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  “Θεοσ δε θεοσ […] εν νομοισ βασιλενων, ατε δυναμενοσ καθοραν τα τοιαντα, εννοησασ γενοσ επιεικεσ αθλιωσ διατιθεμενον, δικην αυτοισ επιθειναι βουληθεισ, ινα γενοιντο εμμελεστεροι σωφρονισθεντεσ, συνηγειρεν θεουσ παντασ εισ την τιμιωτατην αυτων οικησιν, η δη κατα μεσον παντοσ του κοσμου βεβηκυια καθοα παντα οσα γενεσεωσ μετειληφεν, και συναγειρασ ειπεν:-”




  - “Κριτιασ”, Πλατον




  “…The god of gods, who rules according to law, and is able to see into such things, perceiving that an honourable race was in a woeful plight, and wanting to inflict punishment on them, that they might be chastened and improve, collected all the gods into their most holy habitation, which, being placed in the centre of the world, beholds all created things. And when he had called them together, he spake as follows:-”




  - translated by Benjamin Jowett




  Prologue




  Long long ago, after the ice had receded but before the myths that foreshadowed our history, a mother was arguing with her daughter. They lived in a small village in the north-eastern corner of their land, a few one-room huts of stones and thatch gathered around the stream that became the Teorainn River. The daughter had hair the colour of straw and blue eyes, like her parents. She was considered handsome rather than pretty, with a shy face made serious by a strong nose, but a mouth that would betray it with a smile of mischief. The daughter was a singer and piper, talented beyond her years, and word had reached the far-off City. The rulers of that City had sent for her, to entertain them and their guests on that day, the Day of Autumn.




  Éirime’s mother owned a big pottery bowl, large enough to stand in and almost too large to lift. Éirime was standing in it, naked in front of the fire, and her mother was using a small pot to pour water on her. As she helped her daughter to wash, she spoke about what would happen that day.




  Mother was excited. “They’re coming to take you to the Festival of Selection, in the big city. You will be performing for the Mentor and the City of the Sea People. Nobody from our world has ever done that before. To think: someone from our village going to the City to entertain at the Autumn Celebration.”




  Éirime didn’t want to go. She was cold and self-conscious, her mother was making far too much fuss, and the journey to the big city filled her with vague fears. She had complained so much that, for one of the very few times in her life, she had fought with her father. Normally he was peaceful, and she could rely on his calm, but since the news had come that she was to sing, he had fretted nearly as much as her mother. It was too much. She felt too old for this kind of attention, and the soap was getting in her eyes.




  But soon the soap was gone, and her mother took honeysuckle, the last of the summer blooms, and rubbed it on her arms and legs to scent her. The sensation was ticklish, and not pleasant, but she felt grown-up that her mother would waste the flowers to make her smell good.




  Her mother helped her to step out without tipping the bowl, wrapped her in a woollen blanket to dry, and opened the chest by the door. She rummaged around a bit while Éirime shivered, then lifted out her linen dress. Éirime was horrified. “I can’t wear that, mother.”




  “Why not? It’s the best dress we own, and it’s the only thing we have that could be good enough.”




  “But mother, that’s your wedding dress. That will be my wedding dress.”




  “Well, maybe you’ll meet a husband in the big city.”




  “Mother, that’s stupid!” Éirime objected. “If I wear it when I meet him, what will I wear on my wedding day? And anyway,” she added “I don’t want a husband from the big city. I want to marry a shepherd, and take care of his sheep on the hill.”




  “If you wear your old woollen thing, you won’t be marrying anybody from the big city.”




  “I don’t want anybody from the big city,” she repeated.




  “Éirime,” warned her father, and she remembered how they had fought, and she blushed.




  Her mother brought the dress over. “Come on, put it on,” she said. Éirime put her arms out, and lifted it over her head. The fine cloth felt strange, harder and less scratchy than the wool she was used to. Her mother had other things, too: a pebble of turquoise from the river, pierced and with a leather thong; fine sandals with small beads of polished bone; and a garland of flowers that her cousin Óire had woven from the bushes and pasture: autumn chrysanthemums in brilliant yellow. Each one was put on her, and her hair combed and towelled, pale next to the yellow gold of the blooms. Her mother opened the doorway, letting light and air in, and led her over into the sunshine. “There,” said her mother when they were on her “you look beautiful now, fit to meet people from the big city. Don’t you feel beautiful?”




  She stood in the unfamiliar clothes, the beads on the sandals pressing on her feet, the weight of the flowers in her hair, the strange feeling of the linen around her waist and knees, the cold turquoise on her chest, and the scent of honeysuckle in her nostrils. It surprised her, but dressed up, she did feel more confident, more happy. “I feel better, mother,” she said reluctantly.




  “There you are, then.”




  “But I don’t want to marry a man from the big city.”




  Before her mother could speak, her father spoke. “You don’t have to marry anyone you don’t want to,” he told her “but dressed like that, you can marry anyone you like.”




  Whatever her mother was going to add, it was lost. Éirime had been looking out of the door, hoping that nobody would see her and also hoping that someone would. She saw Óire, looking across the river to the south, and Óire turned around. She saw her cousin come out of their house, and Éirime could see in her cousin’s green eyes that she was shocked by how pretty Éirime was. Then she saw something else, and her cousin pointed into the sky, to the south. “They’re coming,” she shouted, and faces appeared at every doorway in the village. She saw the shepherds running back to their houses, her brother among them.




  Éirime grabbed her goatskin jacket. “You can’t wear that smelly old thing to the big city,” her mother objected.




  “Maybe not,” her father replied, “but if she doesn’t wear it on the Flyer, she’ll die of cold before she gets there.” But she didn’t hear the conclusion of the argument: jacket in hand, she ran out to see the Flyers for herself.




  As the Flyers descended towards the village, the villagers did not know where to look. They had rarely seen Flyers, and even more rarely seen one with the turquoise blue of the Sea People’s cloaks in it. But then there was Éirime. People knew she was the prettiest girl in the village, as well as being the best singer. People also knew that she might be the best singer in the province, or maybe even in the world: the visits of the Flyers, come to hear her voice and her performance for the entertainment of others was proof enough of that. But seeing her like that, to them she seemed like she must be the most beautiful peasant girl in the world too: not a farmer like them, but as attractive as the Sea People themselves.




  The Flyers landed. As well as the Sea People, there were servants, or guards: tall people whose grey clothing was completely unrecognisable to the villagers. People from the big city, they whispered — not like us. Éirime was led quickly to the Flyers, and sat among the tall strangers. Among them and the Sea People she seemed tiny, a little speck of white and gold among the blue and the grey. Then the command was given, the Flyers lifted, and they were swallowed up by the sky.




  Éirime’s brother caught up, breathless, and stood with his parents at the doorway of their little cottage. His father looked up into the sky, shading his eyes from the bright morning sun, but his mother wouldn’t look.




  “I can still see them,” his father said “they look so high, like a bird.”




  “I will watch when they bring her home to me,” replied Mother.




  “It might be dark,” Father pointed out “the Autumn Celebration at the City might last all day.”




  “I will watch them when they bring her home,” Mother repeated. “Not before.”




  Chapter 1




  The Shepherdess




  Two men were in the Forest. They were both tall, and they both wore turquoise blue cloaks, but other than that, they could not have been more different.




  “What I still don’t understand is why it’s important, my love,” the rider said. He was tall, like his companion, but his soft, deep brown skin was stretched over a sparse frame, over elegant high cheekbones. His voice was high and musical. “I know that you want any news you hear of her, but why not simply track her and ask?”




  “I don’t want to find her, Miotal” his companion growled. “I want to find out about her.” As tall as his companion, Aclaí was pale-skinned, with a heavy frame, short fair hair and a stubble that could almost be a beard. He picked his way through the forest, leading his companion and the other horse through the overhanging branches of a willow, following the alarm-call of a bird. Then he asked “how long have you known her?”




  “Long enough,” replied Miotal.




  “Then you know why I am curious. Have you ever known her go into the Forest by choice?”




  “I don’t remember her doing so. But why is that important?”




  “People don’t do things without a reason, Miotal.”




  “I understand that,” he replied. He was about to ask again why Aclaí didn’t simply ask her, but then he remembered why. Instead he asked “What do you think that reason is?”




  “She is Retired. She is going somewhere to make a new life.”




  “How far do you think she has gone?” Miotal remembered something Éirime had said, something she had always said. “Do you think she is looking for Iolar? She always thought he survived, didn’t she?”




  “She is not looking for Iolar,” Aclaí replied, with surprising vehemence. “He went into the Forest only a month after she was Selected. The Forests were much more dangerous then. You would have to go a lot deeper today to encounter the sort of monsters we met every day. Nobody does that.”




  “Except for those that March on Chaos,” replied Miotal, regretting it almost as he said it.




  “People don’t Retire in order to March on Chaos, Miotal. Marching on Chaos doesn’t need any permission. The Mentor knows that people die in the Forest — that is why it is an honourable death, even if it is a futile one.”




  “Futile? Those who March on Chaos destroy monsters that would otherwise be a threat to us. Someone of Immortal Rank would kill many of them before they died.”




  “And antagonise a lot more. When a novice chooses to keep going deeper into the Forest and never turn back, they won’t get far before something eats them. But when an Immortal does, they will go deeper than men do normally. It happens every few generations, and there are monsters that never see a human being for generations. What would we do if a type of monster we’d never seen before came into our world, killing all before it?”




  “We would track it back and make sure it never happened again.”




  “And what do you think they do? We see surges of monsters sometimes, and who is to say that they don’t follow a March on Chaos back to the City?”




  “If you really think the March on Chaos is a tradition that causes the City so much destruction, why encourage it?”




  “Who says I encourage it?”




  Miotal seemed about to answer, then he thought. “You don’t speak out against it, my love,” he answered, weakly.




  “I don’t. Sometimes it is the only escape for someone. I don’t speak out against everything that is wrong with the City. Do you?”




  “Aclaí, I have learned not to speak out against anything in the City.”




  “That is healthy,” observed Aclaí.




  “Especially for the rest of us, love. We’re not all favourites.”




  “Favourites are more likely to be overheard,” Aclaí commented. They rode on. Then he added “she has not Marched on Chaos, Miotal.”




  “How do you know?”




  They rode on more, Aclaí following the trail, and the mysterious paths that stitched the woodland together to make the Forest. Eventually Aclaí answered “I don’t know. If she is Marching on Chaos, if she has found that much courage, then I will try and change her mind.”




  “And if you can’t? What then, Aclaí my love?”




  “Then I will March by her side,” he answered, simply “and…” He stopped, lifted his head to see. He had heard something.




  Then Miotal heard it himself. It was the metal ringing of a sword: a sword of the Sea People. Aclaí climbed onto his horse, nudged them into a run with a kick of the heels, and leaned forward, to guide the horse with his breathing. Miotal kicked too, and his horse sped to follow. They drew their swords as they rode.




  Ahead they could hear screams, and shouting, and the strange cries of the wild monsters of the Forest. Aclaí and Miotal both had armour on their Silver Cords, and as soon as they thought of the Silver Cord, they were wearing the armour. As they were both Immortal Rank, within the armour their bodies became insubstantial, and so immune to simple physical injury. It was not something they felt, but they both knew it was true.




  Then they were among the monsters. These were some sort of fo-mórach: primitive lesser giant types, with humanlike bodies, long legs with hooves, and goat-like heads. Aclaí was the first there, and he was met with spear-points, surrounding him, all tipped with roughly-made heads of Metal. As he breathed calmness to the horse, he swept his sword about one-handed, the razor edge chopping easily through the shafts of spears, or through the limbs of any of the giants that were foolish enough to get close. Behind him he heard Miotal shout Words of Power, calling for a Manifestation of Fire, and he felt rather than heard the pressure wave as the surrounding woodland exploded into flame. Aclaí thought that he would not have chosen fire, not in the woods in the Month of Darkness, but their problems were more immediate than that.




  The giants fell back, and Aclaí urged his horse on, towards the source of the human sounds. The giants were too well organised for their intelligence, though, and Aclaí and Miotal knew there must be another creature organising them. As they rode into the clearing, Aclaí saw a figure with a hooded robe, and two vast spiders. The hooded shape was twice the size of a man, and from the front of the robe, tentacles were reaching over twice a man’s length. Clutched in them was a girl from the City, armoured, and struggling to get her sword to the tentacles that enfolded her. She was small, and brown, with eyes from the Great Ocean, and she looked terrified. Another girl was fighting off the spiders, and by her feet was the body of a boy. The one in the tentacles had a broad nose, and her hair was already streaked with grey, but the girl fighting the spiders was young, with delicate dark features and thick black hair. She looked around as they rode in, and one of the spiders leaped on her.




  Aclaí sighted along the edge of his sword, and breathed Power: green light flashed from the tip, and the spider was gone. Then he swung the blade right around his head, and cut down and through the robed creature, the whole weight of the horse’s charge bearing through the sweep. The creature was cut right through, and the parts collapsed. Miotal, riding just behind him, enveloped the fallen body in fire, before it could re-form and attack them again.




  That just left the other spider, and now Aclaí called Words of Power, this time to summon a Manifestation of Ice. The spider didn’t seem affected, it just stood still, but hoarfrost was now forming on it. But the girl who was fighting it was shaking, and suddenly she fell to the ground, convulsing.




  Aclaí looked at the two that had fallen. The venom of the spider would swiftly overcome the girl, and the fallen boy had the chest part of his armour open, and Aclaí could see internal organs. The girl who was in the tentacles rushed to him. “My lord Aclaí,” she begged “he’s still alive.”




  Aclaí could see that both of them would need the Words of Restoration, and that Miotal would be of no help there. He called out “Miotal, circle around and make sure they don’t have reinforcements. I’ll get these back on their feet.” He had only a few moments, and he knew he must work without Miotal watching if he was to save them both. He swung off the horse as Miotal rode away into the woods.




  Aclaí stepped down. The boy was nearest. A closer look told him that he was right: the boy’s entrails were not only exposed, but a significant portion was missing. He was still awake, somehow, and he spoke, fighting for breath. “Lord Aclaí,” he gasped “help Blátha. Please, my lord.”




  Something about the words reminded Aclaí of why they were in the Forest, and he went over to the girl instead, the Words of Restoration already forming in his mind. The Words of Restoration are a powerful Formula of Words, and Aclaí had to concentrate on his breathing, to feel the Power so he could utter them and make them work. The girl had puncture marks from the bite on the side of her head, one deep into the neck, the other behind the ear, under her long hair, into the skull, planting the venom straight into the brain. Still exhilarated from the fight, and then again by such powerful Words, he watched as the wounds closed up, and the colour returned. He didn’t even wait to see her rise: he had to get back to the boy before Miotal returned.




  The other girl was cradling the boy. “You can’t die,” she wept, shaking him. “You might not be able to live without her, but how am I supposed to live without you?”




  Aclaí spoke to her as he went back. “He might not be dead. Let me see.”




  But as he bent down, he heard Miotal ride back. Miotal spoke. “He’s dead, Aclaí. There’s nothing we can do.” And, listening to his voice, Aclaí knew he was right. To raise the dead was Forbidden Art, and had been longer than Aclaí had been at the City.




  Aclaí held out his hand to the girl, still trying to remember her name. He couldn’t. He could see that she was of the seventh Novice Rank from her sword. The other girl, Blátha, he recognised. She had been among the Favourites for a while, a few years back, and she was five Ranks above the other two. She came over, and held the other. “I’m sorry, Féileacána. I know you loved him.” Aclaí saw it, and felt angry, angry at Miotal for returning too quickly, angry at all the things that the City forbade.




  “I am sorry,” he told Féileacána.




  “You did everything you could, Lord Aclaí,” she replied. “We all know the rules of the City.” He wondered then if she knew what he had wanted to do. But the rules were more than not getting caught. They were deeper than that, burned into him. Every time he broke the rules of the City, it tore at his heart. He was enchained by Words of Power, and he believed that he would never break free.




  


  * * *





  It was raining, and it was dark, but she was not cold. Her blue cloak was not just a symbol of her order, but it also kept her warm and dry, no matter how cold or wet it was. Beneath her the horse was warm, too, and she was not urging it on: they were walking along the old road to the village. Riding faster than a walk needed concentration, even with her Rank and training, and she felt no need to run. If she had wanted speed, she would have used a Flyer. She was through the Forest now, the part of the journey that had made her afraid when she was planning. Now that was behind her, and she had surprised herself with how little there had been for her to fear. She wanted the journey to finish as it had been: the horse to do the walking while she sang, while she daydreamed, while she remembered. She had waited long enough to come home. A few more hours would not hurt.




  Peering through the falling rain, the fading light, she could see that the buildings were not as she remembered them as a girl. Things had changed since the representatives from the City had arrived, in the years since they had taken her away to Selection, since she had been chosen to live in the Land of the Forever Young. The buildings were still made of stone and thatch, but they were bigger, more spacious, better at keeping out the weather. Modern conveniences came from the City: lights; warmth; healing for injuries and illness; and the Vision for their education, to teach them about the Sea People. Every building she had known as a girl had been rebuilt, extended, enlarged.




  She rode past the unfamiliar houses, past an unfamiliar inn, to the new bridge where the ford had been, and over to where her parents house had stood. She imagined she could see a lump in the ground where the stones had been, but the building she could see was new: another inn, in an orchard by the river, next to a wharf with merchants’ boats tied up. The sign showed a girl in a sheepskin, sitting on a rock, a wooden flute in her hands, the mouthpiece hovering by her lips, and a shepherd’s looped staff by her feet. Beside her a bird was perched, singing. The girl looked very like she had when she was younger: straight straw-blonde hair that covered her neck, framing a serious face with a strong nose, and a slight, boyish figure. The sign showed the name of the inn, without writing: the Songbird and the Shepherdess. She guided her horse over, stepped down, tied the halter of her horse to the rail, and went in.




  The innkeeper had heard the horse walking along the road, and so had many of the guests. A horse on the road north of the river was unusual, as most visitors arrived by boat: they were looking around as the door opened. As she stood in the haze and the firelight, the first thing they noticed about the visitor was her cloak. Only the Sea People were permitted to wear the blue, and her cloak marked her as one of them. She pulled the hood back, and her hair and face were dry, for all she must have ridden hours in the rain. Her face was young, but in her eyes there was a look suggesting she had seen too many things. Well, they had all heard tales of what happened in the Forest.




  She came over to the innkeeper, the locals getting quickly out of her way, and bowing their heads. As she walked through them, he could see that she was shorter than him by at least a head height. For those who thought the Sea People were all seven feet tall, their eyes flashing fire, the little sad-eyed girl did not match the glory of her cloak.




  Beneath her cloak she was wearing boots, tall and practical for riding, and a loose white dress on her slim frame. The dress was a simple design, but the linen of it was more finely woven than anything a village girl would wear to travel. He guessed she was young, maybe a teenager, not long at the City. She would not have reached the Eighth Rank, so she was here on her Forest service. At her hip there was no sword, which would have given her Rank at a glance. Instead he saw a flute and a harp on her belt, such as might be played by anyone in the village, but made of fine materials, beautiful things. He could also see that she was beautiful, as the Sea People always were.




  “Good evening, sir. Do you have space for me, and for my horse?” she asked. Her accent was local, which surprised him, but his caution won over his curiosity and he didn’t ask. Her voice was soft, hardly more than a whisper. Her tones were gentle, honestly asking it seemed, not giving orders, a courtesy that she had no reason to extend.




  “Of course, my lady,” he replied. He was an older man, with only a small amount of silver-grey hair around his ears, and a badly-trimmed beard. “My stable-boy will take care of the horse. Let me show you our best room. It is not much, but this is a country place.”




  She smiled at him, reassuring. “I was born in a one-room hut, such as your ancestors lived in. I have slept on silk enough. Whatever you have will be fine with me.”




  He led her out of the commons, to where the private rooms were, and showed her the room under the eaves, with the hearthstone under the smoke-hole, and the small bed. The sheets may not have been silk, but at least they were linen. “This is all we have, my lady.”




  “What can I give you for letting me stay?” she asked.




  “I cannot take anything from someone like you, my lady. It is our duty to the City…”




  Instead of arguing, she found a thong at her neck, untied it, and removed a little gold statuette of a rabbit. “I will pay you this gold piece for your room and for the horse,” she told him. He recognised beneath the softness of her voice the tone of an order given. She continued “have ye been expecting one of us here?”




  “We had asked for a Steward, my lady. We had hoped so, anyway. We are a long way from Port Teorainn.”




  “The Mentor has given me permission, and I would like to try and be yere Steward, at least for a while.” She was looking at him, with something in her eyes he could not identify, not in a blue-robe like her. “That is,” she added “if ye will have me.”




  “Of course we will have you,” he replied, hoping to get the tone right “we hoped to be so honoured, my lady.”




  “I am afraid I have never been a Steward before, not even for a small village. I might not be any good at it. I might not do it for long. But we can try.”




  “We’ve never had a Steward, my lady.” He looked at how she was, and began to suspect that she really was as unassuming as she seemed. It was most strange. “I am sure everyone will try to make you feel at home, my lady,” he added, knowing it was probably too familiar.




  “I am home.”




  “You were born in Anleacán, my lady?” he asked, wondering.




  “I was,” she replied. “I was born and raised here, not sixty paces from this spot.”




  “I never heard of it, my lady,” he replied.




  “Well,” she mused, “it was a long time ago. I left when I was no more than a girl, and I never came back. Nobody will remember.”




  He did remember: there had been a blue-robe born and raised in the village, a long time ago. But she was a legend, not a quiet, serious-faced young woman. He felt the hollow weakness in his belly as he suspected who she was. “Who are you, my lady?” But he knew. “Are you really her?”




  “I am,” she answered, a little disappointed “I thought ye would have forgotten.”




  “We hadn’t forgotten you, my lady,” he stammered. “This house is named for you.” He tried to steady his breath. “I am sorry if my words have caused offense,” he blurted “I thought you were much younger than you are, my lady. I did not realise that a village like ours would get such a Steward. I did not realise that an Immortal, one of your Rank, a Favourite, would ever be a Steward. Not of a little place like Athaiteorainn.”




  “Don’t be afraid,” she replied. “I liked being unknown. I told you, I chose to come here, I asked the Mentor to be permitted to leave the City, to come and be yere Steward. I wanted to come home. I hoped people would have forgotten, after so long, but I should have guessed when I saw your sign.”




  “Nobody has forgotten, my lady, people remember you. Especially in this house. You are one of the proudest stories our village knows. We always imagine that you remember us fondly, and that you protect us and speak in our favour. That is why we asked, my lady.”




  “If ye only knew, the story might not seem so proud,” she mused. But then “I do remember you. I want ye to continue to think that. But perhaps it would be better if my name was not used. Would you call me ‘Caora’ and vaguely remember my going to the City? You can remember my name as ’Caora’ with the name of your inn? I would like to be yere Steward, but I couldn’t bear to be myself. Would you tell people that I am my own Favourite?”




  “Are you sure, my lady?”




  “I don’t want to be her. Does the rest of the village care?”




  “We all care, my lady. My family especially. We are your brother’s family, my lady. You are the oldest of our family, my lady. Our ancestor, and ancestor to most of the village.”




  “I am not, landlord. I am nobody’s ancestor: I have no children. The Sea People do not marry.”




  “But you are our many-times-great-aunt, my lady, and that counts you an ancestor to us. The blood of your parents flows in us too, and the spark of talent that goes with it. It is Athaiteorainn’s secret. And we remember you.”




  “Then I will have to be ‘Caora’.”




  


  * * *





  Liús worked the brush over the pony’s neck, and down to the flanks. “They do get you in a mess in the Forest,” he whispered. The skin on the horse twitched and flicked beneath the hair as he picked out the mud and blood. “You don’t want to go any more than I do.”




  He was a blond man, with fair eyes, from the land east of the Archipelago. He put the brush and comb down, and went out. Outside the stable he saw that Lord Aclaí and Lord Miotal had arrived. “My lords,” he said, as he put halters on the horses heads, held them while the lords dismounted, then shooed the horses into the stable, remembering to use his breath on their heads the way his father had taught, not the way they taught in the City. The way they taught in the City was so hard.




  The larger of the Immortals followed him into the stables. He looked around. “My lord Aclaí?” he asked.




  “You were Selected only this year, weren’t you, Liús?” he asked.




  “I was, my lord,” Liús replied, astonished that the Oldest should even remember him.




  “Where is your lover?”




  Liús felt a moment of fear. “My lover, my lord?” he replied.




  “You know what I am talking about. Ye must keep it secret from the Mentor, you know,” Aclaí advised him. “Keep it secret even after she is Initiated. If he finds out that there is a real love between two of the Sea People, he might choose to break it. The broken pieces remain, but the love can never be mended. The Sea People do not marry, Liús: remember that, and love in secret, if ye have to love at all.”




  Liús was about to deny it, but Aclaí had already turned to leave. “My lord?” Liús asked.




  He turned back. “Was there something else?” he asked.




  “Lord Aclaí, would you be able to get Éise to the Mentor, get her Initiated soon?”




  “Is that what you want?”




  “It is what needs to happen, my lord. It is for the best.”




  “It is. I will see what I can do.”




  “Thank-you, my lord,” Liús replied. He stared after the departing Lord Aclaí, and he remembered that Aclaí and Miotal had been tracking Lady Éirime’s departure. For half a second he thought the obvious, but then his mind shied away from the possibility. Lord Aclaí was too cold and powerful a man to love anyone, least of all someone so gentle, so dreamy, and so melancholically drunken as her.




  


  * * *





  When she had eaten, and they had opened a skin of wine for her, Caora played for the crowd in the commons. At first they had listened for fear of interrupting a blue-robe, but as the harp introduced an air of their own village, they paid attention. When her voice took up the words, they could think of nothing else: they had never heard their own songs performed with such talent.




  Later, as she was drinking, the innkeeper spoke to some of the villagers, three men and a dog.




  “Who is she, Ólachán?” one man whispered, as he scratched the ears of the dog at his feet.




  “She is Lady Caora, and she is our Steward.” It was good news, and he told it as good news, although to lie about someone so important still frightened him. “The Mentor has sent us a Steward, like we asked.”




  “How does she know our songs?” asked another, a younger man with red hair.




  “It is as if she were the Lady herself,” the oldest added. The first nodded.




  “The Lady taught her,” the innkeeper quickly explained. “She is the Lady’s Favourite, she tells me.” He added “She’s my relative, a second cousin, removed once. Her parents moved to the City, years ago.”




  “So she is young, a novice?”




  Ólachán tried not to let his nerves show. “What did you expect, Reo? Lord Miotal? Lady Damhánalla? This is not Port Teorainn, you know.”




  “Hush,” said the other “she’s starting again.”




  


  * * *





  Ólachán told everyone about Caora, and the word spread quickly. But when his guests had gone home, and they were getting ready for bed, his wife Beatha spoke to him. “You never told me about your cousins in Ceatha, Ólachán,” she chided. Then, when she saw his face, she stopped, went over, took his hand. “What is the matter?” she coaxed.




  “It’s Lady Caora,” he explained.




  “Is this to do with that nephew of yours who..?”




  “It’s nothing to do with Colm.”




  “But she is his sister, is she? Surely that would make her your niece, not cousin. You’re related to her through…”




  “Beatha, listen to me. It’s much worse than that. Lady Caora is a dangerous person.”




  “Oh, Ólachán, you’re far too jumpy. She’s probably about the same age as Saonta. And she’s far better mannered. The Lady would never have sent us someone who would hurt us, she loves Athaiteorainn too much.”




  “Beatha, everyone talks about the Lady like that, but think about it. She is just a few years younger than Lord Aclaí; she is older and higher-Rank than the Steward of Port Teorainn. She is Second Oldest, Beatha. You presume she is kind, but nobody living in Athaiteorainn has ever met her.”




  “Not true, Ólachán. Lady Caora has met her. She’s the Lady’s favourite, even though I thought she didn’t have favourites. And she’s your mysterious cousin.”




  “She is not, Beatha.”




  “Then why..?” It was Beatha’s turn to look scared. “Ólachán, do you realise what trouble we would get in if you have been making up stories about something like that?”




  “Wait, keep your voice down,” Ólachán begged. “I said it because she told me to say it.”




  “Why in the world would she…?”




  “Beatha, love, think. She knows our songs. She speaks like one of us. She wants people to think she is my cousin, to explain why she seems to come from here.”




  “Who is she? Why would the Lady send someone who..?”




  “The Lady didn’t send her, Beatha my love.”




  “Oh,” Beatha replied. She sat, and stared at her knees. “What can we do? So she isn’t the Lady’s favourite? Does the Lady know she is here, even?”




  “She does, Beatha. But if the Lady Herself was here, would that make it all right?”




  “I’m not sure anymore. As you said, she is Second Oldest, nearly as high a Rank as Lord Aclaí. If Lord Aclaí was here, it wouldn’t be all right!”




  He sighed, made up his mind. “Beatha, I’ll tell you a secret, but I need you to promise me that you won’t tell this to anyone. Not your mother, not your sisters, nobody.”




  Beatha looked injured, but she judged her husband’s face. “I won’t,” she replied.




  “You promise me.”




  “I promise,” she agreed. “Don’t you trust me?”




  “After that business with Flannbhuía and her ..?”




  “I said I was sorry, Ólachán. How many years are you going to remember?”




  “This time it’s serious, Beatha. This is a secret about the blue-robes, about one of the oldest of them.”




  “Lord Aclaí?”




  “Not Lord Aclaí, which is the one comfort. But it is nearly as bad. I know I said that Lady Caora wasn’t sent by the Lady Herself. You see, Lady Caora is the Lady Herself.”




  “Can it be possible?”




  “Beatha, you heard her sing.”




  “Oh. Then what are we to do?”




  “Take care of her. And do as she tells us. She told us to pretend that she is her own favourite, and that she is my cousin.”




  “She doesn’t have favourites, everyone knows that. She’s never even taken a candidate to Selection.”




  “We can’t argue, Beatha. That is what she asked me to say.”




  In the morning, Beatha remembered how Ólachán had forbidden her from telling anyone, and reminded her of how “Caora,” was one of the Immortals, and how badly, how savagely things might go if her orders were disobeyed.




  So before telling anyone, Beatha swore them to secrecy. She told her sisters, and her mother. They in turn swore others to secrecy, before telling them too. So the outcome was that within days of Caora arriving to be their Steward, most of the village was pretending she was a young Novice of the Sea People, and Favourite of their village’s most honoured daughter; but they all secretly knew, with fear and pride, that she was the Lady herself, Lady Éirime, their village’s long-lost daughter, come home at last.




  Chapter 2




  The City of Immortals




  To a watcher from the modern day, looking down on the world of the Sea People, what would have stood out most about that Neolithic planet was the Land of the Immortals: as if the little island that would one day be called Bermuda had been stretched out a hundred miles south and west. Going lower, the island would have become stranger: the landscape was not quite shaped right; the rivers had not meandered in their valleys and cut through flood plains; and most of it was covered in pasture and fields. There were trees, but the trees were planted regularly, in neat rows, like a giant version of the maize that was planted in the fields. There was no wild forest throughout the entire of the Land of the Immortals. That was no accident, for the feud between humanity and the wild Forest was a thousand years old when Éirime went home.




  Halfway up the Land of the Immortals, on a bay facing east, was the City of the Sea People. The City was built on a hill, around which a river wound on its way to the sea. The river and the sea formed a harbour, and the harbour was filled with boats, large and small. Most of them were flimsy structures, no more than rafts made of logs or reeds lashed together, made to withstand the ocean by Words of Power: what sea trade there was always came to the City, so of course the traders’ boats were made using the arts of the Sea People.




  Over the river there were two crossings: one spanned the river at the top of the harbour, and the other was on the harbour walls, the gap into the haven bridged by a wooden walkway counterweighted with immense stones, that swung up when the ships came and went. This artifice could have been assembled by hordes of slaves, working with rollers, levers, and ropes, but that was not the way the Sea People did things. The landward bridge led out through the fields to the Grey Gate, a great stone arch that led to other worlds.




  On the outer side of the river’s curve, by the fields, the houses were made of sun-dried brick, with roofs of reed thatch. Here maybe five hundred dwellings stood: five hundred families of ordinary people drawn by the first city humanity made. Five hundred dwellings would look to a modern visitor like very little, although at night he would recognise things like the lighting in the streets. In the Stone Age, it was a great thing, the pattern of all future cities.




  On the inner side of the river’s curve, the wooden bridge and the stone walkway of the breakwater entered the stone walls that marked the outer perimeter of the City on the Hill. To enter through either the Land Gate or the Sea Gate was to enter the world of the Immortals. Except during certain celebration days, ordinary men could not enter either gate without the permission of the Sea People. Some came and went without question: the servant girls and eunuchs who served the City of Immortals.




  Looking closer, our watcher would have seen the Sea People: among the men and women carrying and working, crossing the bridge with their animals upon their errands, he would have been able to see the Selected, visible in their turquoise blue cloaks, the mark of their office. There, within the outer court, was the Great Hall, the largest building in the world in those days, with space for a thousand men to sit and eat. Here was where City meets world, on the first day of the year, when the world brought the best of their young men and women to see if they would be judged fit to cross those bridges for good: to be judged beautiful, intelligent and courageous enough to be Selected to become one of the Sea People; and for a very few, the ones with skill, good friends and sufficient luck, to become one of the Immortals.




  But this was not the end of the year. That would not be for months: it was not long after the Summer Solstice, and the hot, drowsy days of the Month of Darkness had come. Not yet Harvest, but the Celebration of Midsummer’s Day was a memory.




  Within the wall of the City there were other walls, concentric rings like the layers of an onion, each enclosing a smaller space higher on the hill. The outer layer, enclosed by the outer walls, included the Great Hall, and also novice dormitories, teaching halls, servant’s quarters and kitchens, simple long buildings, made of stone and thatch.




  Within this part, enclosing the higher part of the hill, was another stone wall, which enclosed the Court of the Veterans. This space was for those of the Sea People who have mastered the basic skills of their order, who had served their apprenticeships in the Forest, and were seeking to master Immortality. They lived here in various houses, individually or in small groups: not families, for the Sea People do not marry; but sometimes friends, bound together by bonds of shared danger in the Forest. For here lived the people who had given their lives in service of the City and the Sea People, and if they did not soon learn the Immortal Breath, their lives would be over. Here the blue cloaks wrapped around shoulders that stooped, and heads that were grey or white. Within this space dominated by old age was the next wall, again incorporating the higher part of the hill: age besieged the Court of the Immortals, but there was no place for grey hairs and wrinkles within it.




  The Court of the Immortals enclosed only a small space, but the buildings were palaces of stone and plaster: great buildings, immortal architecture to reflect the immortality of their inhabitants. But there was only a handful: the Immortals who lived here could be numbered on a man’s fingers. For most Immortals accepted that precious gift as their reward for one lifetime in service to the Sea People, and when they gained Immortal Rank, they Retired, and went out into the worlds, into the Forest, to live among ordinary people and keep them safe.




  Within the Court of the Immortals there was another wall, though. This last wall enclosed the top of the hill, the Court of the Favourites. Here there were the two-roomed cottages of the Favourites, each the exact dimensions of the others. There were a few individual buildings used by the Mentor. Here was the House of Power, a pyramid of glazed bricks, and the House of Records, with a red tiled roof. At the summit of the hill was the Mentor’s House. The City was his creation, his great work, and he had lived there from the start of its millennial history, since he raised the Land of the Immortals from the ocean. It was fitting that the City should enfold and gather around him, for he, and the symbol of his authority, were the source of the safety that allowed that first, now forgotten human civilisation to flourish. There he was in his room, behind the balcony window with the curtains that were always closed, that symbol of authority around his neck. He looked young, a small, pale man with dark blond hair. His appearance was quite ordinary, apart from his green eyes, but he was almost the oldest thing on this island. The oldest thing in the Land of the Immortals was on the table before him, yellow-white in the dark room: the eleven-centuries-old skull of a twelve year old boy.




  All the rest of the Court of the Favourites was given to formal gardens: fragrant blooms and mature trees, a fountain, paths that led nowhere, trysting spots. A cypress grew by the wall, and in the shade was one such secret place. It could not have been seen from the rest of the Court of the Favourites, because of the tree, and it could not have been seen from the Court of the Immortals, below, because of the wall. From the air a watcher could have seen the stone seat, just big enough for two, worn by the many lovers that had sat there as a thousand years of history has gone by. But that day, a pretty woman sat there, alone, eating her midday meal, and looking down at the life and industry that bustled in the harbour, far below her.




  The woman was tall and thin, with thick curly hair the colour of honey, reaching down over her shoulder-blades. The hair contrasted with the blue of her cloak. Her tunic was also blue, silk, and woven so the iridescence of the silk reflected many shades of blue and green. Her face was pale, but shaped by ancestors from all over the planet: not something unusual for a modern observer, but in that day, a mark that said that her family were from the city, for many generations. Her eyes were sometimes blue, sometimes green. That her dress showed the same shades was not an accident: but it was something that few would notice without looking at her carefully, without staring into her eyes. There were not many people whose Rank would have permitted them to safely look her in the eye, and on that day, all but one of them was within the Court of the Favourites.




  This was a place of calm for her. It was a lovers’ place, she knew, but she loved it most when she could sit there and be alone, ignore the surrounding games of politics and power. But this time, she heard voices. She felt frustrated by that, felt that they were invading her quiet space. She listened for the voices, trying to decide if she should give up and come out, or see if they came to her. She concentrated on the sounds, hoping to recognise the approaching invaders of her calm.




  When she heard the first, deeper voice, she smiled, and turned, half rising. But then she heard the other voice, and a look of irritation crossed her face, as she sat down again. But, judging from the closeness of the voices, it was now too late to escape: the only exit was the way they were coming in. So, rather than be caught trying to escape them, she sat and waited.




  “Grandniece,” Miotal greeted her. “Eibheara.” The two men came out into the shade of the cypress, so much bigger than when Miotal had first sat in its shade. Eibheara reminded him of how she had been as a girl, as if she had never really grown up, as if she wasn’t really an Immortal. Her parents had called her Ceathrua, since she was their fourth daughter, born on the fourth day; but she had taught them her name almost before she could talk. When Eibheara made her mind up about something, it was made up.




  She turned around, and looked straight at Aclaí. “How are ye?” she asked. Then, to Miotal “I didn’t know you had returned, great-uncle. What brings you back to the City, and who has brought you into the Court of the Favourites?” She was reminding him that he was not one of the Mentor’s favourites, like she was, but was only here by Aclaí’s invitation.




  “Aclaí asked me,” he told her “he said he had things he wanted to say to me. Perhaps we should leave you in peace.”




  She looked at Aclaí. “Stay. If you don’t mind.” As Aclaí approached, she moved over, making space for one more. He sat down, and Miotal went over to the wall, and perched on that. Seeing her close to Aclaí, on the seat that was designed for two and only two, he felt a pang of jealousy.




  But Aclaí was there for a reason. So Miotal asked “what was it that you wanted to talk about, Lord Aclaí?”




  “It’s Éirime,” Aclaí replied.




  “You must know it is Éirime, uncle,” interrupted Eibheara, impatiently. “Everyone is talking about it. She is still a Favourite, although nobody knows why. She walked away from the City. She rejected everything we have here. She might as well have spat in the Mentor’s eye as she left.”




  Miotal was only half listening: he was watching Aclaí’s face. He knew that there would be emotions behind that mask, but he did not know what. Perhaps it was good that Eibheara was here: she would draw out Aclaí’s thoughts, and tell Miotal the parts that Aclaí would not. He always felt more from Aclaí’s touch than from his face, but they weren’t touching. The seat he had hoped would hold them together as they talked was being used by Eibheara to keep them apart. “The Mentor let her go?” he asked.




  “He did,” Eibheara replied. “She had been asking to go for years, but last ten-day he said she could go. She picked up her things and walked out there and then. She didn’t say goodbye to anyone. She wasn’t even at the Evening Meal.”




  It was useful information, but Miotal wished Aclaí would talk, wished Eibheara would be quiet. He looked straight at Aclaí. “How can I help?” he asked, hoping the simplicity of the statement would convey what he could not convey with touch.




  “When an Immortal leaves,” Aclaí said, briskly, “we should look at the things they used to do, see if any of them are traditions that should be kept alive.” Miotal and Eibheara both knew that. Éirime was the first Favourite to leave the City, but not the first Immortal: and for an Immortal to choose to leave the City after staying so long was unusual. For an Immortal to leave suddenly was bound to leave matters to be resolved. The traditions of the City came from the habits of the Immortals who lived there. But what traditions came from Éirime? Miotal tried to remember.




  “The only tradition I remember that centred on her was addressing the newly-Selected Novices at the start of the year.” As he spoke, Miotal looked quizzical. “I never understood why she did that. She never seemed to care about the Selection process, but she went and spoke to them every year.” He seemed to dismiss it as an oddity. “She’s a strange person.”




  “I know what she was looking for,” Aclaí growled.




  “Oh.” Miotal seemed to understand then. He looked at Aclaí, glanced at Eibheara, looked back at Aclaí. Eibheara felt like she was an outsider, that there was some kind of unspoken understanding, some secret between Aclaí and her great-uncle, something that they would not or could not share with her. She hated that.




  “I will take that responsibility,” said Aclaí. “Somebody should. It’s a good tradition.”




  “She was reassuring, Aclaí,” replied Miotal. “I can’t see you being reassuring.”




  Eibheara felt him react, and it gave her a shock that he should feel something. “I will have to learn. It will be good practice.” He looked at Miotal, and could see that he was not convinced. He swore: a dirty phrase not unusual in the City, but it was very unusual for Aclaí to show such passion. “Look, Miotal, if you don’t understand what she was looking for, with all you know, what chance is there that anyone else does?” He breathed a moment, what Eibheara recognised as Immortal Breath, a source of calmness. “It’s a good tradition. If she doesn’t come back just to do it, then somebody else needs to do it. And I don’t think she is going to come back, for that or anything else. I don’t think she will find what she is looking for, but she has Retired.” He looked at Miotal, and Miotal remembered how their long day and night tracking had ended.




  “She’s not coming back,” Miotal agreed.




  “Well, we must assume she won’t be looking anymore,” Aclaí grumbled. “Which means someone else should look. It could be important.”




  Miotal came over from the wall, placed a hand on Aclaí’s shoulder. Eibheara saw the gesture, and it reminded her of how her father would place his hand on her mother’s shoulder, when she was upset. To her it seemed oddly out of place, for a man to touch another man like that, but she knew they were close. She saw Aclaí’s head move, just a tiny fraction, towards Miotal. After a few moments, Miotal replied “then you should do it, Aclaí, or you should tell someone else what she was looking for.”




  “She never told anyone, either. I think she kept the secret for a good reason. I will continue her search, and if I find it, then you will know.”




  


  * * *





  Caora woke up. Her head was stuffy from drinking wine and cider, but no more than most mornings. As she breathed the Immortal Breath that was a part of her morning ritual, she felt the hangover start to clear. She remembered she was home first, and then she remembered the suspicion they had felt towards her blue robe. She would have to do something about that. But first she would do something about breakfast. She got up, put clothes on, said the Words of Freshness as she shook her hair. Then she went down to the commons.




  The commons was the main room of the inn, and occupied half of the building: above them the thatch was blackened by smoke, and stone walls surrounded a stone floor. The shutters were open now, letting sunlight in, illuminating the trestle tables, benches and stools. A few merchants ate breakfast, while their boats were prepared for the last part of their journey to the mountains, but most of the space was empty.




  As Caora was drinking the last of her breakfast she had her plan sorted out. She put down the mug, then went to the middle of the room, over to the hearth stone, and sat by it. They had not lit a fire yet, but Beatha had swept it ready. Caora had a small knife on her Silver Cord, and with a tiny tug it was in her hand. The blade and handle were both of the greenish Metal, and she unfolded the blade and locked it. The handle was about the size of her finger, and the blade about three quarters of that.




  Holding it like a pencil, she began to carefully scratch Words of Power into the stone: not because she found them hard to remember, although it had been a long time, but because she knew that if the knife slipped she might easily lose a fingertip. As she worked, she was aware that travellers in the commons were watching her, wondering what she was up to. Her hands trembled this early in the morning, and it would be embarrassing to bleed in front of them while she struggled to remember any Words of Healing.




  By the time she was done, Ólachán and Beatha were watching too. She carved the last bit, the codicil that drew Power from the House at Ceatha. She had almost carved the codicil that drew Power from the Red World, but here on Anleacán, it was probably too far away to work. Then she reached into the wood basket and took out a branch. The Words of Power she sang were simple enough, a short little phrase invoking a Manifestation of the Great Principle of Fire, and suddenly the branch was burning. She put it on the hearth stone, and watched the smoke. It rose true and out of the hole in the roof, carried by the smoke guide she had carved on the hearth stone.




  Beatha came over, and spoke to her, awe in her voice. “My lady,” she said, “what do we owe you?”




  “I enjoyed playing here last night,” Caora replied “but the smoke got in my eyes. Now it won’t. If ye’ll let me play again, then that will be my reward.”




  “My lady, you can play here any time you wish. My husband says you are his kin, and anyway, playing as beautiful as yours cannot help but attract us more custom.”




  


  * * *





  When she had done all the hearthstones in Ólachán’s inn, she went across the river to the well. She sat by the well and carved more Words into a rounded stone the size of her two hands in a fist.




  While she was carving, a girl came out to fill a pitcher. The first thing Caora saw about her was her eyes, which were the same shade of green as the Mentor’s. Her skin was pale and freckled, especially on her little upturned nose. Her hair was the colour of red gold. The girl’s body inside her woollen dress was thin and bony, not quite a woman, but Caora could see that she would be soon.




  The girl was also shy. She seemed to want to speak, but she didn’t. Caora looked up at her. “I won’t be long,” she said.




  “I can wait, my lady,” the girl replied, in a tiny voice.




  Caora was scratching the codicil for the Ceatha Power, to complete the work. “Almost done,” she said. Then “I’m Caora. What is your name?”




  “My name is Eala, my lady,” the girl replied. “People call me Eile, though. I am a twin, and my sister is much more popular than I am.”




  “There,” said Caora “It’s done.” She dropped the carved stone into the well: there was an audible plop as it landed. Then she let down the bucket to draw the water, and drank a little. It seemed the Formula had worked. She offered the bucket to Eala. “Try it,” she said.




  Eala tried it. “It has no flavour, my lady,” she said, pulling a face. “Where has the taste gone?”




  “Bad water causes sickness, Eala. The well water is clean now. Clean water has no taste. Fewer people will get sick now.”




  “My father got sick. Duille the Healer said that was bad water.”




  “What happened?”




  “He died, my lady.” Eala looked at her, an intense green gaze that reminded Caora of the Mentor again. “Will what you’ve done to the well stop people dying?”




  “Everybody dies, Eala. But it will stop some people dying before they should.”




  “Why are you doing it?” she asked.




  “I am the Steward for Athaiteorainn, by the Mentor’s order. It’s my job to take care of people, to stop them getting sick.”




  “We have a healer, my lady. Duille is our healer.”




  “I am sure Duille will be happy to be less busy. Purifying the well and carving smoke-guides on hearths will stop many people from getting sick.”




  “What is a smoke guide, my lady?”




  “It’s not easy to explain. Let me show you. Show me where you live.”




  Eala showed her to a one-roomed cottage, extended years ago. There was a red-haired boy there, playing outside. There was no-one else, and Caora was suspicious. “Who else lives here?” she asked, afraid this Eala was an orphan, bringing up her little brother alone.




  “Mammy and my sister are out getting firewood. I’m looking after Spideog,” Eala replied, indicating the boy. The resigned way the boy looked back showed Caora that he didn’t appreciate being looked after by his older sister.




  “That’s good,” said Caora, relieved to hear that she still had a mother. Eala watched as she swept ashes from the hearthstone, got out her knife, and began carving the Words. As she worked, she hummed, and then began to softly sing to herself, the cook’s song that Eala’s mother often sang at their hearth. Eala’s first thought was surprise that a Lady of the City should know one of their own village songs; but her surprise grew as she listened. Mammy was always a little out of tune, and Lady Caora was, seemingly without thinking about it, the best singer Eala had ever heard.




  It didn’t take long, as their hearthstone was soft and Caora now had steady hands, and the Words clear in her mind. Soon she was ready, and she lit a small fire. The hearthstone in Eala’s house was not under the smoke hole, because the roof was in two parts, so the smoke rose up to the roof then flowed neatly across, and out of the hole.




  Eala watched it, and then she blew gently to see how that disturbed the smoke. It didn’t, of course. Then she put her hand in the smoke, and tried to waft it. Finally she blew on her hand, and as she was blowing she put her hand into the smoke. Caora watched her experiments, seeing her intelligence and her curiosity. Eala said “it separates the air, doesn’t it? Can anything get the smoke out?”
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