fellstar. The horse screamed and lurched forward, knocking the bald templar off his feet. The third man ahead, to her right, drove the point of his sword at Fellstar’s breast. Fola freed her staff from its holster and swatted the thrust aside. Through the sackcloth, her hand found the familiar key in the staff’s silver filigree and depressed it as she swung for her assailant’s shoulder. The staff met mail and pulsed in her hand – a single burst of magical energy. Instantly, the man she had struck went pale and collapsed to his knees. As she rode past he doubled over and retched.


That should have been the end of it. Two dead, one badly bruised, another nauseated for a day and a night. No other violence by her hand. She might have ridden on to Parwys alone. Except, as Fellstar surged forward, she caught a glimpse through the trees of her rescuer – his hulking frame and his four arms.


Colm emerged from the forest. In her hazy memories of the night before he had been large, but to see him out of doors, standing, she realised that she had underestimated. He stood two heads taller than the bald templar – seven feet, at the very least. His chest was broad around as a young stallion’s. He wore no armour, only deerskin trousers and a loose-fitting, low-necked vest that revealed the complex geography of his chest, its muscles shaped and arranged to support four limbs rather than two. The upper pair of arms were thick as an ordinary man’s legs and ended in hands that might have crushed a human skull. Instead, for the moment, they held a massive bow. The lower pair were smaller, still well muscled, but seeming lithe and almost delicate on Colm’s frame. With them he drew a pair of long, broad knives.


‘Does your offer stand, Lady Fola?’ he called to her, his voice a rumbling, heavy bass.


The as-yet uninjured templar threw himself behind a fallen log on the far side of the road from Colm. The other two who still lived lay in the road – one in a puddle of vomit, the other muttering and groaning against the blow Fellstar had dealt him. Fola hoped his ribs were badly cracked, at the very least.


‘It stands,’ Fola called back to Colm. Her heart was beating very fast. Part of that, she knew, was the fear, the adrenaline. ‘I need an escort to Parwys, and eventually to the City of Thaumedony.’


She said this, although it was by no means a certainty that Colm actually believed in the existence of the City. In many lands the common folk had heard of it only in legends carried by merchants and itinerant troubadours. In places further from the heart of the world those stories thinned, and the well-educated were likely to dismiss tales of a wondrous paradise in a distant land as fanciful rumour.


A shame. The wider world might not be so often cruel if people were more willing to believe in the City. Then again, that cruelty was the very thing that hardened their hearts against belief.


The Mortal Church believed, of course, but only in a twisted phantom of their own imagining.


‘Your need is clear enough,’ Colm said. ‘What will you pay?’


‘Whatever pay you require,’ Fola said, with a sour taste in her mouth. She should not fault him for demanding payment. Currency and the need for it drove the wider world. Yet she could little control her reflexive disappointment. ‘And, when we reach the City, riches so vast they will become meaningless to you.’


He smiled wryly at her. ‘I accept.’


He loosed an arrow. Rotting wood, indeed, proved little defence against it. The cowering templar screamed in pain and pawed at the broad head where it protruded, bloody, from his thigh, and pinned him to the log. Colm crossed the road, knives glinting in the sunlight.


‘This isn’t necessary,’ Fola said, suddenly nauseous herself. Violence, like currency, was foreign to the City. ‘They won’t be able to pursue us. We should be on our way.’


‘Their kind scuttle about these lands like ants on an old corpse,’ Colm said as he reached for another arrow. ‘In days they’ll have rejoined their battalion. Word of you will spread faster than you can outrun it, and they heard as well as I did where you plan to ride.’


There was sense in that. Tarebach had its share of darkly complexioned women, but the further north she travelled the more she would stand out. If she was to learn anything from these wraiths in Parwys, she would need to gather information before her association with the fabled and notorious City of the Wise muddied the waters. Or worse, drew more unwanted attention.


And yet … though these people had wanted to do her great harm, they were no longer in any position to hurt her. Beyond the City and its Citizens – for whom dying was painful, and frightening, and inconvenient, but could be overcome – death was too permanent and total a punishment to balance out any but the most heinous of crimes. There had been enough of it that day, in that place.


Fola’s frustration boiled into her voice. ‘You’re the one who got me drunk and talking. They wouldn’t even know who I was, otherwise.’


Colm paused and turned to answer her, visibly annoyed.


That moment of pause saved Colm’s life. Without it, he would have been facing the log and the wounded, screaming templar, instead of the balding man with cracked ribs who lurched suddenly to his feet, sword in hand.


A groaning mumble became a sharp cry, the second half of an invocation. ‘ … light of Peregrin, Agion of Perseverance, the Steadfast, he who held the line at Odegaard!’


A corona of silver flames swirled around the templar’s head. He lunged, his sword flashing. Colm caught the templar’s sword with the leathery back of his upper forearm. The blade bit deep. Colm’s upper hand spasmed, dropping the arrow it held as he lashed out with his lower arms and their bright, broad-bladed knives.


The templar danced to the side, his movements almost too fast for the eye. Tremors seized the templar’s limbs, then faded, though he still quivered like a spring wound to the point of snapping.


Librarians who returned to the City from the wider world had written volumes – some genuine reports, but an equal measure of speculation – about the magic of the Mortal Church and the invocation of the Agion, their heroes turned gods. Fola had never seen it for herself. Paralysed by fascination, she watched the templar, his body vibrating with energy.


‘Abominations!’ the templar roared, his horn of light flaring. ‘One born of demon magic, the other wielding it! By the light of the Agion, I will cut you down!’


Colm flexed his wounded arm. Ropes of blood splashed at his feet. He brought the other three up, knives held defensively.


The templar sprang forward. Colm caught the first blow with a knife and replied with a fist to the templar’s shoulder. He screamed, but rolled with the force of the blow, channelling it into a thrust that buried the tip of his sword in Colm’s gut.


Unless Fola wanted to watch Colm being cut to ribbons, she had to act.


The templar tore his sword from Colm and wheeled it around. Colm fell back. The muscles in his lower arms strained to match the pace of the templar’s blade.


Fola raised her left hand and made a circle with her fingers, closing the magic diagram inked onto their inner edges. She peered through the circle, positioning it so that it circumscribed the templar’s head. She braced herself – there was a reason it was better to use spellpaper for such things – and pushed downwards with her index finger, intending to cut the circle in half.


Easier to push through a plate of steel.


She grunted. The templar’s invocation had also lent him profound resistance to magic. A fascinating piece of information. Also a frustrating one.


Again, she braced herself, this time for nausea as well as backlash.


The templar raked his sword down Colm’s ribcage. Colm managed a slash of his own, carving off a chunk of the templar’s cheek. The bastard only howled the louder. His corona flared, bright as the sun.


The air Fola’s middle finger was moving through felt thick as soggy clay. Her arm trembled with the effort, which made it difficult to keep the circle small and precise enough. Accidentally stupefying Colm for a few moments would have been annoying, but no catastrophe. This, though, not even he could survive.


The templar’s blade gleamed in the light of his corona as he brought it over his head. Colm back-pedalled, stumbled over the archer he had shot through the face, and fell as the sword flashed down.


Fola screamed in frustration, and felt the nail of her middle finger bite the meat of her palm.


Like a snuffed candle, the light of the corona went out. Heat flared down Fola’s arm, raising steam that smelled of singed hair. The templar’s head cracked open, spraying blood and bone. He tumbled forward, pulled by the weight of his swinging sword, to fall across Colm in a dead heap.












A Kindness
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As of the current year, there are two hundred and seventy-nine species catalogued as sufficiently self-cognisant during at least some stages of life to warrant classification as sapient persons. Some are visually indistinct from the varieties of human being common to the City and its surrounding kingdoms. Others would appear monstrous to one who has never ventured beyond those narrow borders. None are so numerous as humanity. These species can be further classified into those, like humanity, which seem to have arisen from the natural order of animals, and those who clearly descend from the products of thaumaturgic experimentation, likely by the First Folk.


Archivist Eltan Oora, introduction to The Taxonomy of Sapience, YC 1098


Fola hugged her left arm close. A few blisters had already grown between her knuckles and a deep ache had settled into her bones. Flesh was more resilient than paper, but there was a reason the magic written into her body was a last resort.


With a grunt, Colm freed himself from beneath the templar’s corpse. Its mail rattled as it rolled, blood still pulsing from the shattered ruin of its head. More than the pain in her arm, that sight churned Fola’s stomach. She hadn’t wanted things to go this way. There must have been a path which would have left that cruel idiot alive, with a chance to – maybe someday – become less cruel and less of an idiot. Everyone deserved that chance. Now he was dead, by her hand.


She stared at the corpse, fighting down a guilty, greedy thought. The undead formed easily from the souls of those who died by violence. It would be a simple thing to draw a thaumaturgic circle and pry the secrets of the Mortal Church from the ghosts of these slain templars. Useful information for the City, both in matters of defence and as part of the Library’s broader project of understanding and mastering magic in all its forms. Enough for her to return as something of a hero. Enough, maybe, to earn a fragment of the esteem she had longed for all her life.


But she had left the City with grander designs. She didn’t want to be a hero; she wanted to change the world. To solve a puzzle that had captivated and stymied generations of her predecessors. It was an obvious short cut. Instead of lifetimes upon lifetimes dedicated to gradually untangling the mystery of the indecipherable language, the bizarre artifacts, and the powerful magics the First Folk had left behind, why not summon up their ghosts – or their immortal souls, wherever they had gone – and ask them directly?


Hundreds of thaumaturgists before her had tried. All had failed. The central problem was the nature of the First Folk soul itself. Thaumaturgy worked by complex mathematics and semiosis. The more precise the equation and symbolic meaning, the more powerful the spell. The central problem, then, with conjuring up the souls of the First Folk was that no one alive really knew what the First Folk were, precisely, and the spells designed to conjure them only gestured vaguely in their direction.


A problem to which Fola had devised a solution. One that required thaumacite, the pearlescent, hyperlucent crystal that grew – slowly, the width of a fingernail every hundred years – in the caverns beneath the Starlit Tower in the heart of the City. A substance that contained all the myriad forces of the world, including those that comprised the souls of mortals, fae, fiends, and the undead. It stood to reason, then, that it also held the secrets she would need to conjure the souls of the First Folk. She had even devised a spell to begin whittling at a sample of thaumacite, eliminating first everything that was not some kind of soul, then gradually peeling away the unique characteristics of mortals, then fiends, then fae, until she was left with a First Folk soul by proxy. Apophatic definition. Establishing what something is by determining what it is not.


Given enough time, she would find the right mixture of the right properties in the right proportions. But each instance of the experiment would require a significant sample of thaumacite – one about the size of her molar, she estimated. A sample that would be transformed and rendered useless for other research when she was finished with it.


Unfortunately, thaumacite was the only resource the City could not fabricate as easily as breathing, and of vital importance to every branch of cutting-edge thaumaturgical research. Two facts which had led to the creation of an anonymous, rotating board of long-serving and well respected Archivists and Librarians tasked with evaluating research proposals and allocating thaumacite to the worthy.


Even her most sceptical detractors admitted that Fola’s proposed project would lead to an untold wealth of knowledge. The opportunity, at last, to learn the First Folk’s language and decipher the countless volumes they had left behind in the Labyrinthine Library. Perhaps, finally, the key to that most tantalising of all secrets – an explanation for their disappearance and the creation of the City itself. And with that, the ability to expand the City, to direct its energies outwards and spread its gifts of comfort, long life and abundance throughout the wider world. A wonder. An unlocking of the world’s greatest mysteries and gifts – if she could manage it. And no one believed that she could.


It was an insult. A display of tremendous lack of faith. Repeated over, and over, and over again.


‘We can’t even begin to guess if your theory will work, or even if it is possible,’ Arno had said, after that last meeting of the research board when her proposal had been, for the eighth time, rejected. He held her hands to keep her from flinging another of the Library’s countless ancient volumes at the wall. Their voices echoed through the empty vaulted space, a dozen floors deep, where few but the most dedicated scholars ever wandered.


‘Wherever the First Folk went, whether they died or vanished into some other world, they must still have souls, Arno,’ Fola seethed. ‘Their memories must cling to this place like cobwebs. More than enough to conjure them. But of course they haven’t come at our call! It would be like ants trying to get our attention.’


‘And you think you can overcome their disinterest? When there has been no sign of them at all these last thousand years?’


‘If an ant wrote your name in the sand, you’d have to pay attention, wouldn’t you? I’m that ant, and I know how to find their name.’ She tore her hand free, seized a book from the shelf behind her and held it over her head. Suddenly exhausted, she slumped against the shelf and let the book drop. ‘I want my life to mean something, Arno. Why can’t they at least give me a chance?’


Humiliating.


That humiliation had driven her from the City, temporarily. The world was vast, and full of forgotten wonders and nightmares left behind by the First Folk. Reason dictated that there must be some evidence to lend Fola’s ideas credibility. A powerful haunting, or something the First Folk themselves had left behind, or even something that predated them – an artifact of the fae, or the power of a fiend, anything to serve as a first proof that the First Folk soul could, at least in theory, be derived by the process she envisioned.


She had spent four years chasing every rumour and folk tale of ghosts, wraiths, and darker powers. Four years recording countless fascinating wonders, and a few fascinating nightmares. A certain silver-lined cavern where the locals buried their beloved dead so that their ghosts might return with the winter solstice. An ancient well in an overgrown, ruined city in the jungles of Kar which, in exchange for a coin and a drop of blood, prophesied death in a half-heard whisper. The sorcerer-kings of Ulun who made machines from the bones and bound ghosts of dead slaves, animated by an ancient engine they barely understood, crafting toys to be wielded in what amounted to a generations-long war game, with the people they ruled for pawns.


That last nightmare she had destroyed, at no small cost in pain and blood, and fled north into the wilds of Tarebach. Where she had found the thread of yet another rumour – one just as promising as all the others, and just as likely to end in disappointment.


Colm wiped the balding templar’s blood from his face and staggered to his feet. He eyed Fola while his expression worked through surprise and fear towards respect. Having come to an understanding of what she had done, he went to check on the man he had shot through the leg.


‘Dead,’ he announced. ‘Cut the artery in his thigh. Enough blood for it.’


The last surviving templar’s screams faded to a hiccuping, terror-addled whimper where he lay in his puddle of vomit. Frog, who had been circling overhead since the fighting began, settled on Fola’s shoulder and began nervously preening.


Fola dismounted, fished in Fellstar’s saddlebag for her purse, then crossed to the whimpering templar. He put up his hands, making a triangle with forefingers and thumbs in a warding gesture at once well practised and entirely powerless. He was young, with peach fuzz and baby fat on his brown cheeks in equal measure, and big, terrified eyes. Maybe sixteen, though even after four years she wasn’t very good at guessing ages. Appearance was a matter of choice in Thaumedony, rather than a matter of time.


Her heart hurt for the young templar. His life had been hard. Whatever bad choices he had made, he had, in her estimation, already suffered enough punishment. She tossed the purse. It thumped on the white brick of the road beside him. ‘Take that to pay your way. Follow the First Folk Road south and east. It’ll take you to the City.’


The young templar stared at her, uncomprehending. And after all that effort to learn the regional dialect …


Colm barked a laugh that turned into pained coughing. He cleared his throat. ‘Bastard tries to kill you, and you pay him for the service.’


The young templar cringed, which stabbed Fola with guilt. What was the point of leaving the City if not to carry its goodness with her, rather than letting the world strip it away?


‘Listen,’ she told the young templar. ‘These people you’re with – they’re dangerous, and they’re wrong about basically everything. They say the City I’m from is a nest of demons and evil magic. It’s not. It has its share of meanness, but it’s the only truly safe place in the world. They’ll give you whatever you need, and almost everything you could ever hope for. They’ll accept you, no question, because you couldn’t possibly threaten them, and they’ll always have more than enough to take in a scared kid off the road.’


‘If it’s as good as all that, then why’d you leave?’ Colm muttered.


She ignored him. ‘Whatever led you to working with that jackass,’ she pointed to her headless would-be killer, ‘it doesn’t matter. The City doesn’t care who you are, or where you’ve come from, or what you’ve done. It, and its people, will welcome you and take care of you. You’d be a fool to go anywhere else.’


The templar – the kid – snatched the purse and bolted for the trees. Heading west, rather than south and east. Fola felt a pang of betrayal, shook her head and stood, then snapped at Frog and pulled back her left sleeve. The burns could have been worse, given the amount of resistance the templar’s magic had lent him. Still, the fat blisters on her joints and the rounded fractal pattern of burns down her forearm made her wince. She fetched a small bottle from her satchel. Frog leaned down and vomited up a clear, viscous fluid until the bottle was full. She slathered the ointment on her burns and the chafed skin of her wrists. Its coolness blunted the edge of her pain, though she wrinkled her nose at the scent of mint and lye.


She flexed her injured arm, testing the motion of her fingers. Twinges, but nothing immobilising. The blisters and scars remained, but would heal.


‘Catch.’ She tossed the bottle. Colm snatched it from the air with one of his smaller, lower arms, uncorked it, sniffed, and made a face.


‘Sorry,’ Fola said. ‘It didn’t used to smell like that.’


The dominant scent of Frog’s early batches had been peppermint, but it had got worse the further they had travelled from the City. Now, it mostly smelled of acrid lye and something like long-decaying leaves. ‘You’ll reek till you can get a bath,’ she went on. ‘But you needed one anyway, even before all that.’ She gestured to the splatter of blood and brain that coated his face and shoulder.


Colm peeled off his vest with a grimace. She felt an unbidden flutter at that. The way his musculature all connected up, with two sets of arms and shoulders, above a stomach that seemed all one slab of muscle …


She gritted her teeth and focused on his wounds. The stab to his gut hadn’t been as bad as Fola feared. Come to mention it, the cut on his arm had stopped bleeding entirely, and the slash down his rib seemed little more than a cat-scratch.


‘I’ve known some women aroused by violence,’ Colm said with a quirk to his lips. ‘Didn’t take you for one.’


‘I … What …?’ Fola glared at him. ‘How bad are your injuries?’


He winced as he rubbed a dab of ointment on his stomach. ‘We’re a hardy folk, my people. Glad for the ointment, if it speeds things, but I’d have lived.’


His words were like a puzzle piece slotting into place.


‘Warborn,’ Fola said, excited and only half-thinking. She had suspected: what little was known of the Warborn told of many limbs and enormous stature. A people recorded more in rumour than in writing, crafted by the First Folk for some ancient, long-forgotten war, gifted with strength and resilience far beyond any natural mortal.


Regret swept in as Colm’s expression soured.


‘I only mean … that’s your lineage,’ she said. ‘I’d guess, anyway.’


‘That was a long, long time ago,’ Colm said.


‘Yes, but …’ Fola swallowed the rest of that sentence. Arno had said countless times that half the reason she couldn’t convince anyone to work with her, let alone back her projects to the board, was because of her careless tongue.


But it was a valid observation, supported by clear evidence. Not saying anything seemed more rude to her, in fact. Still, she could tell Colm wanted the topic dropped, and likely buried forever, so she dropped it. ‘Take as much ointment as you need. Frog can make plenty more. And plenty more gold.’


‘Payment for the botched rescue?’ he said, that wry grin returning.


‘If you insist,’ Fola said. ‘Or a first instalment on your payment as my guide and bodyguard. We’ll deal with these corpses, then we’re on our way to Alberon, and from there a ship to Parwys. I’d like to put some distance between us and here before we sleep again.’


‘Deal with the corpses?’ Colm paused midway through spreading ointment on the skin over his ribs.


‘Yes.’ And not by conjuring their ghosts. Rather, she would settle them – whoever they had been in life, they deserved peace in death. She could give them that much kindness. With the tip of her staff Fola scraped two roughly shovel-shaped outlines in the dirt on the roadside, then retrieved her notebook of spellpaper and her cartridge pen of silver-dusted ink. It proved awkward to hold the notebook with her still-stiff left arm. She squatted, placed the notebook on the ground and drew two thaumaturgic circles, each on its own page. She left a finger’s width of each circle unfinished, tore the pages from the book, laid them out on the ground to overlie her dirt-drawings, then closed each circle with a quick slash of her pen.


A flash of white flame traced her designs. The smell of burnt ink lingered in the air. Lines of silvery mist hung over the ground, conveying her spell into the world. With a grunt, she stabbed her staff into the soil and levered free one of the two shovels she had made. Heavy, composed entirely of spell-wrought iron, and awkward. Still, it would get the job done.


It would occur to her later, after witnessing a burial in Parwys, that she might have dug the graves with thaumaturgy rather than simply conjuring shovels. Her impulse, in that moment, in that place, was not towards efficiency, but towards doing right by the dead.


‘First you send one of your would-be killers off with a bag of gold,’ Colm said, shaking his head. ‘Then you bury his friends. If you’re worried about beasts and plague, we could burn them.’


‘A bit further south we could.’ Fola drove her spade into the earth and grimaced as a twinge of pain shot up her burned arm, cutting through the cool numbing of the ointment. ‘Up here, though, you bury your dead. This isn’t a proper graveyard, but proper treatment is better than leaving them to the elements, and certainly better than desecration. Better still if we knew what markers to leave, or what rites to perform, but the Mortal Church is a bit of a mystery to me. Hard to know much about people who want to kill you.’


‘It’s all very good of you,’ Colm said. ‘But showing kindness to your enemies is a waste, particularly when they’re already dead.’


‘They’re not my enemies any more.’ Fola leaned on the shovel, catching her breath and giving the pain in her arm a chance to settle. ‘And I’m interested in studying ghosts, not making more, if I can help it.’


She went back to digging, and after a few more minutes Colm picked up the other shovel and joined her. Frog watched from his perch on Fellstar’s saddle, occasionally preening the red feathers of his belly. They dug four graves, none as deep as she’d have liked, but they were injured and tired. There is only so much a body, even bolstered by magic, can manage in a single afternoon. Colm stabbed the templars’ blades into their mounds to mark the graves. He even muttered what sounded to Fola like a prayer, though it was too quiet for her to catch the words, and made a pair of gestures over each mound – first three nested triangles, then a nine-pointed star.


‘I suppose it’s not a kindness for their sake,’ Colm said as night fell, when the last of the bodies was buried. ‘It’s to keep their ghosts from haunting us.’


‘It’s both.’ Fola shooed Frog off Fellstar’s saddle, then pulled herself up. ‘Makes you wonder what went on in Parwys, doesn’t it, to make so many ghosts the king lost his mind.’


With a squawk of annoyance, Frog settled onto her shoulder. She scratched the feathers on the back of his head and turned Fellstar towards the road. Colm retrieved his own horse from the stand of trees where he had hidden it – a deep-chested destrier called Tower, and as much a monster to ordinary horses as Colm was to ordinary men. It would be a long, hard night of riding. Who knew how many people in that common room had caught the rumour of a Citizen and started spreading it – to say nothing of the young templar she had let escape. When word reached the Mortal Church, more would come hunting her, and with more powerful magic. A long, hard night with muscles sore from shovelling and fingers of fire raking down her left arm.


No matter. She could ride through the pain. It would heal, as all things do, in time.
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Many believe that fae and fiends predate the First Folk. Others identify them with such beings as the Servants, semi-sapients created to serve a specific purpose, now behaving in bizarre fashion to follow orders that lack coherence without their original context. What is certain is that they are as inscrutable as they are intelligent.


Archivist Eltan Oora, The Taxonomy of Sapience, YC 1098


A haunting grows from a tangle of twisted roots. The deepest reach into layers of a forgotten past, long overwritten by more useful stories, believed myth by all but those whose histories drip with pain and rage as they pass from elder’s mouth to child’s ear. The shallowest reach into fresher soil, drawing from injustices still in living, mortal memory. Two pains – old and new – that feed one into the other until the tree sprouts and horror reigns.


In Parwys, that shallow root found anchor in the aftermath of plague, in the Greenwood, in the half-forgotten village of Nyth Fran.


<Do you see?> the Grey Lady whispered in Llewyn’s mind.


He rode towards Nyth Fran, a quiet place sheltered in the northern reaches of the Greenwood, surrounded by craggy wooded hills and cleared fields thick with barley. In those days, plague stalked the kingdom of Parwys, but the sky above Nyth Fran was blue, unmarred by the smoke of corpse-fires.


Llewyn twisted the silver band on his thumb, drawing a small pain. <Such wealth, and yet no one collecting taxes,> he thought, and knew that she would hear. <A haven from the plague, yet so few children and so many crows.>


The crows watched, black eyes peering from black-feathered faces. They perched on branches that met above the narrow road, skeletal fingers reaching out from the depths of the wood. Not a true road of First Folk make, only a pair of wagon ruts binding one village to the next. At the Grey Lady’s prodding, and with the protection and elision of her glamour, he had met with the steward who served the Count of Glascoed, the lord of the Greenwood. His questions had been answered with confusion and annoyance. The village’s name seemed to pass through the steward’s mind like water through a sieve.


That had convinced Llewyn. There was enchantment here in Nyth Fran. A contorting of the world out of alignment with the Grey Lady’s will. An intrusion that could not be tolerated here, in the heart of her domain.


He had come to uncover that contortion. To serve his purpose as her gwyddien – the purpose he had been taken, and changed, and raised to serve – and twist it back into proper shape, if he could.


Llewyn was not the only stranger to arrive in Nyth Fran that day.


A high roof forested with narrow chimneys marked out the common house at the heart of the village. An ostler showed him to the stable, puffing out his cheeks and pulling at his sweaty shirt. In a village this far from the First Folk Road – to say nothing of the enchantment – an ostler ought not be so overworked.


‘Busy day?’ Llewyn asked, to mask his interest.


The ostler glanced up at him, his eyes fixing oddly on Llewyn, as though seeing him for the first time. ‘Oh, aye. A troupe arrived. Three horses to stable and feed, plus a wagon to unload. But ’twill be worth it. We don’t get entertainers here often.’


‘Is there some occasion for their arrival?’


The ostler shrugged. ‘It’s near harvest time. Figure they’re doing the rounds of the villages, and ventured a bit further afield than usual this year.’


A response that was no real answer. Nyth Fran could hardly be said to lie on the way to anywhere, and was too small to offer performers a healthy profit. The wagon in question occupied the centre of the stable. Its side had been painted with a broad lake reflecting the full moon, all in muted blues and whites.


Llewyn touched his ring. <Is it enchanted?>


<Not that I can feel,> the Grey Lady replied. <But there are ways of masking such things.>


<How did they find this place?>


<It matters little.> He could feel the twinge of her annoyance. <Find the magic that shrouds the village and destroy it. That is your only task.>


The common room of the inn bustled with activity. The troupers had set up a portable stage by the hearth and were now unpacking instruments and stringing up banners. A few – a youth of ten years with ram’s horns, a young woman harper with eyes slitted like a cat’s – had the bestial affect of those touched by the magic of the First Folk, the most hated enemies of the fae in ages past. Llewyn sat with his back to a corner, the better to observe the room and the villagers. The slightest oddity, the subtlest clue, might yield the key to unlocking whatever enchantment shrouded Nyth Fran.


His gaze settled on a woman at the bar, dressed in a cloak of blues and blacks to match the wagon, with a pearl at her throat as white as the full moon. To his shock, she managed to lock eyes with him – to lock eyes with a gwyddien, One Born of Trees, who carries the shadows with him and draws no unwanted eye.


A sorceress.


She smiled and crossed to his table, setting down her pewter cup of wine without an invitation. ‘I see others have come chasing rumours to this backwater.’ She sat and extended her hand. ‘Afanan Luned, more widely known as Afanan of the Silver Lake. You may have heard of me.’


‘I have not,’ he said, masking his discomfort with banter. ‘My failing, or yours?’


Her smile curled into an expression more cutting. ‘If you are what I expect, then I should be glad to have slipped beneath your notice, and your lady’s.’


Llewyn brushed a finger against his ring and felt the bite of oak leaves in his flesh.


<Before you ask, I’ve not heard of her either,> the Grey Lady said. <No threat to me, though perhaps some to you. At any rate, we should know her purpose here.>


Afanan set her cup down daintily. Once again she was the congenial trouper, just making conversation. ‘And what should I call you, traveller?’


‘Lyn son Phylip.’ One had to tread carefully with names around a sorceress.


‘Odd name for a gwyddien,’ she observed, her voice casual but her eyes fixed on his. ‘What is it the priests call you, down in Alberon? Tree-devils, yes?’ She sipped her wine. ‘Of course, they’ve names for my kind, too. No more flattering, and no more accurate.’


‘Then we’ve common enemies,’ Llewyn said. ‘Did they drive you here?’


Afanan leaned towards him. The grey curls of her hair brushed the rim of her cup. She held like that, studying him, smiling slightly like a cat watching a cornered mouse, and he fought the urge to squirm. It had been a long time since anyone had been able to look at him that way. The gaze of most folk slid away from him – and from the ghostwood sword at his hip – like oil sliding over water.


‘We’ve a common quarry, I think,’ she said at last, her voice low. ‘As I understand your lady’s purpose, she was right to send you here. What shrouds this place is no mere enchantment, but the influence of a fiend. Older than she, I would wager, though more limited in power. It protects these people from land-hungry lords with its shadow, chases disease from their water and air, and stirs their fields to flourishing.’


‘Parwys is a blessed kingdom,’ Llewyn observed. ‘The druids, the power of their Old Stones, and the king see to that.’


‘The Old Stones failed to chase away the plague,’ Afanan countered, ‘where the fiend that guards this village succeeded.’


‘And you have come to bind it to your will, I suspect,’ Llewyn said, tired of banter. ‘Tell me, sorceress, how many children have you seen in the village? No more than a handful. This thing – whatever it is – feeds on the young. Is that a power you want to bargain with?’


‘You’ve come to kill it,’ Afanan said. ‘As far as these people are concerned, there’s little difference.’ She considered him for a moment, sipping her wine, then leaned back in her chair. ‘We both want to remove the fiend, no? You could observe my binding ritual, ready to kill it if there is any sign that I might fail. Not a necessary precaution, mind, but one I’ll indulge to make you feel better. There is no reason for us to fight.’


The idea held merit. Even if she only managed to distract the fiend, she might buy him the chance to strike a killing blow. But how far could he trust a sorceress – a mortal who dabbled in dangerous, ancient powers? Dangers he had been created to defend against, long ago, on a dark night buried in cold earth with ghostwood and silver biting his flesh …


He twisted his ring, but he already knew what the Grey Lady would say.


‘It has been a long day,’ he said. He finished his ale and stood. ‘I should get some sleep.’


Afanan’s smile turned sad. ‘What a disappointment. I tried, anyway. I promise not to hurt you, unless I have to.’ She reached out and petted his hand. ‘You seem a good lad. Don’t make me have to.’


<She’ll have a pixie under her geas watching from now till you leave Nyth Fran,> the Grey Lady said as Llewyn ascended the stairs.


<If not a conjured wraith,> he replied. <I’ll be careful, and faster than her. No need for us to worry, yet.>


Brave words. A fiend, and now a sorceress to contend with. One who had seen through the Grey Lady’s shroud as though it were gossamer.


He wondered if the Grey Lady sensed the prickling on the back of his neck as he unlocked the door to his room.


Llewyn woke at dawn and checked the wards that had guarded his sleep. The sprig of holly he had hung from the lintel hadn’t withered – Afanan had sent no conjured dead in the night. The salt he’d laid on the windowsill was undisturbed. No pixies, either.


Ordinary folk could repel the dead and the fae with raw iron. Horseshoes hung in doorways were a poor barrier; better a knife, forged at night beneath a new moon, buried under the threshold. Better still to use it properly, as a weapon.


Tools denied to the gwyddien. Poor methods, anyway. Able to repel a fairy or a wraith, only for it to slink away, hide itself in shadow, skulk back, and take its revenge.


He had his own tools – gifts of the Grey Lady – which he prepared before he left his rooms. A small net of woven toadstool lamellae, for fouling the wind-formed wings of pixies. A vial of powdered bonemeal to ward against the dead. Lesser spirits of earth, fire, and air, trapped in faceted linarite, anatase and quartz, ready to be freed if he should need spellcraft. And, of course, his ghostwood blade, slung as always through the loop on his hip.


He did not intend to do violence, only to investigate. Yet he might need to defend himself from Afanan’s interference, or from the fiend and its followers. Many fiends fed on the souls of the young. Why, he did not know, though he theorised. A young soul was more malleable, not yet fully formed. More susceptible to enchantment and illusion. To being changed to suit dark purposes. Perhaps fiends found them more delectable, the way kings and lords enjoyed the tenderness of veal and ortolan.


Thoughts that stirred the coals of his anger, which always burned deep within him. A fire that had smouldered from his earliest memory, buried – as he had been – but never extinguished. He took a breath and forced it down again. It was the one part of him he thought, perhaps, the Grey Lady could not see. To face it directly and feel its heat might draw her eye. She would not appreciate her tool keeping secrets from her, Llewyn knew. He did not need anger to serve her – only submission to her purpose.


At any rate, the presence and power of the fiend would be evidenced by the sudden deaths of children. Knowledge of how many such deaths had occurred here, at what frequency, and for how long, would let him gauge the spirit’s power.


Afanan’s troupers were sleeping off their hangovers on the benches and floor of the common room. The sorceress herself was nowhere to be seen – either still in her rooms, or already at work. Llewyn asked the maid wiping down the bar for directions to the alderman: a question he had to repeat thrice before she at last noted his presence and answered.


The alderman’s house stood on the far side of the village common, on the edge of the forested hills. Like all the houses of Nyth Fran, it was small and squat, built of packed earth. A goat grazed in front of the house, and a murder of crows – their number growing – pecked for morsels among the thatched roofing.


A fell omen. The crows were part of the enchantment, Llewyn was certain. Now they gathered as though to defend the house.


The alderman answered at Llewyn’s knock. A healthy man with fat on his cheeks and muscle on his bones. He blinked, his gaze uncertain, as though peering through fog.


‘Ah … Hello there,’ the alderman said. ‘So many strangers in so few days. What brings you to Nyth Fran, and my doorstep?’


‘The Count of Glascoed has sent me to survey these lands,’ Llewyn said, affecting the mildly annoyed attitude of a nobleman’s courtier sent on an errand far afield. ‘They are his by right, but he has no record of births and deaths, nor harvests. I was bidden to collect this information and return to him. You are the alderman here, correct?’


If this alderman and his predecessors had been dutiful, the village records would evidence an unusual quantity of miscarriages and the deaths of children. If not …


An unlikely possibility. One Llewyn preferred not to contemplate. It conjured hard memories and harsh feelings of his own shortened boyhood. Of a pale, rough hand leading him away from his home, into the forest, to be buried and transformed.


Either way, he needed to know.


‘Master …?’ Llewyn said.


The alderman cleared his throat. ‘Trefor.’


‘Master Trefor,’ Llewyn went on, ‘may I see your records?’


‘Of course, of course.’ The alderman ushered Llewyn into the cramped house, a single room divided into smaller spaces by curtains hung from the ceiling. The largest space held the hearth, a pair of wooden chairs, a table, and shelves bearing foodstuffs, a few simple herbs, and dishware of wood and pewter.


Save a single cup, which the alderman retrieved, passing over several others. ‘Please, sit. Have some goat’s milk to … ah … quench your thirst.’


The cup was cast iron. Raw. Dug from the earth, not retrieved from a relic of the First Folk or crafted by a spell. Trefor filled it from a pitcher on the table, then slid it towards Llewyn. ‘Here we are.’


Bloody-damned iron cups. A fool superstition held that any liquid poured into an iron vessel would turn poison for the fae. The kind of stupid half-comprehension of magic one encountered far too often.


The iron itself hurt badly enough.


Llewyn smiled through his frustration and took the cup, ignoring the itch he felt through his lambskin gloves. A single, quick sip. His lip burned as if he had kissed hot coals. Difficult to keep the pain from his face, but his teachers had made him master many, many difficult things. He swallowed and nodded to the alderman.


‘My compliments to your goat.’


Trefor’s smile tightened. ‘Pardon me, I’ll only be a moment fetching the records.’


<He knows.>


Llewyn twisted his ring, winced at the pain of it, and of the lingering heat on his lips, while Trefor stepped behind one of the curtains. <He doesn’t. But he tried to test me. That alone tells me something.>


‘Here we are.’ Trefor returned with a thick, leather-bound book. He placed it on the table in front of Llewyn. ‘You’ve only had the one sip of milk.’


Llewyn gave him a withering stare, then began flipping through the pages. He paused to make a mental note of an oddity, subtly turning his ring with the brush of his forefinger. <Fewer births than you would expect, but not many fewer. The opposite for children dying young. More than in an ordinary village, but not as many as I would expect if a fiend were feeding on them.>


<The record is false, then.>


He made a point of browsing the entire book, moving his lips as though he were, indeed, a surveyor committing lists and numbers to memory. When he felt he’d put on enough of a show, he shut the book and thanked the alderman.


‘Of course, Master … I’m afraid I did not get your name.’


‘Lyn son Phylip,’ Llewyn said.


‘Master Lyn, do give my regards to the—’


‘Papa!’ A young girl of eight or nine years sprang through the door, a storm of swirling skirts and hair like wind-blown thatch. ‘There’s tumblers at the common house! Joc says so, and he’s going with Wynn to see! Can I go? Please, Papa?’


‘Siwan, dear, you’ve nearly knocked over my guest!’


The girl spun around and bobbed a hasty curtsy. ‘Sorry, master. Now, Papa, please.’


She beamed up at him. His hard face softened into a doting smile. ‘Of course, darling,’ he said.


She leaped into the air, shrieking her thanks, as the alderman glanced at Llewyn. He felt awkward witnessing this moment between father and child. Like witnessing an echo of the childhood he should have had, but had been denied. Yet anything could become useful information, even if the alderman was only putting on a performance of kindness.


‘Off you go, and be back before dark,’ the alderman said, tying a paisley scarf to contain the sandy brush of her hair. Siwan squealed and darted from the house.


‘A charming girl,’ Llewyn said. ‘Thank you for your cooperation, Master Trefor. Good day.’


‘Master Lyn?’


Llewyn paused in the doorway.


‘If you don’t mind … I’m simply curious. What is that you wear on your hip?’


Llewyn met the alderman’s steady, curious stare. The ghostwood sword held enchantments of its own. One would mask its true nature from mortal eyes. It should appear to the alderman as a cudgel, or a sheathed sword, or a dagger. But if he knew that gwyddien carried such a weapon, bearing such an enchantment, this might be another test.


‘A tool of my office,’ Llewyn said simply. ‘Not all I deal with are as cooperative as you, Master Trefor.’


The alderman bobbed his head, and Llewyn left. Fresh fear sprouted in his chest.


Who are these people, that they should know so much?
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There are many names for what we of the City call ‘magic’, and as many variations in its practice. At its simplest, it is no more than manipulating ancient powers – artifacts and beings the First Folk left behind, which seem to mortalkind as gods and spirits. At its most base, it manipulates and directs the anger of the dead. Thaumaturgy is its most complex and thorough expression, but even it is but a few connected pieces of a vast, inscrutable puzzle.


Librarian Restin Lim, On Thaumaturgy, YC 810


Not an hour after they’d parted ways, Trefor emerged from his house wearing a dark robe and set off into the forest. Llewyn followed from his hiding place at the edge of the wood, careful to hang back despite the Grey Lady’s enchantment.


Like everything in Nyth Fran, save its children, the trees of its forest grew thick and tall. It was autumn, and leaves littered the forest floor. Trefor kicked through them with abandon; Llewyn crept behind, each footstep careful. Crows cawed down from the denuded branches, watching all the while.


Trefor had tested him with raw iron. That, coupled with the falsified records, confirmed Llewyn’s suspicions. The villagers were not the victims of the fiend, but its co-conspirators. The sudden appearance of a count’s surveyor when the village had been protected from strangers for so long would lead Trefor to believe that the enchantment was failing.


They came to a clearing. At its heart stood a flat-topped stone, as high as the alderman’s waist. Trefor stood beside it, waiting, while Llewyn watched from a stand of trees. A haze like the heat of high summer shimmered in the air above the stone. Before Llewyn could ask the Grey Lady to show him what lay behind the glamour, two more figures emerged from the other side of the clearing: a man and a woman, both advanced in years. They began speaking with Trefor in hushed tones that, at such a distance, sounded like little more than the rustling of leaves.


Llewyn took a thin quartz crystal from his pocket: a faceted gem, binding ancient power. He cracked it between his fingers and whispered a word. A sudden breeze flowed as the spirit of air he had freed darted out to hover in the centre of the clearing, lending him an ear on the whispered conversation.


‘… so much as a pot-mender in all my years,’ the woman was saying, ‘and now all these strangers come at once. Our shelter is fading, Trefor. On your watch.’


‘It might not be,’ the alderman said. ‘At least, not so badly as you fear. One of the strangers visited me. He claimed to be in the count’s service, but he was lying, I’m sure.’


‘Then what is he?’ said the old man.


‘A druid or a sorcerer, perhaps, come to bind the spirit. Perhaps a gwyddien.’


There was a pause. Llewyn swallowed a curse.


‘And what of these tumblers and singers?’ The old woman broke the silence. ‘Are they a troupe of gwyddien as well?’


‘They may be working together,’ Trefor said. ‘They will all be dealt with. I swear it.’


‘Trefor,’ the old man said, his tone that of a father chastising his child. ‘We have been safe here, protected from all manner of evil. The price is small when compared to the suffering of the wider world. It may be time to pay it again.’


Trefor shook his head firmly. His hand brushed the flat-topped stone, then darted away. ‘There is time, yet. A generation before payment ought be needed. No. I will chase these interlopers out, and we will be safe once again. You will see.’


The old woman and the old man locked eyes.


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘But know that if you fail, you will be stripped of all blessings. Not only your daughter.’


‘You need not remind me,’ the alderman said, his voice hard-edged enough for Llewyn to pick out the words without the wind spirit’s aid. ‘Excuse me. There is much work to be done.’


Llewyn hid until the sound of their footsteps faded to silence, then approached the flat-topped stone. As he moved, he heard a whisper through the leaves behind him. A backward glance showed naught but a stirring of the leaves against the flow of the wind.


He drew his ghostwood sword and twisted his ring, digging fine-embossed oak leaves deep into his flesh. <Grey Lady!>


Her blessing was twofold. The same power by which she shrouded Llewyn from mortal eyes let her unravel lesser glamours like loose, badly woven cloth. Where those leaves swirled against the natural wind, a wraith appeared, a churning mass of smoke and rage and the stink of an open grave. The pale fire in the skull-sockets of its eyes fixed on his. The wraith lurched away in surprise.


Llewyn lunged. The wraith rolled away from the edge of his sword, dissolving into a cloud of dust and clattering bones. It reformed and coiled, ready to pounce, but held back. Llewyn had fought enough wraiths to expect the attack, and to note when it did not come. Its purpose, then, had only been to follow, and not to kill. A purpose not born of whatever hatred bound it to undeath, but imposed by sorcery.


Afanan had sent a spy after all.


Llewyn reached into his pocket and broke a second stone: linarite, to release a spirit of earth. He pointed the broken crystal at the ground beneath the wraith and shouted a command.


With a breath like the scent of fresh rain, the ground softened and began to swallow the wraith. It wailed and gnashed lipless teeth, clawing against the sucking earth. Collapsing into dust only worsened its condition, burying it more deeply in the soil. Llewyn stepped forward and thrust his ghostwood sword through the wraith’s skull.


As it dissipated like fog in the midday sun, Llewyn felt a swell of satisfaction. He imagined Afanan peering into the stone that had bound the wraith, watching him, then yelping in surprise as the stone clouded and shattered in her hand. The wraith would re-form – it was not so simple to rid the world of the undead – but without her geas, beyond the reach of her power unless she went to the trouble of conjuring and binding it anew.


He returned his sword to the loop on his belt, turned back to the heart of the clearing and touched his ring. <Now then. The fiend.>


The air blistered and bubbled, like flesh held to a flame, until at last the glamour burst to reveal a shape, red and writhing, like a mass of coiled muscle. It turned its great beaked head. A thousand eyes. Yellow pupils with irises as black as night fixed upon him.


<A branellyll,> the Grey Lady said, her voice muted by awe – or fear. <A raven fiend. Old power, this. From a time before this world. Before the fae.>


<Before the First Folk?> Llewyn wondered.


<If anything is, yes.>


The raven fiend blinked its thousand eyes. Visions flitted through Llewyn’s mind like terrible, biting flies. Blood. Chains. The screams of children. Bodies contorting, pulling against their bonds as they changed, transformed into the fiend’s servants.


Llewyn thought of crows. Hundreds of them. Watching him now, from the branches at the edge of the clearing. A waking nightmare that mingled with his own memories – a rough hand on his shoulder, pulling him away from his mother’s last embrace. Later, the taste of raw iron, the scrape of wood against his bleeding skin, the pinch of silver on his thumb.


He, too, had been given away. Transformed. Made a servant …


<Enough!> Llewyn shut his eyes. When he opened them, the fiend’s glamour had returned. He stared at the space above the altar. It still watched him, he knew. He hoped it was old and powerful enough to consider him little threat.


<It gave you visions,> the Grey Lady said. <What did you see?>


Llewyn touched his ring. The images still stung, even in recollection. While she studied them, he studied the stone, if only to give his mind an anchor to the present and chase away the horrors of long-buried memory. The stone was ordinary enough. Simple granite, all of a single piece, notable only for its unusual shape and location. Not stained with blood, as he felt it should have been.


The coal of anger, buried deep within him, flared hot.


<Can I kill this fiend?> Llewyn asked.


<It will not be easy. You must bind it before you can hope to wound it, let alone deal a killing blow.>


<I could pretend to help the sorceress, then kill it while she draws its attention and makes it weak.>


<And if you fail? Worse, I think, for this power to be under the sway of a mortal woman.>


<Then I will need a binding prism.> He carried a myriad of thinly cut faceted stones in his saddlebags. Good for trade in an emergency; better for binding lesser spirits, drawing them out of the deep places of the world or the remnants left behind by the First Folk. But nothing sufficient to hold the raven fiend.


<I will think of a solution,> the Grey Lady said. <For now, keep an eye on the sorceress.>


Llewyn swept his gaze once more over the stone. Memories bubbled up, unbidden, stirred by the glimpses of horror the fiend had forced into his mind.


A gwyddien had come to his village – as deep in the Greenwood as Nyth Fran – and demanded a child. The village’s part of an old agreement, she had said. Llewyn’s parents had been blessed with six children, and he, the youngest, had been often sickly. They had given him, not even weeping while he wailed until his voice was raw, to be buried in the roots of a ghostwood tree.


One of many such transactions all throughout the world, it seemed.


He had been too young to save himself. Too young to prevent those who were supposed to keep him safe from trading away his future. But he could stop any more payments being made here, in Nyth Fran, to that horror on the altar.
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Enough argumentation. Enough theorising.


After so many years it does naught but sicken me.


I tell you this. All I know of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ – those nebulous, unwieldy words – can be captured in a single sentence:


somewhere a child is dying, and those who might save it do nothing.


The Musings of Architect Aeluwe Eneban, approx. YBC 200


Dusk settled over the village as Llewyn returned to the inn. He took the arm of one of the tumblers – the ram-horned youth – and demanded Afanan forcefully enough for the words to pierce the Grey Lady’s shroud. The boy darted up the stairs while Llewyn ordered an ale and dropped into a seat in the corner of the room, toying with the last faceted stone in his pocket. Afanan had what he needed, he was sure. But would she be willing to part with it, without bargaining for the opportunity to seize the fiend’s power for herself?


The troupers began a show of pipe and drum while a pair of youths, including the cat-eyed girl, spun cartwheels across the makeshift stage. A gaggle of children squealed and clapped their hands at the antics – Siwan, the alderman’s daughter, most ebullient among them.


‘Shouldn’t you be tramping about the woods?’ Afanan glided into the seat across from him.


Llewyn fixed her with a long, judgemental stare.


‘What?’ She grinned. ‘You didn’t expect me to sit around and do nothing all day, did you?’


He gestured to the troupers. ‘Are they under your sway, as the wraith was?’


‘Oh, if only,’ Afanan said. ‘It would be much easier to get things done. And so much less squabbling over who should take which role. I am a member of their troupe, genuinely. I write the plays they sometimes put on. True, they also provide me with cover, and the life of a trouper gives plenty of opportunity to gather spirits from the countryside. But I, in return, provide them with protection.’


Llewyn glanced at the tumblers, who had grabbed one another by the ankles, tucked themselves into an absurd ball, and now rolled about the stage.


‘Fine, I’m sorry for spying.’ Afanan shook her head. ‘I don’t fault you for banishing it, but I am upset that you did so just when things were getting interesting. That’s where the fiend is, isn’t it? That stone?’


‘I would tell you of it, if I thought that might dissuade you. But I think it would only make you salivate.’


‘Again! The insults! I am not a slavering dog, hungry only for power.’


Llewyn sipped his ale. It was bitter. Ashen-tasting. After what he had seen in the forest, it would be some time before any pleasure would be as sharp as it ought to be. ‘Then why are you here, sorceress?’


‘Because that thing is dangerous,’ she said, the mirth gone from her expression. ‘But it deserves to live, gwyddien. Just as you and I deserve to live. As even the wraith I sent after you does, until it finds its rest. As all things deserve to live, for their own sake.’


‘And you would give it a life in bondage?’


‘A life under guard,’ Afanan corrected. ‘A life kept safe, both from those like your Grey Lady, who would destroy it as a threat, and from the harm it would do if allowed its freedom.’


‘You want to know what I found?’ Llewyn said, his voice turning hard and biting as iron. ‘It gave me visions of what it does to the children it takes. You noticed their absence, but did you notice the crows, Afanan? Why do so many flock here, did you wonder?’


He saw pity in her eyes. Pity she seemed to extend to all creatures – mortal, fae, fiends, and undead alike – no matter how monstrous.


‘I can understand why that would outrage you,’ she said. ‘I know some gwyddien lore—’


‘It does not deserve to live,’ Llewyn said. ‘You have prisms. I need one. Will you let me kill it, or will you stand in my way?’


‘We can work together. There’s no reason—’ Afanan began to say, but bit off her words when Siwan, the alderman’s daughter, bounded over.


‘Hello again, master!’ she said. ‘Did you see the tumblers? Weren’t they funny!’


Llewyn stared back at her, astonished. He touched his ring. <I am shrouded, yes?>


<You are.>


<Then how is this child speaking to me?>


Afanan looked from the girl to Llewyn, as baffled by her ability to intrude as he was.


‘You made my papa nervous,’ Siwan said. ‘That’s why he let me come see the tumblers.’ Then, more quietly, cupping a hand around her mouth, ‘What were you talking about? Maybe if I talk about it next time he won’t let me have some fun, he’ll get nervous again and change his mind.’ She giggled, her grin full of mischief.


<Perhaps she is a budding sorceress,> the Grey Lady said.


<At the very least, she is bold.>


A shout sounded from outside the inn, cutting through the music and laughter.


‘Gwyddien!’ the alderman’s voice called, muted by walls and windows. ‘Lyn son Phylip! We call you by name and cast you from Nyth Fran!’


Afanan straightened in her seat. Her hands twitched up her sleeves, likely seeking hidden gemstones. The tumblers rolled to an awkward halt as the jovial air in the room died into an agitated quiet. Siwan stepped back from the table, all the mirth gone from her face.


‘Gwyddien!’ Trefor called again. ‘Come out! We command you by your name! Lyn son Phylip!’


‘Does that actually work?’ Afanan whispered.


Llewyn shrugged. ‘I’m careful about names.’


‘Naturally.’


Llewyn drank the rest of his ale in a long swallow, sighed, and stood. This was not the first time an astute villager had found out his fae nature. It rapidly complicated things, and had a tendency to turn them violent. Letting the bastard yell himself hoarse wouldn’t solve anything.


Considering the complicity of the village, violence might be warranted, here. Yet he would not slaughter anyone in front of children. They had known enough horror, growing up in this place.


Llewyn crossed to the doorway – followed by curious, frightened eyes that kept drifting away and back again. The alderman stood in the muddy commons before the inn. Light from the windows met the flickering torches of the crowd behind him. He carried a staff adorned with half a dozen horseshoes. The elders who had met him at the forest clearing were beside him, each with their own iron – the woman a skillet, the man an old rust-bitten sword. They led a mob of a dozen more people who clutched rakes and pitchforks and torches.


Llewyn bade the Grey Lady release her shroud. The villagers recoiled, their murmurs rising to astonished yelps. He would have been a vague silhouette in the doorway of the inn, the details of his appearance slipping through their minds from one moment to the next. Now they saw him fully: a scarecrow of a man with a long sword of pale, sharpened wood at his belt.


‘Gwyddien!’ Trefor’s voice caught in his throat, but grew steadier as he spoke. ‘Be gone from Nyth Fran! We are simple folk. We have no interest in the long, twisting games of you fae folk!’


‘I’m no more embroiled in the affairs of dark powers than you, Alderman,’ Llewyn said.


Trefor stepped forward and began swaying his staff from side to side. The horseshoes hanging from it clanked together. ‘Be gone, gwyddien!’ he wailed. ‘Be gone!’


‘I saw what lives in the woods.’ Llewyn stepped forward. ‘I know what it takes from you. You pay too dearly for protection.’


A low droning sound issued from deep in the alderman’s throat. The old woman behind him held aloft her skillet and took up his chant, followed by the old man with his rusty sword.


‘This is absurd,’ Llewyn muttered. He crossed the dozen paces between the inn and the mob and drew his ghostwood blade. The magic that bound it to him made it dull or sharp, rigid or supple at the motion of his will. With a single swipe he cut the alderman’s staff in two. The horseshoe-laden end thumped to the earth. The mob gasped and backed away as Llewyn seized Trefor by the front of his shirt.


‘I’m going to kill that thing, for your sake and the sake of your children,’ Llewyn snarled. ‘Try and stop me, and you will pay with broken bones and bruises that will ache for weeks. Now send these people back to their homes and let me—’


‘Papa?’ Siwan’s voice rose from the inn, tight and panicked. Llewyn glanced towards her, his attention drawn away from the mob for a moment. The alderman twisted and pulled away. There was a blur in the corner of Llewyn’s vision as the old woman brought her frying pan down.


The blow to the nape of his neck set lights bursting behind his eyes. His skin screamed as if it had been scraped with a hot coal. Panic rose as he rolled, lashing out half-blind with his ghostwood sword, willing it dull at the last moment.


The weapon met flesh with a meaty thwak. Llewyn scrambled to his feet while the old man howled and doubled over, clutching his ribs, his rusted sword fallen to the mud.


‘You see?’ Trefor shrieked, backing away and gathering Siwan to him. ‘He assaults our elders! Come, good folk of Nyth Fran, bring your iron to bear!’


The mob slowly advanced, shouting and lowering their makeshift weapons to drive Llewyn towards the inn. He reached for the anatase in his pocket and willed his sword to be blunt but flexible.


‘What’s this now?’ Afanan cried from the doorway. Seven of the troupers, including the young boy with ram’s horns, emerged from the inn and formed an arc behind Llewyn. Their hands rested on cudgels or knives at their belts. Afanan led them, toying with a white jewel pinned to her cuff. ‘Is this how Nyth Fran treats its guests? I had looked forward to spending a few days here, but I see now we are not welcome.’


‘Be rid of them all!’ the bruised elder croaked, limping to his feet. ‘They stand with the gwyddien!’


‘A wild accusation!’ Afanan said.


‘It is true!’ Trefor said. ‘He burns at the touch of iron.’


‘That old biddy bludgeoned him with a frying pan,’ Afanan pointed out. ‘Who wouldn’t be rattled?’


‘No, I fed him milk in an iron—’


‘And what if it is true?’ Afanan went on. ‘Gwyddien are guardian fae. They hunt fell spirits and fiends. You would be better afraid of the quarry than the hunter.’


‘How came you by that lore?’ the old woman snapped. ‘Witch! In league with the gwyddien!’


Afanan’s fingers played on her cuff, twisting the gem. ‘Only a humble playwright. Once an actress, now well past her prime. Will you leave this man in peace for the night? We will all be gone at first light, I promise you.’


Trefor seemed enough of a fool to throw his people against the sorceress and her troupers. One of the troupe, a burly strongman, held his weapons with a casual comfort that told of skill. The alderman clutched his daughter close. The corners of his eyes and mouth twitched.


‘We tried your way, Trefor,’ the old woman muttered.


The alderman’s hands tightened on Siwan’s shoulders. She squirmed and looked up at him, trembling with fright. The coal within Llewyn flared, already stirred to life by pain and combat.


‘Come, Trefor,’ the old man said, one hand holding his ribs while he bent to gather up his rusty sword. ‘We’re through, here.’


‘Papa? That hurts.’


The alderman kissed the top of his daughter’s head, his gaze never leaving Llewyn and holding all the hatred in the world. Without a word he stalked away, herding Siwan with him. The crowd dispersed with muttered curses and backward glances. Afanan’s fingers finally retreated from the gemstone at her cuff.


‘Why help?’ Llewyn asked. He massaged his bruised and smouldering neck and took deep breaths to calm himself. ‘If they’d killed me, the way would be clear for you to take what you want from this place.’


Afanan shook her head with a sad, exasperated smile. ‘I told you, gwyddien. Everything deserves to live.’


The troupers retreated into the inn. Musicians returned to the pipe, the drum and the lute, drawing the remaining bystanders, now subdued and quiet.


<I’ve an idea,> the Grey Lady said. <Is there a blacksmith in Nyth Fran?>


Llewyn touched his ring. He recalled the stone chimney of a forge rising not far from where he’d stabled his horse.


<Excellent. You will need a hammer. Sharp and heavy. Raw iron, if possible. Reforged if not.>


<To what end?>


<To crack the altar stone, gwyddien. To make a facet in its surface and bind the raven fiend within.>


Llewyn paused. <It is only granite. It won’t hold a flicker of candle flame, let alone an ancient fiend. The moment the ritual ends, it will free itself.>


<Ravens might be clever, but raven fiends are not,> the Grey Lady said. <The stone need only seem a threatening prison. The altar is large enough and, once cracked, will seem faceted enough to serve. The fiend will turn its power to resisting the ritual, weakening if not releasing its wards, never knowing that the chains of magic we weave to bind it might as well have been forged of spider’s silk.>


‘Speaking to your lady, are you?’ Afanan said. She had lingered in the doorway, watching him.


Night was falling. Something in the way the alderman had clutched his daughter reminded Llewyn too much of his mother in that moment before rough hands took him away. He needed to work quickly.


‘Thank you for the help, whatever your reasons,’ Llewyn said, and set off towards the forge.


The lock of the blacksmith’s shop endured one kick before it shattered. Iron-laced smoke lingered in the air, burning Llewyn’s face and nostrils. The handle of the smith’s hammer was wrapped in leather. He held it far to his side, like a white-hot brand, and made for the altar stone.


Crows dogged him on his way through the woods, calling down, watching with yellow-tinted eyes.


There were so few children in Nyth Fran, and so many crows.


<Quicken your pace, gwyddien,> the Grey Lady said. <It begins.>


He ran, the visions that the raven fiend had shown him flickering behind his eyes. Children given to it in sacrifice, laid out upon the altar stone and transformed into its servants, who now watched Llewyn with their yellow eyes. He saw, too, the girl Siwan’s face, looking up at her own father in fear. The crows followed.


A graveyard stink filled the clearing. The two elders and the alderman stood around the stone, their arms outstretched, their voices raised in a rhythmic, toneless chant. Siwan’s voice joined theirs – a bubbling, muted scream. She twisted on the stone, joints contorting, eyes wide but unseeing, and already stained the same yellow as those fiendish crows. Her hair rippled, then turned from straw-yellow to black, like a brush dipped in ink. Her skull seemed to stretch and twist beneath her skin.


‘Gwyddien!’ Trefor cried out, a sob in his throat. ‘You have brought this upon her! Forced our hand!’


‘Step away,’ Llewyn demanded, hammer in one hand, ghostwood blade in the other. ‘She’s your daughter.’


‘If you interrupt the ritual, she will die!’ the old man shouted, his arms shaking. ‘We must finish, Trefor! The old agreement holds. If we give this sacrifice, the god of the wood will defend us!’


Siwan screamed. Her back arched above the stone. She fell flat again, her screams breaking into quiet sobs.


‘Papa …’ Her voice was a muted rasp. ‘It hurts, Papa …’


A pulse of anger rose up from Llewyn’s deepest, most painful memories. A wave of heat and blinding flame. His arm rose and fell without any thought but outrage. The hammer left his hand, wheeled through the air, and crunched into the old man’s skull. Trefor and the old woman stared, disbelieving, as he collapsed.


<A mistake,> the Grey Lady chided.


‘Show me!’ Llewyn roared, touching his ring.


The air above Siwan bubbled, then burst, revealing the raven fiend. Taloned feet gripped the edges of the flat granite surface. Its rippling, distended mass balanced on bone-thin legs. Three sets of desiccated wings reached for Siwan. It threw back its head and opened wide its jagged beak. The cawing of countless crows sounded from the trees, and as one they descended upon Llewyn.


Beaks and claws tore for his eyes. He tucked his head and ran towards the altar, digging the anatase from his pocket. He broke the black crystal and hurled it behind himself, releasing the bound spirit of fire within. Light and heat burst to life, and the crows retreated, singed and terrified.


The raven fiend howled, turned its hundred eyes back to Siwan, and reached for her with shredded wings.


Llewyn struck at the fiend as he reached the altar, hoping the ritual had weakened the fiend’s defences. Pale ghostwood, willed to razor sharpness, rebounded from the roiling, devouring red of the fiend’s flesh. One of its eyes swivelled towards him. It swept its wings outwards and hurled a wind that carried Llewyn to the edge of the clearing. He landed hard on his side. Something cracked in his ribcage. He staggered to his feet, gasping against pain that shot down his right flank. Overhead, the crows wheeled and gathered.


<Kill the alderman,> the Grey Lady urged. <Kill the woman, before the crows attack again. Break the stone, gwyddien!>


<But the girl—>


<The raven fiend has already bent her from her mortal shape! Soon she will be its servant, like all the rest. There can be no saving her. Better that she die.>


<But—>


<Destroy it!> Her command echoed in his mind, a bolt of lightning searing up from the silver band on his thumb. <You were made to be a weapon, not a saviour.>


And for what purpose, he wondered, is Siwan being made?


But there was no choice. No way he could see to save her. Better to end her misery and to avenge her. First upon the raven fiend, then upon her father, and the village that had chosen to consume her. He went to the corpse of the old man and pried the hammer from his skull.


‘Be gone, gwyddien!’ Trefor screamed, voice gummed by tears and terror. ‘She is my daughter. Do you think I would give her up if it was not necessary? This is how we protect ourselves!’


Pain seized Llewyn’s side. His pulse pounded behind his eyes. Fire roared in his chest. He remembered his mother watching him – saying nothing, doing nothing – as he was taken away to the taste of iron and the smell of wet earth.


Trefor dropped his arms and backed away, casting about for some means to defend himself. Llewyn, with ghostwood sharp in hand, ran him through.


The old woman gasped and buckled as the full weight of the ritual fell upon her. Siwan’s voice rose in turn. The raven fiend stretched out its malformed wings and beat the air. Siwan rose with it, hovering above the stone, her back arched and black hair wild as feathers in the wind.


‘You fool!’ the old woman screamed. ‘If the ritual fails now it will have her anyway, not as a servant but as a puppet! It will escape wearing her twisted skin!’


The raven fiend’s massive, distended body shrank towards Siwan, bit by bit, as it began to crush itself into the narrow frame of her bones. Her eyes rolled, black pupils in yellow sclera, the same as the crows that wheeled over the clearing.


<Lady …?>


<Kill them all! The woman, the girl, and the fiend with them! All are corruptions! All bleeding wounds in the world!>


The crows wheeled once more, then dived, their beaks open and talons out.


‘You have brought doom on us all, gwyddien!’ the old woman wailed. ‘You have unleashed a devil more wicked even than—’


Her last word was swallowed by a burst of pressure, like rolling thunder. Leaves crackled and spun as the crows scattered, battered and tossed by a sudden rush of wind. Afanan strode into the clearing, a cracked topaz in one hand. The other held a square of malachite. She muttered a word and drew a shape in the air with the stone, which then shattered. Roots reared up at the old woman’s feet. She screamed as they bound her, then gagged her and held her down.


‘You should have waited for me,’ Afanan called. With a turn of her wrist she produced another gem, as black as the depths of the sea. She drew a circle in the earth with her feet, then stood at its heart and shouted a word like splitting stone. The raven fiend screamed and buckled. The bulk of its body, not yet vanished into Siwan, stretched taut, as though dragged by invisible hands towards Afanan and the gem she held.


<She is worst of them all!> the Grey Lady said. <A dabbler in secret things. Powers beyond all but the First Folk. Tainted by what they left behind. And she tries to bind it! Strike, while it is weak and distracted, and then we will deal with the sorceress!>


Llewyn could not convince her; could not collect his thoughts to form any argument. There was only the searing impetus rising from his ring, the fire of his rage, and the fiend, and his terror. He readied his sword to strike.


‘If you kill it, the girl will die!’ Afanan strained against the effort of her ritual. ‘I can draw it out of her. She’ll live, if you let me do this.’


<It is a trick!> the Grey Lady seethed.


Llewyn hesitated. Siwan’s cries had deepened to a ragged croak, like a crow’s imitation of a frightened child.


‘Papa …’ Her eyes rolled towards him, full of fear and need. ‘Please … help me …’


Memory assaulted Llewyn. Pale figures leading him away from home. His hands in theirs, their skin rough as bark, as they lowered him into the grave, saying only that this was his fate. That he was becoming what he must to pay for an ancient service. A service to someone else, payment given unwillingly.


‘You were made, weren’t you, gwyddien?’ Afanan said. ‘Buried in the roots of a ghost tree, in the deepest heart of the Greenwood. Their coin on your tongue. Her ring on your finger. Reborn with a sword in hand.’


Wet soil had covered his flesh. He had sobbed as the weight of it settled on him, then wailed, begged for his mother and father while his mouth and nose filled with earth until he sputtered. The bite of silver on his finger. The rasp of roots against his skin as they enfolded him, pushing through the earth like the fingers of a cold, grasping hand. The acrid taste of iron turning to fire, while his blood surged with panic until his heart slowed and he descended into death, his mind swirling with visions of the fae.


Then the Grey Lady, calling him back to the mortal world. Condemning him to a life skulking in shadows. A life lived in fragments, confronting nightmare after nightmare.


‘Who traded your life?’ Afanan said, her voice raw. ‘And for what?’


<This sorceress is as wicked as the rest!> All reason was gone from the Grey Lady’s voice. She only howled now, full of hatred. <Self-serving! Callous! Deserving of death! Kill her, gwyddien! That is your purpose.>


Made for a purpose in the roots of a haunted tree. As Siwan had been given a purpose upon the altar stone.


Llewyn reached for his ring. Slowly, as if in a dream, he pulled it from his thumb.


<What are you—?>


Silver leaves cut his skin, drawing viscous blood. He felt strength pour out of him. His limbs seemed to fill with lead. A fog rolled through his mind.


Then silence.


Broken by Afanan’s scream.


She buckled and fell to one knee. Her arms shook with the strain of holding the gem aloft. Her ritual had disrupted the raven fiend’s glamour; even without the Grey Lady’s gift, Llewyn could see its bulk stretched tight between the two vessels, the child and the gemstone.


Llewyn stumbled to Afanan’s side. ‘What can I do?’


‘Weaken it,’ she gasped. ‘However you can.’


Without the Grey Lady’s power flowing from his ring, he had only his ghostwood sword. A blade forged from part of his soul drawn out while he lay buried in the roots of the tree, fading from life to death and back again. A powerful weapon, responsive to his will. As sharp and deadly as he desired.


He struck one blow meant to wound, not to kill. The blade carved through the fiend’s defences, softened as they were by strain and inattention, and pierced distended flesh.


Its howl overwhelmed him, transforming all sound into the buzz of countless wasps. With a reek of ancient rot and a gout of blood as black as the grave, the fiend’s body tore like old, decaying leather.


Afanan reeled backwards as the greater mass of the fiend disappeared, screaming, into her gemstone. The other remnant – its countless legs, a single, frayed wing – snapped back into Siwan’s body, no longer gripped by any ritual. The girl clawed at herself, screaming without voice, her yellow-black eyes bulging.


‘Afanan!’ Llewyn cried. ‘Help her!’


Afanan tucked the gemstone, which now swirled with a dark, red fog, up her sleeve. She produced another, a feldspar as white as milk, and held it over Siwan’s snarling face. She drew a circle in the air, said a word of power and recoiled.


‘I can’t disentangle them,’ she said, shoulders slumped with exhaustion. ‘At best, I could bind it, but even then, a mortal soul will never stand against a fiend.’


A mortal soul. Llewyn took a breath. There was a way through this. A substitution of one terror with another.


Is it better to kill the girl, or to change her? Not for any purpose. Only to save her life.


A life Llewyn would protect, as her father should have protected it. As his own mother should have protected his. Siwan had looked to him when her own father turned a deaf ear to her pain, and he would not look away. He had cast aside the Grey Lady and her purpose – both the cruelty of it, and the comfort of certainty. But the coal of anger he had long buried still burned.


Maybe this was a way to quiet it, at last.


‘Do it,’ he said.


‘She’ll die. Worse than die. We’ll make her a wraith. Something worse than a wraith. An undead soul, twisted by the raven fiend. Something new and terrible.’


‘We’ll make her a gwyddien. Fae power can stand against this fiend.’


He met Afanan’s startled gaze.


‘There is no ghost tree here.’


His sword became brittle at a motion of his will. The blunted tip broke easily.


‘This …’ Afanan shook her head. ‘I don’t know if this will work.’


‘She deserves to live,’ Llewyn said. ‘This is her only chance.’


Afanan took a deep, steadying breath. She held out the feldspar and said her word of power.


Siwan’s scream shook Llewyn’s bones. Llewyn closed her fingers around the broken shard of ghostwood. A scrap, still haunted with a sliver of his soul.


‘Siwan,’ he whispered, trying and failing to remember the words that had drawn him back from death. The Grey Lady’s ring hung heavy in his pocket. He could slip it around her finger, let the Grey Lady lend her power to this effort to seal the fiend. And then either destroy the girl, or twist her into an agent of the fae.


Her eyelids fluttered, then fell shut. She collapsed to the stone and lay still, her breath settling, her hands still clutching the shard. Llewyn released a long-held breath and slumped onto the altar beside her.


The contortion of her bones eased back into an ordinary child’s frame. But the dark stain of her hair remained, and a roughness to her skin, like birch bark. When her eyelids fluttered in troubled sleep, there was a yellow tint to her eye.


‘I …’ Afanan’s voice was weak with disbelief. ‘I think she will live.’


But Llewyn had failed to protect her. Had made her like him – outcast, a creature of the fae – and in the process turned his back on the thin communion and protection of the Grey Lady’s court.


No. Siwan had already been cast out. Given up to ancient powers in payment for her village’s independence and protection. Llewyn understood this, yet guilt ate at him – the image of her on the altar, looking to him for care and protection, denied by her own father, as Llewyn himself had been denied. He resolved, then, never to fail her again. To give her whatever peace and goodness he could.


‘I will take her with me,’ he said, lifting his head to meet Afanan’s gaze. ‘She should understand what she has become.’


‘Of course,’ Afanan said without hesitation. ‘But a vagabond wandering the roads with a girl child will hardly slip beneath suspicion.’


Llewyn made to protest, but Afanan pressed on, her smile sharp despite exhaustion. ‘Do you know any life but the Grey Lady’s service? How will you feed her? How will you feed yourself? My troupe is always open, gwyddien. We can help you. At least until you can make your own way in the world. You deserve to live, too.’


A shudder shook him. His vision became clouded, as though by mist.


When last, he wondered, had he wept?
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