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  Chapter 1




  Gone




  “Lord Aclaí! Lord Aclaí!”




  He realised the voice was not part of his dreams and opened his eyes. He said Words of Light and stood up.




  “Lord Aclaí!” the voice came again.




  “What is it, Rónmór?” he replied, opening the door.




  “It’s the Mentor, my lord,” Rónmór explained. “He’s gone.”




  “Gone? How can he be gone?”




  “I went into his chamber, my lord. I know I shouldn’t, but I knew something was wrong. I think he has been gone since the Evening Meal. His bed has not been slept in.”




  “Eala?”




  “She is gone too, my lord. Anyway, her room hasn’t been slept in since the Night of Light.”




  That was more than four months ago. If Aclaí felt anything about the way Eala had shut them all out he didn’t show it in front of Rónmór.




  Instead he said, “Very well, I will come and help you look. You go and ask the servants.” He left his room and shut the door behind him.




  “I will, lord,” answered Rónmór, relieved to have something to do.




  Aclaí left him and went down through the gates and down the Hill to the Court of the Veterans. He went into the Flyer House.




  “Who is on watch here?” he called.




  “I am, my lord.” The young man who answered Aclaí was dark-haired, with eyes from the Great Ocean. He thought the young man was of Novice rank. “Can I help?” the young man asked.




  “How many Flyers do you have out tonight?”




  “Five, my lord,” he answered. “The two big transports are at Lorgcoiseagéan, changing the watch. Bealach has the boat Flyer, up in the Archipelago.” Aclaí listened to him hesitate. “There is the folding Flyer: Lady Éirime has that, but she has had it all year.”




  “And the other? You said there were five.”




  “There are, my lord. Eala took one out.”




  “Does Eala know how to fly one?”




  “I don’t know, my lord. Someone came with her to collect it. I think he was showing her how.”




  “What was his name?”




  “I don’t know,” the young man answered, afraid. “I didn’t recognise him, my lord.”




  “What did he look like, then?”




  “He was a northman, my lord. He had hair the colour of straw and eyes like jade. He was neither tall nor short.”




  “Did he look like the Mentor?”




  “He did, my lord. He looked just, exactly like…” The lad looked confused. “Was I deceived, my lord?”




  “You were. Don’t be afraid. What Rank are you?”




  “I have not been Initiated yet.”




  “Then who would expect you to win a battle of Power with the Mentor?”




  “I never realised there was a battle of Power, my lord.”




  “And if he’d been trying to kill you, you never would have realised. But it was not you he was trying to deceive. Did Eala say where she was going?”




  “She said she was…” again, the young man looked confused. “I thought she had told me but she didn’t. I asked her and she told me that tomorrow … today … is her Nativity Day. I assumed she was going back to her home village. But she didn’t tell me. She confused me by talking to me.” He looked unhappy. “She is Fourth Rank, my lord, no more. Do Favourites learn Words that we don’t, my lord?”




  “It’s not Words. That is Eala,” Aclaí answered. “She has a way of talking, of making you feel good, while doing as she pleases. She can be manipulative. Why do you think she is Favourite? She is not particularly pretty, is she?”




  “I wouldn’t like to say, my lord. But it is easy to like her, even with all she has done.”




  “All she has done?”




  “Forgive me, my lord. But nobody has been Initiated since before Midwinter. They teach us Words of Power but, if we are never Initiated, we will never gain Rank. We will always be Novices, my lord. Of course there is resentment. I am sure it is different higher up the Hill.”




  Except for the Court of the Favourites, thought Aclaí. But he didn’t let this Novice see that. “It is different. I am sure this situation will not last forever though. Did you see them depart?”




  “I did, my lord. They went to the north towards the Grey Gate. I didn’t see them get there, though.”




  “Was it just the two of them?”




  “I only saw two, my lord.”




  “You have been helpful,” said Aclaí.




  He went out again, across the court, to find the Leader of Patrols. The sky was just brightening.




  “Who is on watch tonight?” he called.




  “I am,” replied Crannóg, a Veteran.




  “What of the night?”




  “Quiet, my lord. We have no reports of any hostility. A Novice party got lost near Teach Coille Scamall, but they were found not long ago.”




  “That is good. I want the watch raised to highest vigilance. And I want to be called if there are any hostilities or anything unusual.”




  “Highest vigilance, my lord? Are there any particular Forest paths you want to concentrate on? Are you expecting an attack? Or is this one of Lord Foscúil’s drills?”




  Aclaí thought for a moment. He had no idea which way the Mentor might have gone. He hoped that they had gone to Anleacán, taking Eala back to her family. Anleacán wasn’t on any of the well known Forest paths. But if he was in the world somewhere, then all the paths that were known to the City needed to be patrolled, because they all began somewhere on Earth, and any of them might bring a monster attack.




  He had no idea. “If this was one of Foscúil’s drills, what answer would you expect me to give?” he said.




  Crannóg smiled. “Of course, my lord. I’ll get two dozen Novices out of bed and wake the Forest Houses. I hope Lord Foscúil appreciates it.”




  “Oh, I’m sure he will,” answered Aclaí. He turned to go. “I’ll tell him now.”




  As he left, Aclaí put his hand on his sword-hilt and thought of Foscúil.




  lord aclaí came the reply if you call me this early it is normally an interesting morning




  “Well, today is more fun than most. The Mentor has eloped. He’s taken the Key of Creation out of the City.”




  hes been doing that all summer aclaí came the reply tell me where they have gone and ill arrange the patrols to protect them




  Aclaí imagined Foscúil still laughing, and wished the sword-hilts carried more emotion. “I would tell you if I knew. He’s eloped.”




  cac us fuil Foscúil replied i will come to the city and we can track his bodyguard and find them




  “All he took with him was one Fourth-Rank Novice, Foscúil. I’ve ordered highest vigilance. I can’t track them because they took a Flyer.”




  which fourth rank is so capable that the mentor would trust Foscúil replied and then stopped. did he elope with eala




  “He did. How good is she?”




  her breathing is good and her courage is excellent aclaí but she has no forest experience From the bottom of the Hill, Aclaí heard the sound of the bell being rung in the Novice dormitories. Raised voices added themselves to the bell’s clamour. if they get anything bigger than a single fo-mór Foscúil continued then she will be outmatched




  “And him?”




  you know what i think about that aclaí Foscúil replied. words of power are no good without a strong swordsman Aclaí was about to answer, but Foscúil added if they meet monsters they will die




  “Then they could already be dead.”




  probably not answered Foscúil it has been a quiet night




  “I hope the Mentor realises that he should not use the Key of Creation outside the City. Just carrying it is not that obvious, but if he uses it out there he will attract the attention of the strongest of the Wild Mages.” Aclaí thought that he might not, though: he had carried it since the day it had come to the Sea People, centuries before Aclaí had been Selected. There was no reason for him to know. “I will check something,” he added. “Let me know if anything happens.”




  As Aclaí walked across the Court of the Favourites, Rónmór caught up with him.




  “My lord Aclaí,” he said breathlessly, “The servants say they packed food and warm peasant clothes for the Mentor and Favourite. The food was just one meal.”




  “Then maybe they will be back in the morning,” said Aclaí. “You have done well. Now wait here.”




  Leaving Rónmór behind, Aclaí went back into the Mentor’s room. He knew it was forbidden but he thought that perhaps the Mentor had thought to leave the Key of Creation behind, relying on his ban on others entering. Aclaí knew Rónmór had already broken that rule and now he was doing the same. As a precaution he whispered the Words of Concealment before entering.




  The room was bright: much brighter than he expected. The curtain was drawn back and through the crystal window Aclaí could see how the first light of the coming dawn shone on the ocean. He looked at the desk, seeing the familiar things. His eyes fell on the leather bag. The bag was something he had seen before, many times. It was much more worn than it had been when he had first seen it. He had never seen inside it, which was almost proof to him that it was what he sought. He sat on the chair and opened the bag.




  The skull leered at him and he almost dropped it. Then the surprise was washed over by the realisation of the consequences of such a mishap. He lifted the skull out, placed it carefully on the desk, then looked in the bag. There was a pebble, roughly carved into the shape of a snake’s head. It fitted comfortably in his palm. The work was primitive, not City work, but made without tools. There was nothing else. He put the pebble back and picked up the skull.




  The skull was of a young adult, old enough to have all it’s teeth but not old enough for any to be worn or missing. Not all it’s teeth, he corrected himself: the wisdom teeth appeared not to have fully grown. He looked at the line of the skull and at the shape of the jaw. Aclaí frowned.




  Rónmór was still waiting outside.




  “We’re done,” said Aclaí, making him jump.




  “Did you find what you were looking for, Lord Aclaí?”




  “I didn’t,” he answered. “Now I have to call people.”




  He placed his hand on the sword-hilt again and thought of Miotal.




  


  * * *





  Aclaí called at the door. “Eibheara?”




  “What is it?” she asked, opening it a little. She let her cloak open a little and leaned forward. “Do you want to come in?”




  “I’m afraid there is no time,” he answered, diplomatically. “I have asked the Immortals to meet over breakfast.”




  She looked at the seriousness of his face.




  “What is it?”




  “Come along and I will explain. We need to get Cathúa.”




  Cathúa was not in her room: a servant directed them to the House of Power.




  As they went over, Eibheara asked, “So, what has happened?”




  “The Mentor is gone.”




  “Gone? Gone where?”




  “Nobody knows. That is the problem.”




  “Has anyone called him?”




  “I’ve called him. And Eala. They don’t answer.”




  “Eala is only Fourth Rank. Why would he answer a Fourth Rank?”




  Cathúa came out of the House of Power.




  “Aclaí, I heard the Forest Bell sound this morning.”




  “You did. The Mentor is gone into the Forest. I want the Immortals to meet now.”




  “I understand.” She followed Eibheara and Aclaí down to the Court of the Immortals.




  


  * * *





  The retired Immortals arrived back at the City that morning. They gathered beneath the trees in the Court of the Immortals, while the servants brought food and drink to break their fasts. There was Aclaí; his allies Miotal, Foscúil and Damhánalla; the favourites Cathúa and Eibheara; Rian from Tírcupla in the Archipelago; and the three youngest Immortals, Luaith, Míne and Stail. Only two Immortals known to be — or at least hoped to be — alive were not there: Éirime and the Mentor. Aclaí had called both of them, but neither had answered. But at least he knew that the sword-hilt had tried to call: both had been alive then.




  Aclaí began. “After the Evening Meal last night, Eala and the Mentor took a Flyer and left.” He ignored the grumbling sounds from around them when he mentioned Eala’s name. He was surprised to see that Rian, who had never met Eala, also reacted to her name. “They didn’t return. Foscúil, have you found anything?”




  “I’ve sent out patrols from the City and from the House of the Grey Seas to all the places they have visited on their trips out. None of them have found the Mentor.”




  Eibheara spoke. “Didn’t the Mentor tell anyone where they were going?”




  “He didn’t,” Aclaí answered. “In fact, the Mentor used Words of Misdirection to hide his departure.”




  “Do they intend to return?”




  Aclaí was about to answer but he realised that he had no information: only his fears.




  As he hesitated Miotal spoke. “We have talked about this before, grand-niece. If he is gone, then we need to replace him. Someone else must take the Key of Creation and…”




  Aclaí realised what they were saying and what they had been planning. He saw the shocked expressions on the faces of the five who weren’t his close friends.




  “He took the Key of Creation with him,” Aclaí interrupted.




  “Then he is a fool,” said Cathúa, then stopped as she heard her own words and saw the faces around the table. “I mean…” she started again…




  “Whatever your opinion,” answered Aclaí, “he took it. He took it every time he left the City with Eala.”




  “And another sixty warriors,” added Foscúil. “Cathúa is right. She has turned him into a fool. If the Key of Creation ends up in the possession of the monsters of the Forest, that could be the end of the City.”




  “It would be the end of humanity,” answered Aclaí. “Even if the Mentor wants to go, we cannot let him take the Key of Creation with him. We would need it to protect him.”




  “Why would he abandon the City?” asked Miotal. “We talked about what we should do if he had an accident,” he added, looking around the circle.




  Aclaí reflected that he was not often the person left out of plans. But he would not show it.




  “None of us knows for sure that he has chosen to abandon the City,” Aclaí said. “What we need to do is find him and ask him. Which means keeping him safe until he can tell us what he wants.”




  “What happens if he uses the Key of Creation out there?” asked Eibheara.




  “But he wouldn’t…” Míne began.




  “Everyone that has Mastery of Creation will know it is outside the protection of the City,” replied Foscúil. “We don’t know how many monster Masters of Creation there are.”




  “Why would he?” asked Cathúa. “That would be even more foolish than taking it into the Forest in the first place.”




  “And how would he know that?” replied Foscúil.




  “How? You know the way we all feel it when the Key of Creation is used? He must … oh. He has never felt anyone else use the Key of Creation, has he? Not without carrying it. He wouldn’t know.” She thought a moment. “Can we warn him?”




  “We can’t warn him if he ignores his sword,” replied Eibheara. “Or if that disaster of a Novice ignores hers.”




  “Disaster of..?” replied Cathúa. “You mean Eala?”




  “Of course I mean Eala. That stupid little child! If she has persuaded him to Retire, that’s bad enough, but…”




  Aclaí saw the agreement on the faces around him.




  “No more speculation!” Aclaí banged the table with the palm of his hand. “We find him and we ask him. Until then, guessing is wasting time and energy.”




  Miotal reached his hand and placed it on Aclaí’s.




  “It is not as simple as that, Aclaí my friend,” said Miotal. “We have ten Immortals, some fifty Veterans, four hundred Novices and seventeen houses of the Forest People, not to mention six million peasants to govern. When the Mentor is not at Evening Meal tonight, what do we say?”




  Aclaí hadn’t thought of that: he was worrying about the Mentor’s safety. But of course the others had, because they had already talked it through.




  Miotal continued, “We can’t just say ‘the Mentor’s gone, we hope we find him before the Forest monsters do’. They’ll go beserk.”




  “You are right,” acknowledged Aclaí. “What do you suggest?”




  “Leadership has to come from the Immortals,” Miotal replied. “How we arrange that leadership has been the source of some disagreement.”




  “I think the Immortals should rule by consensus,” said Eibheara.




  “I think we need another Mentor,” countered Foscúil, “not an ongoing argument.”




  “You see?” said Cathúa. “They always argue like this. They are both right; one Immortal must listen to the others but, if there is a crisis, someone needs to be able to make decisions.”




  “It’s not the Mentor who makes the decisions during crises anyway, Cathúa,” added Miotal. “It is Aclaí. I will follow him through this crisis, too.”




  “So will I,” declared Foscúil.




  “I will follow you, Aclaí,” promised Damhánalla.




  He looked around at the others: Míne spoke.




  “Today we need to make a decision on how to rescue the Mentor. Who replaces him if he wants to Retire is something we can decide later. Perhaps he will offer us his opinion.”




  Rian looked from Míne to Aclaí. “She is right, Oldest.”




  “Míne,” said Aclaí, “I don’t want to be Mentor. If he has chosen to Retire — and for all we know, he is simply going for a picnic with a pretty girl and will be home by Evening Meal — if he has chosen to Retire, we will discuss how to keep him safe. I hope he will have something to say about how we are to govern ourselves. What we are talking about is how to keep things safe while we find him.”




  “She’s not that pretty,” objected Eibheara. “In fact she’s ugly, with her squashed-up nose, her dreadful skin and her dead-fox hair…”




  “Well, whatever you think of her charms, the point stands,” Foscúil interrupted. “We need a leader while we find him. When we find him, he might choose a leader. Or council. Or whatever he suggests.”




  Míne said, “Until we find the Mentor, then.”




  Rían agreed, “I will follow you until we find him, Lord Aclaí.”




  “And I will,” accepted Stail.




  “I will,” Luaith added.




  There was a pause. “Then I will, for as long as this crisis lasts,” answered Eibheara, more warily. “But not as Mentor.”




  “I am not the Mentor and I never will be,” replied Aclaí. He looked at Cathúa. “If we were a council, we would need you to make us unanimous.”




  “We would also need you, Aclaí.”




  Aclaí laughed. “You are correct, of course. You always are. Will you give me your answer anyway?”




  “Aclaí, Oldest, I am not going to oppose you. If you need more answer than that, I would prefer to give it in private.”




  “That is sufficient,” Aclaí answered. “Then I will do this until we have the Mentor’s answer — or we know we will not receive it.” He thought a moment, his mind racing as it did in a crisis. “First we make the Forest safe. Then we find the Mentor and Eala. Meanwhile we do not discuss this matter with anyone. We do not talk about this discussion, we do not permit discussion of the Mentor’s absence, we do not…” he stopped.




  They all stopped. They had felt the Key of Creation used.




  


  * * *





  The Favourites filed in to the Hall as usual, watched by everyone else, but Aclaí thought he could hear tension in the room, whispering, as it always was when there were an empty places set at their table. They stood, Aclaí drew Immortal Breath and he spoke.




  “Tonight I am making announcements. The Mentor is not at evening meal tonight. He may not be at evening meal tomorrow night, or the day after. This matter is not to be discussed by anyone. If ye hear it being discussed, tell me.” He let that sink in. “That will be all.”




  He sat down and everyone else sat too. But instead of the normal roar of conversation, there was only silence.




  


  * * *





  After the Evening Meal was over there were patrols to organise and people to meet. By the time Aclaí had done all he could, it was past midnight and he was tired. He could hear someone weeping, there in the Court of the Favourites, but he walked by: he was simply too exhausted to investigate.




  Cathúa waited at his door.




  “Aclaí,” she said, “I will answer more fully, if you want to talk.”




  “Very well,” he answered. He let her in and she sat on a stool. He sat on the corner of his bed. “What do you need to tell me?”




  There was a silence and Aclaí watched Cathúa think.




  “I keep wondering about Iolar,” she said at last.




  “What about him?” he answered, cautiously.




  “How did he die?”




  “History doesn’t say, Cathúa. You know that better than anyone.”




  “I know,” she agreed. “I don’t think my question was precise. What I want to know is why he died.”




  “Why? You cannot answer that without knowing how.”




  “That is true.”




  Aclaí watched her puzzle for a moment and knew that she was struggling with unfamiliar skills. But he didn’t offer to help, he just waited for her to continue.




  “I have impressions from reading the accounts, but you knew Iolar.”




  “He was Immortal and I was barely a Veteran, Cathúa. He was hardly my friend.” Aclaí shrugged. “What are your impressions, Cathúa?”




  “You will forgive me if I am wrong? I am not a good judge of people.”




  “I will forgive you. Say.”




  “It seems to me that his culture was from before the City culture, that his values were more direct. He was someone who used power and the threat of power to get his way.”




  “You mean he was a bully?”




  Cathúa looked uncomfortable. “Bullies make enemies and, in a bigger, Immortal City, those enmities could cost your life. We see it with Novices from remote villages, particularly foreign-speaking villages. They throw their weight around for a few months, but by Midwinter they are normally dead.”




  “You are right, Cathúa,” he agreed. “So what is your theory?”




  “I think someone arranged for him to die in the Forest and that they made sure you would not bring back evidence of this assasination.”




  “Who would do that?”




  “I don’t know, Oldest. But I wondered if you know. The thing is, I am worried about Immortals being assassinated. The Mentor tries … tried to prevent it and I wanted to understand your view. Not how, or who: I can guess at those things — and I can keep my guesses to myself. What I want to understand is why.”




  “Why do you think?”




  “I already said, Oldest. I think he was a bully. Most people who are not bullies avoid or ignore them. Some seek them out and try to join them. But some protect the weak from bullies. I think someone like that was the cause of Iolar’s death.”




  “And how does this affect your answer?”




  “I want to know if you will be a bully or a protector. Are you a protector? Would you have assassinated Iolar if he was alive today?”




  “I would not,” Aclaí answered, emphatically. Then, as he watched Cathúa’s face fall, he continued, “I am Twenty-Second Rank and he was Sixteenth when last I saw him. Today I would challenge him and kill him face to face. He was a bully and only one person mourned his absence in the City. But then I was Ninth Rank and recently fallen from Favourite: no such option was available.”




  “Then I will follow you or Retire, Aclaí. But if you oppose the Mentor, or strive against him, I will not follow you ever again.” Cathúa hesitated. “I know I am not as big or powerful as you, Aclaí, and that all I care for is books, but I think you might come to regret it if I became your enemy.”




  “I understand, Cathúa and I am sure you are right. I think we understand one another better than I would have expected. Thank you.”




  


  * * *





  Aclaí was awake. He had been asleep, but there was someone in his room. He was reaching out his hand, slowly, freeing his fingers to use the Silver Cord, when they lifted the covers and slid under the sheets. He smelt roses and felt the strength in her hands as she touched his body.




  “Eibheara,” he whispered.




  She climbed up and sat on his hips. He felt her hands move down, guiding. He reached up to her and touched her face. She was weeping. He sat up and put his arms around her. He held her head close to his shoulder and let her use him for comfort.




  Even when she was done her body still shook. He stroked her back while she wept.




  “He never loved any of us,” she said at last. “And now we will never see him again.”




  “We don’t know that, Eibheara.”




  “Look at what is happening in the Forest, Aclaí,” she whispered. “And what we see are just feints. We know they are out there, a huge surge of them. But we don’t know where most of them are and we don’t know where the Mentor is either. They have waited centuries for this.”




  “And they will have committed everything they have. If we defeat them, Eibheara, we will be stronger against the Forest than we have ever been.”




  “What will we care if we have lost him?”




  “Eibheara, think. He has the Key of Creation. If the Wild Adepts get that, we will be dead, all of us. The City will fall.”




  “I know, Aclaí. But how can you care about the Key of Creation when he is lost?”




  “Because, if he returns, we will have it again. And if he doesn’t return, then we will only have to go on without him for a few days. There won’t be time to mourn him.”




  “That is your comfort?” He heard the disbelief in her voice. “You simply say that if he dies we will not have to live long without him?”




  “It works for me, Eibheara.”




  “What if he comes back with her and tells us that he wants to Retire?” She sighed and Aclaí could feel her tension inside. “You have seen them together. What if he tells us that he wants to marry her?”




  “The Sea People do not marry, Eibheara. He will tire of her and then she will fall.” He rocked back and forward a little and she picked up the rhythm. “Eibheara, I’ve seen him besotted with a new Favourite before. It doesn’t last.”




  “I hate her, Aclaí. Have you ever seen him as besotted as this?”




  “Not this bad. But I’ve never seen it last very long, either. It has lasted a year. That’s a long time for the Mentor. I don’t think it will last another.”




  “What if this time it’s forever?”




  “Forever is a long time, Eibheara.”




  “Look at us. We love him forever.”




  “That is the Initiation. No natural love lasts that long.”




  Eibheara froze. “Aclaí, what about you and..?”




  He put his finger on her lips. “Unrequited love always outlasts the other sort. And his love is never unrequited.”




  “But ours is.”




  “I don’t believe it. He loves us in his own way.”




  “You, perhaps. He used to like the games I played for him, but he has never loved me. And now…” and she was weeping again. “If he comes back to marry her and Retire, what then, Aclaí?”




  “Then we will do what we have to do. Even if you are right and he doesn’t love us, we still love him. It is our job to keep him safe and to keep the rest of humanity safe. We will take the Key of Creation and we will run the City. For him.”




  “You really do dream of being Mentor, don’t you, Aclaí?”




  “To live in an empty City, surrounded by politics and bitterness? Living the rest of my days with yet more unrequited love? It is hardly a dream, Eibheara. That is a nightmare.” He held her and he breathed his Immortal Breath. Then he added, “But I will do my duty.”




  “Your duty?”




  “With the help of my friends I will bear it, Eibheara. With the love of my friends I will do my duty.”




  


  * * *





  It was early evening. Geana and Caora were on Caora’s bed, stealing a little time together before she went into the commons to play, to celebrate the harvesting of the hay.




  There was someone at the door and Caora called out without getting out of bed.




  “I will be along shortly. Wait for me in the commons.”




  There was a moment’s silence and then the caller tried again, a little more insistently.




  Geana went to the door, pulling her dress over her head and drawing the curtain to hide Caora’s nakedness. A tall dark man waited outside, his blue cloak on his shoulders, his sword on his hip. It was the Lord Miotal, she realised.




  “Where have you been, you stupid girl?” he demanded, “And where is the Mentor?”




  “I don’t know, my lord,” she cried out. She remembered the Mentor, remembered her sister standing between her and the falling sword. She stepped back, giving ground, and behind her Caora opened the door further.




  “Why are you frightening her?” Caora asked, in a clear, cold voice that chilled Geana to the bones. Her sword was naked in her other hand. Geana worried for a moment about seeing Miotal defied but then she realised that Éirime was of higher Rank than him. She hadn’t seen the sword in her hand since that day at the inn, when Spideog had been sick.




  “Does Eala know where the Mentor is, Lady Éirime?” he asked, more politely but no less urgently.




  “I have no idea, Miotal. I haven’t seen her since Midwinter’s Day and I haven’t seen him since the Day of Autumn, at the Selection.” Her tone was scornful. “Have you tried the City?”




  He looked at Geana, confused. “Who is this?”




  “This is Eala’s sister Geana.”




  Miotal turned away from her: in his mind, she was no more than a peasant. “You don’t keep up with events at the City, do you, Éirime?”




  “I came to Áthaiteorainn to get away from the City, Miotal. Surely you know that?”




  “The Mentor took Eala out of the City the night before last. Nobody has seen them since. We wondered if you might know where they had gone.”




  Éirime was worried. Then she remembered Iolar and how everyone had thought he was too high Rank to be at risk in the woods: how everyone expected him to return and how he never had. Then she was really scared. Maybe they were dead. Or, if they’d eloped, taken the Key of Creation deep into the Forest, they soon would be.




  “Are they all right?” she whispered.




  “We have no idea. There is a huge wave of monsters coming out of the Forest, but the Mentor and Favourite are both missing. The City is in uproar. Lord Aclaí has been banging some heads together, trying to coordinate both search and defence.”




  “Misfortunes always come in gangs,” Éirime quoted, thinking of her own days in the Forest. She realised she was as scared for the Mentor as for Eala, something she would never have believed.




  “It is not a coincidence, Éirime. We Immortals have felt the Mentor using the Key of Creation out of the City. That is what Lord Aclaí thinks has brought the monsters.”




  Éirime had felt no such thing, but she tried to ignore the Key of Creation. Any use of the Power of Mastery just made her feel like the Mentor was watching her. “So Aclaí thinks this wave of monsters is led by some kind of monster Master of Creation?”




  “Not one, several. He thinks they have been waiting for an opportunity. We really don’t know how long the big monsters last, or how quickly they breed. The Chaos Lords may actually be Manifestations. They could have planned this for centuries.”




  “What about the Forest People?”




  “The Forest People have lost four Houses so far, not including the loss of Dubhloch before Springtime.”




  When Éirime had last taken an interest, there had been Seventeen Houses. So a quarter were gone in two days.




  “Where will it end, then?” she asked.




  “If the monsters get the Key of Creation, I think it will be the end of humanity.”




  Éirime realised he was not exaggerating.




  “How can I help?”




  He looked at her hand and at the blade.




  “Keep your sword handy: you are the second-highest Rank and maybe you will be needed.”




  “I’m not much good in a fight, Miotal. My best fighting skill is my running away.”




  “If you are called then it will be too late for that kind of skill. It will be time to make a stand. There won’t be anywhere to run.” She could see that he was already thinking of leaving.




  “You are busy,” she told him. “I won’t keep you.”




  “One other thing, Éirime” he said. “This is not a message from Aclaí, but it is something I would ask you to do for me if we live through this crisis.”




  “What is it?”




  “Please will you make more effort to understand Aclaí?”




  She stared at him and he became aware of the two Ranks that separated them and of the blade in her hand. He realised that he might have presumed too much. She remembered her Sea People voice, her Nineteenth Rank voice, the coldness that replaced her normal half-whisper.




  “I understand Aclaí very well, Miotal: as well as I could ever want.”




  “As you wish, Lady Éirime,” he said and with that he turned and closed the door behind him.




  She threw the blade down and Geana ran into her arms, crying. Éirime realised what Geana had realised straight away: Eala had vanished on their Nativity Day when Geana had most been missing her. They held each other but Éirime felt no comfort from her lover’s embrace. She couldn’t help remembering the other part of Miotal’s message.




  If the Key of Creation was lost, it really might be the end of humanity.




  


  * * *





  Foscúil and Damhánalla were in the watch-room, playing the Flanking Game. The Veterans that normally ran the watches were busy, leading patrols in the Forest, searching for the vast army of wild Adepts and Forest monsters they knew were out there. Aclaí was following Foscúil’s advice: sending out as many small patrols as he could to explore the Forest, while keeping the Immortals in the City, ready to ride out as soon as the enemy was located.




  She was staring at the board, frowning, her chin resting on one slender hand. There was a noise at the door and he turned his head, quickly, like a bird.




  They heard Cathúa’s voice. “Patrol Leader,” she called as she came in, “What day is..?”




  She saw the two of them either side of the table, then stopped talking as she looked down at the game. She reached down, took the stone out of Damhánalla’s fingers and placed it near one of his patrols.




  “What was it you wanted?” Damhánalla asked, irritated.




  “Oh, nothing,” Cathúa replied. She turned and left.




  Foscúil watched Cathúa depart and Damhánalla wondered if winning the game would erase his smile.




  “Would you prefer to place it somewhere else?” he asked.




  “As it happens…” Damhánalla picked the stone up, then put it down on the other side of the board, flanking one of his patrols. She took his stones from the board.




  “If I win this,” she told him, “There will be forfeits.”




  His normally laughing face was downcast.




  “I suppose there will have to be,” he agreed. He put his stone down.




  Three moves later she realised what she had done wrong. She should have left Cathúa’s placement and not fallen into his trap. He put his last stone down and some two dozen of her men were flanked. He lifted them all from the board. Damhánalla knew that she would not recover from this setback.




  “I don’t know why I bother to play with you,” she grumbled. “I might as well try and fight you with the sword.” But, behind her frown, he could see in her eyes that…




  They both looked up when they heard the sounds: Miotal had returned.




  “Well?” Damhánalla asked. “Did she take him home?”




  “She didn’t,” Miotal replied. He sounded as tired as he looked.




  “Did you tell Éirime?” Foscúil asked.




  “I did. I don’t think she will be any use to us.”




  “Has she lost her Breath?”




  “Not a bit of it,” Miotal answered. “She is still … I think she is stronger than I have ever seen her. But her mind is lost in her drink and her song. I don’t think she will come back to the City.”




  “Sit here,” Damhánalla told him. “I have wine.”




  He sat beside her and she poured for him.




  “You don’t think she will return, then?” she asked. “Did you tell her that the Mentor was gone? That Aclaí rules the City?”




  “I mentioned Aclaí to her,” Miotal replied. “Hearing his name made her worse, not better.”




  “You know what I think,” Damhánalla said. “If the Mentor Retires, Aclaí will need her companionship. Ye see how much he misses her. We’ll all need Aclaí’s heart and he needs us to keep it strong.”




  “Hearts don’t matter,” Foscúil interrupted. “Whatever she thinks, if we have to make a stand we will need her sword and her Breath. I don’t know what we’ll have to do to get her to fight for the City, but…”




  Aclaí came in and Damhánalla stood up. She reached up, he took her in his arms and her toes hardly touched the ground. He bent down over her, closed his eyes and breathed in the scent of her hair. Miotal poured wine into another mug.




  Then Aclaí let Damhánalla go and accepted the mug that Miotal pressed into his hand. The three of them watched as his face assumed the mask of authority that the City needed.




  He looked at Miotal. “Had she gone home?”




  “I’m afraid not. And she is not at the Two Rivers?”




  Aclaí sat down and drank a large part of the wine. Then he looked at Miotal. “So, how long had ye been planning to get rid of the Mentor?”




  “You know we weren’t planning to get rid of him,” Miotal replied.




  “Aclaí my lord,” Foscúil rebuked, “One of the first parts of strategy is to plan for every threat.”




  “But how could ye possibly think that..? In what world could ye imagine the Mentor gone?”




  “In this world, my lord,” Foscúil replied. “He is gone. Aclaí, you are oldest of the Favourites. The Mentor cares for you, we all know that. But we are not Favourites. We know what it is like to be without him. We don’t have to imagine it, we feel it every day.”




  “If it works it’s not stupid, I suppose.” Aclaí sighed the Immortal Breath. “So, what did ye plan, then?” He looked from one to another.




  It was Miotal who spoke. “You have control of the City for now, but if we survive this crisis, you will be challenged. You don’t have Initiation to keep the City from turning on you.”




  “Ye want me to still rule after … this is all over?”




  “Who else would we want?” Damhánalla asked. “But Foscúil is right. The City will only become stable if you make it stable.”




  Miotal explained more. “Aclaí, this is the time for this sort of planning. The ideal arrangement is for us to get through this, but for the Immortals and Veterans who could be troublesome to die in the fighting.”




  “As heroes, you understand,” Damhánalla added.




  Aclaí’s face betrayed his surprise. “Who were you planning to … to make heroes?”




  “Rian, for a start,” Miotal began. “Probably Míne and maybe Blátha. Certainly Toirneach. I don’t think Rónmór can be relied on, either. There’s something not right about him. He’s too good to be true, if you know what I mean.”




  “And anyway, he is too popular,” Damhánalla added. “He could be a challenge without even meaning to be.”




  He watched the way Damhánalla looked at Miotal. They were his friends: he knew them too well. “I can handle Blátha. Who else?” he asked.




  It was Foscúil who broke the awkward silence. “Eibheara.”




  “Definitely Eibheara,” Damhánalla agreed.




  “Miotal, she is your kin. When they were planning this, didn’t you speak up for her?”




  “I didn’t. The City comes first, Aclaí. It will be too hard to keep the City united without the Mentor. Eibheara is unreliable, endlessly plotting against shadows that nobody else can see. It would not be enough to get one Eibheara’s loyalty, when next morning she is someone completely different. Aclaí my love, she is not sane. We cannot allow her unpredictability to bring down the City.”




  “I won’t be a part of that, Foscúil,” Aclaí said, knowing that his silence would be taken as assent.




  “You won’t have to be,” Miotal smirked.




  Aclaí tried not to despair. He knew the City needed him to be strong.




  


  * * *





  The horse shied a little and the rider leaned forward to exert his breath. Then he looked around and he got down.




  The path ahead was obliterated by tracks. The bushes had been torn up and the ground was churned into mud. Small trees were smashed flat, larger ones stripped of leaves, twigs and bark to twice the height of a man. He whispered into the horse’s ear the Words of Lost Mind, then he whispered the Words of Concealment to himself. Then, unseen, he picked his way through the mud.




  He was headed for the House of Andánacht, close to their world and a key part of their defence. The House had not reported in, which was unusual. Looking at the trail and the way things had been torn up, he had a suspicion he might know why. He had been in the Forest before and he knew its dangers, but that morning he realised he had to use everything he had learned about keeping safe.




  The trail occupied the whole valley, two thousand paces from one side to the other. As he walked, something pale in the mud caught his eye. He bent down. It was the hand of a young woman. The flesh of the arm and the back of the hand was ripped away and he could see toothmarks on the long bones of the forearm. One of the fingers had been torn off, presumably to steal a ring. He dropped it again. He would not allow himself to feel anything: she was only Forest People, an arrachtumarach — and he was Immortal Rank.




  The House of Andánacht was burning. The stone walls were shattered by malevolent magic. As he approached, the carrion birds shifted nervously. Their awareness was muted by the Words of Concealment but they were unable to completely ignore him. But the army that had raped the House of Andánacht had left them only slim pickings. They were well provisioned — they had dined on the flesh of the Forest People that night.




  But they had left one. As he approached he saw a young one, sitting on a rock a stone’s throw from the gateway, bleeding, naked. He looked around carefully, expecting a trap. The child didn’t look mortally wounded, but he saw why they sat there. The lower half of the child’s body had been transmuted into stone and was fused into the rock itself. The upper half looked around to see what had disturbed the birds.




  He knew it was probably a trap. He also knew that he would probably be able to rescue this witness and see what could be learned — and to see what could be done with this child’s shattered life. But there was no point in taking any risk before he had a chance to report. He found somewhere to hide, knowing that communication would end his Words of Concealment and he placed his hand on his sword.




  “Foscúil”, he thought.




  aclaí came the immediate reply. what of the house of andánacht




  “The House of Andánacht is no more, Foscúil.”




  cac the cold words answered. they were one of our strongest houses




  “Not any more.”




  no survivors




  “One survivor, I think. It might be a trap. The rest are eaten.”




  how many attacked them




  “More than I’ve ever seen. The trail is more than two thousand paces wide.”




  There was a long pause and Aclaí realised Foscúil was surprised.




  you need reinforcements




  “I think so. But I need to know if this is the main body and which way they are headed.”




  we know what they want




  “Of course. You should choose a large enough group to do some scouting and withdraw. We don’t want to over-commit, but I’m not going to risk getting too close, not while I can still get information.”




  aclaí




  “What is it, Foscúil?”




  dont take unnecessary risks




  Foscúil had never asked Aclaí to be careful, not in all the centuries he had served him, or in all the adventures they had pursued together.




  we need you in the city aclaí not dead in the forest




  “I’ll report back when I have secured the witness. Let me know when the patrol is ready.” Aclaí released the sword and listened very carefully. Then he stood up.




  As he came into view, the Forest child looked around at him. “My lord,” the child called out. “Leave me. It is a trap.”




  “I am not surprised.”




  “Please, my lord. Do not endanger your life trying to rescue me.”




  “Explain the trap to me.”




  “My lord, the space around me is Warded. With your armour you might be able to survive the explosion, but…” the voice trailed off and the head drooped. “I lost my armour, my lord.”




  “Was it a mage did this?”




  “They have wild mages.”




  “How many?”




  “I saw seven, but I don’t think I saw all of them.” The Forest child looked at him and he saw fear under the mask of duty. “My lord, I have failed as a warrior. I am not worth a rescue.”




  “What is your name?”




  “Scamall, my lord. Andánacht Scamall.”




  “And tell me, Andánacht Scamall, how old are you?”




  “I have thirteen winters, my lord.”




  “Did you fight?”




  “I did, my lord. But I was defeated.”




  “Did you kill any?”




  “I killed five, my lord.”




  “That is more than I would have managed when I was your age. You should not be ashamed.”




  “But, my lord, they…”




  He saw the colour on the Forest-child’s face. “I know what they did. But you are the Andánacht now, Scamall, and you killed five of them. When you are well, you will kill more. Many more.” He looked around, picking out the periphery of the warding, seeing small sticks and lines drawn in the mud. It was a big one. “You will kill many more, Andánacht Scamall. Say it.”




  “I will kill many more, my lord.” The Forest-child looked around. “How are you going to..?”




  “The Words that Stop Time should do it. I should be able to walk through the Warding and escape again before the explosion.”




  “But you don’t just have to walk through it, my lord.” The child looked down at the rock, where the shape suggested legs. “How will you free me?”




  “Trust me. Now stop fretting, close your eyes and put your hands on your head. Don’t move your hands or open your eyes until I tell you.”




  “As you wish, my lord.”




  Aclaí saw the fear, but also the strong sense of duty, the obedience. He watched as the child complied, then he spoke the Words that Stop Time. He saw the child flinch from such powerful Words, but the trembling became a slow movement and stopped. His sword was in his hand and he ran forwards, the Warding igniting the ground as his feet touched it.




  Behind him three footsteps flared up and with one hand he grabbed the child. The other hand swung the sword. Even a blade like his could not cut a big rock with one sweep, but the child’s body clove easily below the navel. He swept the top half into his arms, dropped the sword and ran on. Behind him, the ground flared where the gore splashed on the ground.




  He ran through beyond the warding, shielding the child with his own armoured body. The flares slowly expanded into a huge fireball and the blast came through as fast as he could run against the soupy air. Then he was among the trees. He was already saying the Words of Restoration before the flames had risen to the treetops.




  By the time the child’s body had re-grown, the Words that Stop Time were expended. The child looked up at him.




  “If you had told me that was what you planned, my lord, I don’t know I would have had the courage.”




  “Which is why I didn’t tell you.” He lifted the boy to his feet. “Can you stand?”




  “I think so, my lord.” He was unsteady and of course he was exhausted from the Words of Healing.




  “Good. My horse is a few thousand paces away. You are coming back to the City.”




  The boy’s head drooped. “I know, my lord. I have failed.”




  “Look around you Andánacht Scamall. You will need help if you are to re-build your House. And, more urgently, we need to know about this surge of Wild Adepts.”




  “Will the Mentor be very angry with me, my lord?”




  “Oh, I don’t think so. I think he has other things to think about.”




  


  * * *





  That night Caora drank more quickly than normal and Geana, now used to watching the signs, shepherded her to bed. It was after midnight and Caora was sound asleep when Geana slipped out of their room, avoiding the commons and over the bridge back to the cottage with the two roofs.




  “Mammy,” she called softly at the door.




  Flannbhuía was there straight away: Geana knew she was awake. They held each other. “Spideog is asleep,” she whispered. “Come and sit on the bridge and we’ll hear if he calls out.”




  They sat on the bridge, beneath the cool summer stars. Geana wondered what she could say to tell her mother what she was thinking, without showing too much of what she felt.




  “You miss her,” Flannbhuía said.




  “Mammy,” Geana answered and the tears came. And as her mother held her, the words came too. “It’s not just that she missed our Nativity. She’s gone missing from the Hill and Lord Miotal was asking after her. Nobody knows where she has gone.”




  “That is what brought him to Áthaiteorainn?”




  “It is, Mammy. Eala has taken the Mentor away and there’s some kind of invasion of monsters. Everybody’s scared in the City. I think … I have this terrible feeling that she will be killed. What will I do with myself if my sister is dead?”




  “If she’s dead, Geancacha, we’ll go on. There’ll be a funeral, we’ll say our goodbyes and we’ll find a way to go on. There is always a way to go on.” Flannbhuía held her and continued, “We’ve already lost her, you know. She belongs to the City. She comes home sometimes, everyone sees her blue cloak and we are all proud of her. But she doesn’t belong here and she knows it.”




  “I know, Mammy. That’s all we have of her, people thinking she is wonderful.”




  “Geancacha, that should not make you sad. She is your sister.”




  “I know, Mammy. But sometimes I wish…”




  “You wish you had a blue robe of your own.”




  “I wish people could be proud of me too.”




  “Oh Geancacha, you are silly sometimes. Eala is a blue-robe but you are teaching me to read.” Her mother sighed. “Geancacha, we talked about this on your Nativity. You should remember what you are to us. You are the person who makes Lady Caora accessible. If Lord Aclaí lived among us, people would be scared. If he was frequently drunk and upset, people would be terrified. Remember Reo and Éilite’s wedding? Lady Caora sings to the sky and the storm-clouds do her bidding. She is nearly his equal and that she can live among us is only because your heart has tamed hers.”




  “And my sister has tamed the Mentor’s heart.”




  “I don’t believe it, Geancacha. But you should stop comparing yourself to Eala. What she does is not important. It is what you do that is important.”




  “Perhaps you are right, Mammy.” Geana looked at her mother’s face. Then she said, “How did you know Lord Miotal was here? Did he … has he been frightening everyone in the village?”




  “I don’t think so. He just came to my house.”




  “Why? What did you do, Mammy?”




  “He was asking after you.”




  “After me? He didn’t remember me. He thought I was Eala.”




  “Oh. He asked me if you were for sale.”




  Geana stopped, astounded. “He what?”




  “He wants you to serve in Port Teorainn.”




  “What did you tell him?”




  “That you were not mine to give away. That you were Lady Éirime’s maid.” She looked concerned. “It seemed the easiest way, Lady Éirime being higher Rank than him.”




  “It was and it is almost…” she thought. “I suppose it is true. It was certainly the right thing to say.” She hugged her mother. Then she added, “Did he say why he wanted me?”




  “Not exactly, but I think he wants you for Lord Aclaí.”




  “Oh.” Being Éirime’s maid would work at sending away Miotal, but not Aclaí. “Why do you think that?”




  “He mentioned that Lord Aclaí spends a lot of time in Port Teorainn. And … well, he’s not the first blue-robe to ask after you.”




  “Mammy, you never told me. When did this happen?”




  “Last winter, a couple of days after the Day of Death. Lady Damhánalla came down and asked if you would be a maidservant.”




  “Lady Damhánalla is the Steward of Áthaiminn, isn’t she?” And Immortal Rank, Geana remembered.




  “She is Watchkeeper of the Midsummer Palace. I suppose that means she is like a Steward to Áthaiminn, but her first duty is to the Palace. And that means to Lord Aclaí.”




  “Oh. Mammy, why didn’t you tell me?”




  “I thought … well, I gave her the same answer as I gave Lord Miotal. You belong to Lady Éirime.”




  “You nearly told me on my Nativity.”




  “I nearly did. Many people want you, but I suspect that blue-robes want you because you look like your sister.”




  “Mammy, if Lord Aclaí wants me as a maidservant, it is because he is not allowed my sister. Can you imagine what the Mentor would say if he found out I was serving Lord Aclaí?”




  “I realised that when we were talking then. When you were saying that you must leave boys alone, I realised you meant blue-robes too. Lady Damhánalla sent a message just after Midsummer, asking again. I told her she needed to communicate with Lady Éirime, not with me.”




  “And?”




  “Well, Geancacha, you should know better than I do who communicates with Lady Éirime.”




  “I don’t think she did.” Geana sighed. “Eala won’t be the Favourite for ever. The last Favourite was only the Favourite from Midsummer to Autumn.”




  “Why does that matter?”




  “Because once she is no longer the Favourite, Lord Aclaí can court her and his friends will lose interest in me. It’s not nice to be a substitute for my sister.” Geana saw the corners of her mother’s mouth twitch. “Why are you laughing?” she asked.




  “I’m not…” Flannbhuía hadn’t even thought she’d smiled: she had tried hard not to. But both her daughters were far too perceptive sometimes. “Only a short time ago, I was having this sort of conversation with your sister. Ye are both grown up in the others’ shadow and you need to make your own life. Both of ye do.”




  Geana smiled. “Did I really make her feel like this?”




  “When you had boyfriends and she didn’t? Of course you did.”




  “And what did you tell her?”




  “I told her not to compare herself to you. That she needed to find her own life and stop wishing she had yours.”




  Now Geana laughed. “Well, she has done that.”




  “She has and she has put herself beyond our reach. We should remember her with pride and with love. And now it’s time for you to find your own life. And stop worrying about hers.”




  Chapter 2




  Love and Death




  Rian lay back in his own bed. When he had seen that there was nothing for him in the City, he had returned. One of the many candidates he was training sat on his lap and ground her hips around, giving him stronger and stronger sensations. He couldn’t remember her name, but she was coming on well: perhaps he should make an effort to remember it. If the Mentor ever ran another Selection, anyway.




  Then, just as it started to spill over, there was a voice at the door.




  “My lord,” the voice called.




  “Go away,” Rian groaned back.




  There was a short pause and the voice came again.




  “What is it?” Rian sighed.




  “My lord, I am sorry to disturb you, but Gainmheach is burning.”




  He sat up and the candidate lifted off him, quickly but carefully.




  “Burning?” he called. “What do you mean, burning?” He looked out of the window. Gainmheach was burning, and he could see other fires along the coast of Úlloileán.




  “I think it is raiders, my lord.”




  “Very well, fetch my boat and get the candidates up ready. It’ll be those Sea Hounds again. But this time they have come too close and we will go over the channel and teach them a lesson they will remember for a long time.”




  


  * * *





  Íona sat up the tree and moved her hand to her sword, slowly and quietly. She knew that using the sword-hilt would break her Words of Concealment and so she waited until there were no monsters in sight. They kept appearing out of the darkness and she knew she must take a risk.




  She heard some sort of argument in their language and she touched the hilt and thought of the patrol leader.




  this is foscúil




  “My lord,” she whispered, “my patrol is all dead.”




  tell me where you are was the immediate reply.




  “About halfway between the Blue Peak and the Archipelago, my lord. There is a large encampment of Forest creatures here.”




  how large




  “I think it is bigger than the City, my lord. We met a scouting party of them and followed it back to the main camp. I don’t understand what they said, but they are all packing up. I think the whole camp is going to come back through.”




  which direction are they going íona




  “They are going back towards the Archipelago, my lord. There is some sort of vanguard — mounted warriors — retracing the scouting party’s steps. They keep riding under my tree. But when the main group comes through, I will certainly be found.”




  i will send someone




  “Please hurry, my lord.”




  


  * * *





  Foscúil let go of the sword-hilt and looked up at Miotal and Damhánalla. “Tonight is the night,” he said. “A patrol in the Blue Peaks met a scouting party and followed them back to our monster army. The survivor told me that they are heading for the Archipelago. We need to get our main force mobilised. Miotal, get Aclaí to collect the Favourites. Damhánalla, go down and sound the alarm. We need to send everybody.”




  Miotal spoke as he stood up. “How should I distribute the forces?”




  “We need to ambush the vanguard, follow them back to wherever they are going and hope the Mentor is there. Once we have made contact with the vanguard, we need to split the force into two groups: one to follow the trail back to the Archipelago and rescue the Key of Creation and the other to hold them off and buy us time.”




  “What if we miss the vanguard? What if they are more mobile than us?”




  “Then the rescue will be harder and we need to ambush the main force.”




  “And the people who are stopping the main force should be the ones we talked about?”




  “I think so. Once the Key of Creation is rescued they might have to withdraw. That means that the front might get cut off — especially if you arrange them into the shape of an arrowhead. But set your chosen ones in the arrowhead and make the shape of the bow behind it with everyone else. Don’t let your main body get flanked, if you can avoid it. And make sure you keep an Eighteenth-Rank with the main body and make sure she does not exhaust herself. If ye are surrounded, the Words of Folding Space will be the only way to withdraw.”




  “What if the other force can’t find the Mentor?” Damhánalla interrupted. “Or if they come here, to the City?”




  “If they are not hunting the Mentor, then we have no problem. And if they come to the City, what do we care? The things we need to defend and protect are out there, not here.”




  “What about you? Are you going to come out?”




  “I am patrol leader tonight. I am going to direct.”




  “What if they come to the City?”




  “Then I have mis-read their intentions,” Foscúil grinned. “But if they are planning to attack the City, then they don’t know where the Key of Creation is and we have more time to find it.”




  “But what about you? You would have to face the whole army alone.”




  “Well, Immortality doesn’t mean living forever. Now off you go.”




  


  * * *





  They collected by the Hall. Abhainne hadn’t had enough sleep since her last patrol, but nobody was excused. They gave her a horse, and then all the Adepts linked hands in a circle. Spéire looked nervously at the horse, afraid it would kick, but she held Abhainne’s hand as she held the halter. Then Eibheara said the Words of Folding Space and the Court of the Novices vanished.




  As they fell through the darkness, Abhainne tried to calm her horse. Then the light came back, dim light filtered through the treetops above them. She looked up and saw a big red moon among the stars, scowling down. She let go of Eibheara’s hand and of Spéire’s. Around them the rest of their patrol was letting go of each other. She looked at them all milling around, mingling with Eibheara’s group: the largest Patrol ever. A corner of her mind told her that she was lucky to have seen it, to be a part of it — but the greater part wished she had no reason to be involved.




  Although Eibheara and Cathúa had the Rank, it was Miotal who was giving the orders. “Eibheara,” he called, “Take Míne’s, Luaith’s and Stail’s patrols along the trail. The rest of us, spread out along a line: ye people this way and the rest of ye that way.”




  Blátha did not move. “I will stay with Eibheara. Take one of the other Patrols, Miotal.”




  Abhainne saw Miotal’s surprise. He seemed about to argue, but he thought better of it, and his face conceded the point. “Very well,” he said. “Stail, take her place with us.”




  As Abhainne saw Stail’s group separate out and ride back, she thought she understood: Stail’s group included the Chamberlain and the favourites. They were being removed from the point position, taken back to relative safety. She felt as fear knotted in her stomach, but she turned her horse’s head to follow Eibheara up the trail.




  Looking down at the ground, she saw the trail the monsters had left: an older trail left behind by a few cloven-hooved creatures and the heavier marks left behind by talons. The talons had scuffed the ground as they ran past, but Abhainne could not think they were more than a hundred monsters. Perhaps things would be all right.




  “Spread out by patrol,” said Eibheara. “Míne, take the rear; Blátha the right; and Luaith the left. Abhainne, I will accompany your patrol forward. Separate out and be quiet. We might be able to stealth them.”




  They stood silently in the darkness, waiting, until the sound of drums told them that the enemy approached. The drums seemed to come from every side. Eyes accustomed to darkness saw the flicker of torches through the trees and shouts and calls from the approaching warriors. Abhainne realised that their enemy had no need of stealth. The monsters outnumbered them a hundred to one.




  


  * * *





  When Aclaí had seen Eibheara take the Adepts away, he went back up the Hill to Foscúil and Goimh. As he walked up, he touched his sword hilt and thought of the watch leader of Maoineas.




  “Are ye ready?” he vocalised.




  we will be through the gate in fifty breaths




  “Come to the Court of the Novices.”




  As they reached the Court of the Novices, Aclaí saw the first squadron of them come through; Flyers made of Metal, with Forest warriors piloting. They flowed as if borne by an invisible current of air, up in the moonlight and curving down to meet Aclaí. Aclaí and Foscúil climbed quickly on to a Flyer and, as soon as the whole force was through the Grey Gate, they turned for the Archipelago.
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