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THE STORY SO FAR
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This is the second book in THE BITTERBYNDE trilogy.


Book 1, The Ill-Made Mute, told of a mute, scarred 

amnesiac who led a life of drudgery in Isse Tower, a 

House of the Stormriders. Stormriders, otherwise known 

as Relayers, are messengers of high status. They ‘ride 

sky’ on winged steeds called eotaurs, and their many 

towers are strewn across the empire of Erith, in the 

world called Aia.


Sildron, the most valuable of metals in this empire, 

has the property of repelling the ground, thus providing 

any object with lift. This material is used to make the 

shoes of the Skyhorses and in the building of Windships 

to sail the skies. Only andalum, another metal, can 

nullify the effect of sildron.


Erith is randomly visited by a strange phenomenon 

known as ‘the shang’, or ‘the unstorm’; a shadowy, 

charged wind that brings a dim ringing of bells and a 

sudden springing of tiny points of coloured light. When 

this anomaly sweeps over the land, humans have to 

cover their heads with their taltries – hoods lined with a 

mesh of a third metal, talium. Talium prevents human 

passions from spilling out through the skull. At times of

the unstorm, this is important, because the shang has the 

ability to catch and replay human dramas. Its presence 

engenders ‘tableaux’, which are ghostly impressions of 

past moments of intense passion, played over repeatedly 

until, over centuries, they fade.


The world outside Isse Tower is populated not only 

by mortals but also by immortal creatures called eldritch 

wights – incarnations wielding the power of gramarye. 

Some are seelie, benevolent toward mankind, while 

others are unseelie and dangerous.


The drudge escaped from the Tower and set out to 

seek a name, a past and a cure for the facial deformities. 

Befriended by an Ertish adventurer named Sianadh, who 

named her ‘Imrhien’, she learned that her yellow hair 

indicated she came of the blood of the Talith people, a 

once-great race that had dwindled to the brink of 

extinction. Together, the pair sought and found a 

treasure trove in a cave under a remote place called 

‘Waterstair’. Taking some of the money and valuables 

with them, they journeyed to the city of Gilvaris Tarv. 

There they were sheltered by Sianadh’s sister, the carlin 

Ethlinn, who had three children; Diarmid, Liam and 

Muirne. A city wizard, Korguth, tried unsuccessfully to 

heal Imrhien’s deformities. To Sianadh’s rage, the 

wizard’s incompetent meddling left her worse off than 

before. Later, in the marketplace, Imrhien bought 

freedom for a seelie waterhorse. Her golden hair was 

accidentally revealed for an instant, attracting a disturbing 

glance from a suspicious-looking passer-by.


After Sianadh departed from the city, bent on 

retrieving more riches from Waterstair, Imrhien and 

Muirne were taken prisoner by a band of villains led by

a man named Scalzo. Upon their rescue they learned of 

the deaths of Liam and Sianadh. Scalzo and his henchmen 

were to blame.


Imrhien promised Ethlinn she would reveal the 

location of Waterstair’s treasure only to the King-Emperor.

With this intention, she joined Muirne and 

Diarmid, and travelled to distant Caermelor, the royal 

city. Along their way through a wilderness of peril and 

beauty, Imrhien and Diarmid accidentally became 

separated from their fellow travellers, and also Muirne. 

Fortunately they met Thorn, a handsome ranger of the 

Dainnan knighthood whose courage and skill were 

matchless, and Imrhien fell victim to love.


After many adventures, followed by a sojourn in 

Rosedale with Silken Janet and her father, these three 

wanderers rediscovered Muirne, safe and well. Muirne 

departed with her brother Diarmid to join the King-Emperor’s armed forces. Recruits were in demand, 

because rebel barbarians and unseelie wights were 

mustering in the northern land of Namarre, and it 

seemed war was brewing in Erith.


Imrhien’s goal was to visit the one-eyed carlin, Maeve, 

to seek a cure, before continuing on to Caermelor. At 

her final parting from Thorn she was distraught. To her 

amazement, he kissed her at the last moment.


At last, in the village of White Down Rory, Imrhien’s 

facial disfigurements were healed. With the cure, she 

regained the power of speech.


Two of her goals had been achieved. She now had a 

name and a face, but still, no memory of her past.






 


The Known Countries of Erith
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WHITE DOWN RORY





Mask and Mirror
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Cold day, misty gray, when cloud enshrouds the hill.


Black trees, icy freeze, deep water, dark and still,


Cold sun. Ancient One of middle Wintertide,


Old wight, erudite, season personified.


Sunset silhouette; antlers branching wide –


Shy deer eschew fear while walking at her side


Windblown, blue-faced crone, the wild ones never flee.


Strange eyes, eldritch, wise – the Coillach Gairm is she.


Song of the Winter Hag


It was Nethilmis, the Cloudmonth.
 

Shang storms came and went close on each other’s 

heels, and then the wild winds of Winter began to 

close in.


They buffeted the landscape with fitful gusts, rattling 

drearily among boughs almost bare, snatching the last 

leaves and hunting them with whimsical savagery.


The girl who sheltered with the carlin at White Down 

Rory felt reborn. All seemed so new and so strange now, 

she had to keep reminding herself over and over that the 

miraculous healing of her face and voice had indeed

happened; to keep staring into the looking-glass, touching 

those pristine features whose skin was still tender, 

and saying over and over, until her throat rasped:


‘Speech is mine. Speech is mine.’


But she would discover her hands moving as she 

spoke.


Surrounding the unfamiliar face, the hair fell thick 

and heavy, the colour of gold. Lamplight struck red 

highlights in the silken tresses. As to whether all this was 

beauty or not, she was unsure; it was all too much to 

take in at once. For certain, she was no longer ugly – 

and that, it seemed for the moment, was all that 

mattered. Yet there was no rejoicing, for she lived in 

fear, every minute, that it would all be taken away, or 

that it was some illusion of Maeve’s looking-glass – but 

the same image repeated itself in placid water and 

polished bronze, and it was possible, if not to accept the 

new visage, at least to think of it as a presentable mask 

that covered the old, ugly one – her true countenance.


‘I kenned you were mute as soon as you fell through 

my door,’ said the carlin, Maeve One-Eye. ‘Don’t 

underestimate me, colleen. Your hands were struggling 

to shape some signs – without effect. And it was obvious 

what you were after, so I lost no time – no point in dillydallying 

when there’s a job to be done. But ’tis curious 

that the spell on your voice was lifted off with the 

sloughed tissue of your face. If I am not mistaken you 

were made voiceless by something eldritch, while the 

paradox poisoning is from a lorraly plant. Very odd. I 

must look into it. Meanwhile, do not let sunlight strike 

your face for a few days. That new tissue will have to 

harden up a bit first, ’tis still soft and easily damaged.


‘Tom Coppins looks after me, don’t you, Tom?’


The quick, cinnamon-haired boy, who was often in 

and out of the cottage, nodded.


‘And he will look after you as well, my colleen. Now, 

start using your voice bit by bit, not too much, and 

when ’tis strong you can tell me everything; past, 

present, and future. No, the glass is not eldritch. Come 

away from it – there is too much sunlight bleeding in 

through the windowpanes. And there’s shang on the 

way – the Coillach knows what that would do to your 

skin!’





Not a day, not an hour, not a moment passed without 

thoughts of Thorn. Passion tormented the transformee. 

She whispered his name over and over at night as sleep 

crept upon her, hoping to dream of him, but hoping in 

vain. It seemed to her that he was fused with her blood, 

within her very marrow. Ever and anon her thought was 

distracted by images of his countenance, and conjecture 

as to his whereabouts and well-being. Longing gnawed 

relentlessly, like a rat within, but as time passed and she 

became accustomed to the pain, its acuteness subsided 

to a constant dull anguish.


Late in the evening of the third day, the howling airs 

of Nethilmis stilled. Maeve dozed in her rocking-chair by 

the fire with a large plated lizard sleeping on her lap. 

Imrhien was gazing at her own reflection by candlelight, 

twin flames flickering in her eyes. Tom Coppins was 

curled up in a small heap on his mattress in a corner. All 

was still, when came a sound of rushing wind and a 

whirring of great wings overhead, and a sad, lonely call.


Quickly, Maeve roused and looked up. She muttered 

something.


Not long afterward, a soft sound could be heard 

outside the cottage, like a rustling of plumage. Maeve 

lifted the lizard down to the hearthrug and went to open 

the door. A girl slipped in silently and remained in the 

shadows with the carlin. Her face was pale, her gown 

and the long fall of hair were jet black. She wore a cloak 

of inky feathers, white-scalloped down the front. A long 

red jewel shone, bright as fresh blood, on her brow. 

Maeve spoke with her, in low tones that could not be 

overheard, then began to busy herself with preparations, 

laying out bandages and pots on the table.


The carlin’s activities were hidden in the gloom 

beyond the firelight, but a sudden, whistling, inhuman 

cry of pain escaped the newcomer, waking Tom Coppins. 

Maeve had set straight a broken limb and was 

now binding it with splints. When all was finished, the 

swanmaiden lay quivering in the farthest corner from 

the fire, hidden beneath the folds of her feather-cloak.


‘Pallets everywhere,’ muttered Maeve, leaving the 

dirty pots on the table. ‘I shall have to take a bigger 

cottage next year.’


‘You heal creatures of eldritch, madam?’ Imrhien’s 

voice was still soft, like the hissing of the wind through 

heather.


‘Hush. Do not speak thus, when such a one is nigh. I 

heal who I can where and when I am able. It is a duty 

of my calling – but by no means the beginning and end 

of it.’ Maeve fingered the brooch at her shoulder; silver, 

wrought in the shape of an antlered stag. ‘Carlins are not 

merely physicians to humankind. The Coillach Gairm is

the protectress of all wild things, in particular the wild 

deer. We who receive our knowledge from her, share 

her intention. Our principal purpose is the welfare of 

wild creatures. To protect and heal them is our mandate 

– care of humans is a secondary issue. Go to bed.’


‘I have another affliction. You are powerful – mayhap 

you can help me. Beyond a year or two ago, I have no 

memory of my past.’


‘Yes, yes, I suspected as much. Do you think I haven’t 

been scratching my head about that? But it’s a doom laid 

on you by something far stronger than I, and beyond 

my power to mend. For the Coillach’s sake, come away 

from the mirror and go to bed. You’re wearing out my 

glass. Don’t go near her, that feathered one – she is 

afraid of most people, as they all are, with good reason.’


The saurian jumped back onto the carlin’s lap. She 

scratched its upstanding dorsal plates as it circled a 

couple of times before settling.


‘I would have liked something less armoured and 

more furry,’ she murmured, looking down at it, ‘but 

bird-things would not come near, if I had a cat. Besides, 

Fig gave me no choice. He chose me.’





It was difficult to sit still inside the house of the carlin, 

within walls, and to know that Thorn walked in 

Caermelor, in the Court of the King-Emperor. Now the 

renewed damsel was impatient to be off to the gates of 

the Royal City. At the least, she might join the ranks of 

Thorn’s admirers, bringing a little self-respect with her. 

She might exist near him, simultaneously discharging 

the mission she had taken upon herself at Gilvaris Tarv:

to reveal to the King-Emperor the existence of the great 

treasure and – it was to be hoped – to set into motion a 

chain of events that would lead to the downfall of those 

who had slain Sianadh, Liam, and the other brave men 

of their expedition.


Maeve, however, was not to be swayed.


‘You shall not leave here until the healing is 

complete. Think you that I want to see good work 

ruined? Settle down – you’re like a young horse 

champing at the bit. Even Fig’s getting ruffled.’ The 

lizard, dozing fatly by the fire, adeptly hid its agitation. 

In the shadows the swanmaiden stirred and sighed.


Three days stretched to five, then six. The weather 

raged again, battering at the walls of the cottage.


At nights a nimble bruney would pop out from 

somewhere when it thought the entire household 

asleep, and do all the housework in the two-roomed 

cot with amazing speed, quietness, and efficiency. 

Under Maeve’s instructions the girl feigned sleep if she 

happened to waken and spy it. Its clothes were tattered 

and its little boots worn and scuffed. When it had 

finished, it drank the milk set out for it, ate the bit of 

oatcake, and disappeared again, leaving everything in a 

state of supernatural perfection.


Tom Coppins, the quiet lad with great dark eyes, was 

both messenger and student to the carlin, performing 

errands that took him from the house, aiding her in 

preparing concoctions or helping her treat the ailments 

and vexations of the folk who beat a path to her door; 

everything from gangrene and whooping cough to 

butterchurns in which the butter wouldn’t ‘come’, or a 

dry cow, or warts. Someone asked for a love potion and

went away empty-handed but with a stinging earful of 

sharp advice. From time to time Maeve would go outside 

to where her staff was planted in the ground and 

come back carrying leaves or fruit plucked from it – 

potent cures. Or she would tramp out into the woods 

and not return for hours.


More and more, the carlin allowed Imrhien to wield 

her voice; it was exhilarating to converse freely; such a 

joy, as if the bird of speech had been liberated from an 

iron cage. Little by little she told her story, omitting – 

from a sense of privacy if not shame for having been so 

readily smitten – her passion for Thorn.


When the tale had been recounted, the old woman 

sat back in her chair, rocking and knitting. (‘I like to be 

busy with my hands,’ she had said. ‘And it sets folk at 

ease to see an old woman harmlessly knitting. Mind you, 

my needles are anything but harmless!’)


‘An interesting tale, even if you have left out part of 

it,’ Maeve commented. Her patient felt herself blush. 

Maeve’s perceptiveness was disconcerting. ‘So now you 

still have three wishes, eh? Isn’t that right? That’s how it 

usually goes – yan, tan, tethera. No, there is no need to 

reply. You wish for a history, a family, and something 

more – I see it in your eyes. Mark you – remember the 

old saw, Be careful what you wish for, lest – ’


‘Lest what?’


‘Lest it comes true.’


The carlin completed a row of knitting and swapped 

the needles from hand to hand.


‘Now listen,’ she continued. ‘I do not know who you 

are or how to get your memories back, but I do ken that 

this house, since five days ago, is being watched.’


‘Watched? What can you mean?’


‘I mean, spied upon by spies who do not know they 

have been spied. And since they began their enterprise 

not long after you arrived, I deduce that it is you they 

are after. Nobody gets past my door without my 

allowing it – the world knows that. Therefore, these 

observers must be waiting for you to come out. What 

think you of that, eh? Are they friends of yours, wanting 

to protect you, or are they enemies?’


It was like a sudden dousing in icy water. All that had 

happened to Imrhien since her arrival at the carlin’s 

house had driven out thoughts of pursuers. Now the 

recent past caught up with a jarring swiftness. These 

spies might be henchmen of the wizard, the slandered 

charlatan Korguth the Jackal – but more likely they were 

Scalzo’s men who had somehow tracked her down. She 

had been traced right to the carlin’s door! If they had 

come this far, across Eldaraigne in search of her, or if 

they had sent word of her approach by Relayer to 

accomplices in Caermelor or even at the Crown and 

Lyon Inn, then it was obvious they were determined to 

catch her before she went to the King-Emperor explaining 

her detailed knowledge of Waterstair’s location. 

Danger threatened. Desperate men might resort to desperate 

methods to prevent her from reaching the Royal 

City.


The carlin’s eye was fixed intently upon her guest.


‘How do you estimate these watchers? Take care with 

your reply. A false decision might bring disaster. What 

comes next depends on what you say now. Your tongue 

is new to you. Use it wisely.’


‘I think they are evil men,’ the girl replied slowly.

‘Men who wish me ill; brigands led by one called Scalzo, 

from Gilvaris Tarv, who slew my friends. They will try 

to stop me from reaching the Court.’


‘That may be the case. I am not in a position to judge. 

If ’tis true, then it is perilous for you to depart from here 

unprotected. With this in mind I have already asked my 

patient Whithiue to lend you her feather-cloak so that 

you might fly out in the guise of a swan and send the 

cloak back later. She would not hear of it of course, but 

it was worth a try – she and her clan owe me many 

favours. Yet I have another plan. If those who watch are 

your enemies, then they will know you chiefly by your 

hair and by your name. My advice is this – when you set 

out for the Royal City, go not as Imrhien Goldenhair. Go 

as another.’


The needles clattered. A ball of yarn unrolled. The 

lizard watched it with the look of a beast born to hunt 

but restrained by overpowering ennui.


‘Change my name?’


‘Well, ’tis not your name, is it? ’Tis only a kenning 

given you. One kenning is as good as another. I’ll think 

of something suitable to replace it, given time. But you 

cannot go to Court with that hair and not be noticed. 

By the Coillach, colleen, know you how rarely the Talith 

are seen? Only one of that kindred resides at Court – 

Maiwenna, a cousin of the long-defunct Royal Family of 

Avlantia. In all the lands, there are so few human beings 

of your colouring that they are always remarked upon. 

Feohrkind nobles can rinse their tresses in the concoctions 

of carlins and wizards and dye-mixers as often 

as they like, but they can never copy Talith gold. Their 

bleached heads are like clumps of dead grass. No, if you

want to mingle unmarked, you must change the colour 

of your hair as well as your kenning. And for good 

measure, go as a recently bereaved widow and keep 

that face covered.’


‘You know best,’ said Imrhien slowly in her whispering 

tones, ‘for I know nothing of the ways of the King-Emperor’s

Court. But who would recognise the face I 

wear now?’


‘Folk from your past, haply.’


‘Then that would be wonderful! I should meet my 

own folk, discover all!’


‘Not necessarily. Who left you to die in the rain in a 

patch of Hedera paradoxis? Not folk who were looking 

after your interests. Safer to remain unknown, at least 

until you have delivered your messages to the King-Emperor.

And if you cannot tell His Majesty himself, 

why then you would be equally well-off to confide 

in Tamlain Conmor, the Dainnan Chieftain, or True 

Thomas Learmont, the Royal Bard. They are his most 

trusted advisors, and worthy of that trust, more so than 

any other men of Erith.


‘If you manage to leave my cottage unmarked and 

reach the Court, you will likely be richly rewarded, you 

understand. Gold coins can buy security, or at least a 

measure of it. When all is done and your work 

discharged, then you shall have leisure to decide 

whether to doff the widow’s veil and show yourself, and 

risk all that goes with being Imrhien of the Golden Hair.’


‘There is good sense in what you say,’ the girl 

admitted to the carlin.


‘Of course there is. And if you had your wits about 

you, you’d have thought of it yourself, but I expect

you’ve lost them in that glass. By the way, are you aware 

that you speak with a foreign accent?’


‘Do I? I suppose it is Talith.’


‘No. It is like no dialect I have ever heard.’


‘Am I of the Faêran? It is said that they lived forever . . .’


The carlin cackled, true to type. ‘No, you certainly are 

not one of the Gentry. Not that I have ever set eyes on 

any of them, but there is naught of the power of 

gramarye in you. If there were, you would know it. You 

are as mortal as any bird or beast or lorraly folk. None of 

the Fair Folk would get themselves into such scrapes as 

you manage. And yet, your manner of speech is not of 

any of the kingdoms of Erith. Your accent’s unfamiliar.’


‘The Ringstorm that encircles the world’s rim – does 

anything lie beyond it?’


‘Let me tell you a little of the world. Some say that it is 

not a half-sphere but an entire orb with the Ringstorm 

around its waist dividing Erith from the northern half. 

That is why the world has two names; “Erith” for the 

Known Lands, and “Aia” for the three realms in one, 

which comprise the Known Lands, the unknown regions 

on the other side of the Ringstorm, and the Fair Realm. Of 

those three realms only Erith is open to us. Many folk 

have forgotten the Fair Realm. Some say it never existed 

at all. People believe what they can see. Furthermore, it 

is commonly held that nothing lies beyond the Ringstorm, 

that it marks the margins of the world, and if we were to 

pass further than that brink, we would fall into an abyss.


‘Mayhap there is some path through the Ringstorm.’


‘Mayhap. Many have tried to find one. The shang winds 

and the world’s storms are too much for any sea-craft. The 

Ringstorm’s borders are decorated with broken Seaships.


‘Mayhap there is a way through to Erith from the 

other side, from a land on the other side where they 

speak differently . . .’


‘Too many “mayhaps”. Let us to the business in hand.’


‘Yes! Madam Maeve, I am concerned for your safety. 

Should I depart hence under an assumed persona, the 

watchers will believe Imrhien Goldhair bides yet here, 

and they may keep watching for a time until they tire of 

it and assail your house.’


‘A good point.’ Maeve thoughtfully tapped her ear 

with a knitting needle. ‘Ah, but if they think they see 

Imrhien Goldenhair leaving and they follow her, then 

find out it was a ruse and rush back here and see no sign 

of her, they will think she escaped during their absence. 

In sooth, she will have. An excellent plan – nay, ask no 

questions, it will all be clear to you soon. Meanwhile, 

I had better rouse Tom – he has errands to run for me 

in Caermelor. We shall need money to carry out this 

scheme. How much have you?’


‘Madam, please accept my apologies. Your words 

remind me that I owe you payment for your healing of 

me, and my board and lodging. What is your fee?’


‘My fee,’ said the carlin, shooting a piercing glance 

from her bright eye, ‘is whatever those who receive my 

services are prepared to give.’


‘What you have given me is valuable beyond measure 

– worth more than all the treasure in the world.’


‘Have I given it, or was it already yours by right? Do 

not be thankful until you have lived with your changed 

appearance for a moon-cycle or two. See how you like 

it then.’


‘I cannot be otherwise than happy!’


‘Ha! The measure of happiness is merely the difference 

between expectations and outcomes. It is not concerned 

with what one possesses – it is concerned with how 

content one is with what one possesses.’


Imrhien had taken out her leather pouch. The pearls 

she had left in Silken Janet’s linen-chest, the ruby she 

had given to Diarmid and Muirne, but there remained 

two more jewels and the few gold coins she had saved 

when she ran from the caravan. In glittering array she 

spread the stones and metal before the carlin.


‘This is all I have. Please, take it.’


Maeve One-Eye threw her head back and laughed.


‘My dear,’ she said, ‘you will never survive out in the 

wide wicked world if you do this sort of thing. Have 

you not heard of bargaining? Such an innocent. And 

how would you fare with no money to spend on your 

way to the City? This I shall take.’ She leaned forward 

and picked up the sapphire. ‘The mud from Mount 

Baelfire is costly to obtain. And blue is one of the 

colours of my fellowship, the Winter shade of high 

glaciers and cold water under the sky. Leave the 

emerald out of your purse – it is of greater worth and 

will fetch a high price. It is necessary to sell it to pay for 

the purchases Tom shall make in Caermelor on your 

behalf. But put away the sovereigns and doubloons and 

the bit of silver. You may need them someday. And be 

more careful to whom you display your wealth – 

fortunately, I can be trusted, but not all folk are as 

honest as Maeve One-Eye!’


Her thicket of albino hair bristled untidily, like a 

rook’s nest in a frost – her guest suspected that it was in 

fact inhabited by some pet animal – and she leaned back

in her chair, chuckling. The needles resumed their click-clack.


‘True to Talith type, you possess the darker eyebrows 

and eyelashes – those I will not need to alter. What 

colour of hair want you? Black? Brown?’


‘Red.’


‘A canny choice. Nobody would ever believe that any 

clear-headed person would choose the Ertish shade, thus 

they will think that you soothly are of Finvarnan blood . 

I take it you will not mind being despised as a barbarian 

in Court circles?’


‘I have had my fill of contempt! I have been despised 

enough for twenty lifetimes. Not red, then. What is the 

fashion for hair at Court?’


‘Black, or straw yellow – save for the salt-haired 

Icemen that dwell among them; their locks do not take 

kindly to dyes, nor do they wish to alter them, being a 

proud race.’


‘It seems I must choose black. But I will not stay long 

at Court – only long enough to deliver my news, and 

then I will be away.’


And long enough to find someone.


‘Be not so certain. You may not obtain an audience 

with the King-Emperor straight away. He is busy, 

especially at this time of strange unrest in the north. As 

an unknown, you will be seen as inconsequential 

enough to be kept waiting – if necessary, for weeks, 

despite the fact that I am going to transform you into a 

lady of means for the mission. If you successfully reach 

Caermelor and then obtain permission to pass within the 

palace gates, you may have to wait for a long time. And 

if you are eventually granted an audience, the next step

must be verification of your news. They may ask you to 

lead them to this treasure.’


The carlin paused in her handiwork, holding it high 

for a better view. ‘Cast off, one plain, one purl,’ she 

muttered obliquely. With a thoughtful air, she lowered 

the needlework to her lap. ‘So. A name you will need.’ 

She hummed a little tune. ‘I’ve got it! “Rohain”. A tad 

Severnessish-sounding, but it suits you. And you must 

say that you come from some remote and little-known 

place, so that there is small chance of meeting any 

person who hails from there and might betray you. 

The Sorrow Islands off Severnesse are such a place – 

melancholy, avoided whenever possible. Tarrenys is an 

old family name from those parts. Yes – that’s it. Ha! 

Rohain Tarrenys you shall be – say farewell to Imrhien 

Goldenhair, Lady Rohain of the Sorrows.’


‘Am I to be a lady? I know nothing of the ways of 

gentlefolk. I shall be discovered.’


‘Methinks you underestimate your own shrewdness. 

Hearken. Should a peasant wife arrive at the palace 

with a story of discovering great wealth, that woman 

risks her life. There are those at Court who are not as 

scrupulous as the Dukes of Ercildoune and Roxburgh; 

those who would wish to take the credit to themselves 

for such a discovery, and to silence the real messenger. 

It is possible a commonwife would not be given the 

opportunity to speak with the Dukes before she was 

bundled off with a few pennies, maybe to be followed, 

waylaid, and murdered. Howbeit, a gentlewoman must 

be treated with greater scrupulosity.’


‘Who, at Court, could be so perfidious?’


‘It will become clear to you,’ said Maeve briskly. She

changed the subject. ‘Have you a potent tilhal for 

protection along the way?’


‘I have a self-bored stone, given me by Ethlinn.’


‘A worthy talisman,’ said the carlin, examining the 

stone with a lopsided squint. ‘You might well have need 

of it. Many malign things wander abroad these days. 

Doubtless you have heard – it is said that one of the 

brigand chieftains of Namarre has grown strong enough 

to muster wicked wights in his support. There is no 

denying that some kind of summons, inaudible to mortal 

ears, is issuing from that northern region. Unseelie 

wights are moving across the lands, responding to the 

Call. With an army of lawless barbarians, aided by 

unseelie hordes, a wizard powerful enough to summon 

wights would be an opponent to be reckoned with. 

They say such a force might stand a goodly chance of 

overthrowing the Empire and seizing power in Erith. If 

that should come to pass, all the lands would be 

plunged into chaos. It would mean the end of the long 

years of peace we have known.’


A chill tremor tore through the listener.


‘These are uneasy times,’ continued the carlin with a 

shake of her head. ‘Even creatures which have not 

revealed themselves for many lifetimes of men have 

lately re-emerged. It is not long since I heard a rumour 

that Yallery Brown has been seen again.’


She returned the stone to its owner.


‘What is that?’ asked the girl, tucking the tilhal beneath 

her garments.


‘Yallery Brown? One of the wickedest wights that 

ever was or is – so wicked that it is dangerous even to 

befriend him. Have you not heard the old tale of cursed

Harry Millbeck, the brother of the great-grandfather of 

the mayor of Rigspindle?’


‘I have heard many tales, but not that. Pray tell it!’


‘He was a farm labourer, was Harry,’ said Maeve. ‘On 

a Summer’s evening long ago, he was walking home 

from work across fields and meadows all scattered with 

dandelions and daisies, when he heard an anguished 

wailing like the cry of a forsaken child. He cast about for 

the source and at last discovered that it issued from 

underneath a large, flat stone, half-submerged under turf 

and matted weeds. This rock had a name in the district. 

For as long as anyone could remember, it had been 

called “The Strangers’ Stone”, and folk used to avoid it.


‘A terrible fear came over Harry. The wails, however, 

had dwindled to a pitiful whimpering, and being a kindhearted 

man he could not steel himself to walk on without 

rendering aid to what might have been a child in distress. 

With great trouble, he managed to raise up the Strangers’ 

Stone, and there beneath it was a small creature, no bigger 

than a young child. Yet it was no child – rather it looked 

to be something old, far older than was natural, for it was 

all wizened, and its hair and beard were so long that it 

was all enmeshed in its own locks. Dandelion-yellow 

were the hair and whiskers, and soft as thistle-floss. The 

face, puckered as lava, was umber-brown, and from the 

midst of the creases a pair of clever eyes stared out like 

two black raisins. After its initial amazement at its release, 

the creature seemed greatly delighted.


‘“Harry, ye’re a good lad,” it chirped.


‘It knows my name! For certain this thing is a bogle, 

Harry thought to himself, and he touched his cap civilly, 

struggling to hide his terror.


‘“Nay,” said the little thing instantly, “I’m no bogle, 

but ye’d best not ask me what I be. Anyway, ye’ve done 

me a better service than ye know, and I be well-disposed 

toward ye.”


‘Harry shuddered, and his knees knocked when he 

found the eldritch thing could read his unspoken 

thoughts, but he mustered his courage.


‘“And I now will give ye a gift,” said the creature. 

“What would ye like – a strong and bonny wife or a 

crock full of gold coins?”


‘“I have little interest in either, your honour,” said 

Harry as politely as he could, “but my back and 

shoulders are always aching. My labour on the farm is 

too heavy for me and I’d thank you for help with it.”


‘“Now hearken ye, never thank me,” said the little 

fellow with an ugly sneer. “I’ll do the work for ye and 

welcome, but if ye give me a word of thanks ye’ll never 

get a hand’s turn more from me. If ye want me, just call 

‘Yallery Brown, from out of the mools come to help me,’ 

and I’ll be there.” And with that it picked the stalk of a 

dandelion puff, blew the fluffy seeds into Harry’s eyes 

and disappeared.


‘In the morning Harry could no longer believe what 

he had seen and suspected he’d been dreaming. He 

walked to the farm as usual, but when he arrived, 

he found that his work had already been completed, 

and he had no need to lift so much as a finger. The same 

happened day after day; no matter how many tasks 

were set for Harry, Yallery Brown finished them in the 

blink of an eye.


‘At first the lad augured his life would be as leisurely 

as a nobleman’s, but after a time he saw that matters

might not go so well for him, for although his tasks were 

done, all the other men’s tasks were being undone and 

destroyed. After a while, some of his fellow labourers 

happened to spy Yallery Brown darting about the place 

at night and they accused Harry of summoning the 

wight. They made his life miserable with their blaming 

and their complaints to the master.


‘“I’ll put this to rights,” said Harry to himself. “I’ll do 

the work myself, and not be indebted to Yallery Brown.”


‘But no matter how early he came to work, his tasks 

were always accomplished before he got there. Furthermore, 

no tool or implement would remain in his hand; 

the spade slipped from his grasp, the plough careered 

out of his reach and the hoe eluded him. The other men 

would find Harry trying to do their work for them, 

but no matter how hard he tried he could not do it, for 

it would go awry, and they accused him of botching it 

deliberately.


‘Finally, the men indicted him so often that the 

master dismissed him, and Harry plodded away in a 

high rage, fuming about how Yallery Brown had treated 

him. Word went around the district that Harry Millbeck 

was a troublemaker, and no farmer would hire him. 

Without a means of earning a living, Harry was in sore 

straits.


‘“I’ll get rid of this wicked wight,” he growled to 

himself, “else I shall become a beggar on the streets.” So 

he went out into the fields and meadows and he called 

out, “Yallery Brown, from out of the mools, come to 

me!”


‘The words were scarcely out of his mouth when 

something pinched his leg from behind, and there stood

the little thing with its tormentil-yellow hair, its pleated 

brown face and its cunning raisin eyes. Pointing a finger 

at it, Harry cried, “It’s an ill turn you’ve done to me and 

no benefit. I’ll thank you to go away and allow me to 

work for myself!”


‘At these words, Yallery Brown shrilled with laughter 

and piped up: “Ye’ve thanked me, ye mortal fool! Ye’ve 

thanked me and I warned you not!”


‘Angrily, Harry burst out, “I’ll have no more to do 

with you! Fine sort of help you give. I’ll have no more 

of it from this day on!”


‘“And ye’ll get none,” said Yallery Brown, “but if I 

can’t help I’ll hinder.” It flung itself into a whirling, 

reeling dance around Harry, singing –


‘“Work as thou wilt, thou’lt never do well.


Work as thou mayst, thou’lt never gain grist;


For harm and mischance and Yallery Brown


Thou’st let out thyself from under the stone.”


‘As it sang, it pirouetted. Its buttercup tresses and 

beard spun out all around until it resembled the 

spherical head of a giant dandelion that has gone to 

seed. This thistledown orb blew away, disappearing 

into the air, and Harry never again set eyes on Yallery 

Brown.


‘But he was aware of the wight’s malevolent presence 

for the rest of his life; he sensed it opposing him in 

everything to which he turned his hand. Forever after 

that, naught went aright for poor Harry Millbeck. No 

matter how hard he worked he could not profit by it, 

and ill-fortune was on whatever he touched. Until the 

day of his death Yallery Brown never stopped troubling 

him, and in his skull the wight’s song went ceaselessly

round and round, “. . . for harm and mischance and 

Yallery Brown thou’st let out thyself from under the 

stone . . .”’


‘That’s a terrible injustice!’ cried the listening girl.


‘Aye,’ said Maeve. ‘That’s the way of unseelie wights 

and that one is among the wickedest.’





The carlin gave detailed instructions to Tom Coppins, 

who went off to Caermelor on a pony and returned 

three days later laden with parcels.


‘What took you so long?’ Maeve said impatiently.


‘I was bargaining.’


‘Hmph. I hope you got the better of those rapscallion 

merchants. How much got you for the emerald?’


‘Twelve guineas, eight shillings, and eightpence.’


‘And what purchased you with that?’


‘Shoes, raiment, and trinkets such as you asked, and 

a hired carriage to be waiting at the appointed place at 

the appointed time.’


‘Good. Keep half a crown and give the rest to my 

lady, Rohain of the Sorrows.’


Tom Coppins was accustomed to unquestioningly 

accepting curious events. That a yellow-haired monster 

should have entered the cottage and been transformed 

was no more strange than many things he had seen 

while in the service of Maeve. He loved the old carlin 

with unswerving loyalty – whatever she needed, he 

would fetch; whatever she asked, he would do, and 

without question. He was an astute lad and warmhearted. 

In the time he had been in Maeve’s service, he 

had seen beyond the aspect of a simple old woman, the

aspect the world saw. He had been witness to the 

carlin’s true dignity and power made manifest.





That night, Tom washed Imrhien-Rohain’s hair with an 

iron-willow mordant. He rubbed in a thick mud of 

pounded and soaked iris-roots, then rinsed the hair 

again with the mordant, as Janet had done to Diarmid’s 

locks in the valley of roses. The black-haired girl shook 

out her sable tresses in front of the fire.


The swanmaiden’s eyes gleamed from the shadows. 

Maeve brought food for the wight-in-woman-form, 

speaking to her in a low, foreign voice.


The next morning, at uhta, the eldritch maiden 

departed. Before she left, Imrhien-Rohain saw her 

standing framed in the doorway, her fair face and 

slender arms gleaming white against the nightshade of 

her cloak and hair. The lovely wight offered a single 

black feather to Maeve. Then she slipped behind the 

doorpost and vanished. A moment later, with a rush and 

a whirr, dark wings lifted over the house-roof. There 

came a plaintive, mournful cry that was answered from 

far off.


Maeve stood on the doorstep, her face raised to the sky.


‘She rejoins her flock at a remote mountain lake,’ she 

said at last. ‘She could not bear to be enclosed any 

longer within walls. The limb is not yet properly healed 

but it might be she will return for my ministrations, now 

and then, until it is whole. They always know where to 

find me, in my wanderings. And soon I must wander 

again – I have stayed here long enough and Imbroltide 

draws nigh.’


Consideringly she looked at the long black feather, 

before swathing it in a swatch of linen.


‘Now it is but sixteen days until the turn of the year, 

the most significant time of all – Littlesun Day. There is 

much to be done.’


She set a fiery eye on her other visitor. ‘Take this 

swan’s plume with you. The swans of eldritch sometimes 

give a feather in token of payment. When the 

feather’s holder is in need, the swan is bound to help, 

but once only. Her calling-name, potent only for the 

duration of the bitterbynde, is Whithiue. This is a gift of 

high value.’


A bitterbynde. Imrhien-Rohain recalled hearing that 

term when she dwelled in the House of the Stormriders. 

The betrothal of a daughter of that House, Persefonae, 

had been pledged on the day she was born. A vow, or 

geas, laid upon a subject willing or not; a decree that 

imposed bitter sanctions upon its breaking, and 

demanded stringent, almost impossible conditions for its 

removal – that was a bitterbynde. In the swan-girl’s case, 

she was bitterbound to come to the aid of whomsoever 

grasped the feather and summoned her.


‘Now,’ said Maeve earnestly, folding the linen package 

firmly into the hand of Imrhien-Rohain, ‘it is your turn to 

go forth.’





So it was that on the fifteenth of Nethilmis, before the 

early gathering of morning, a cloaked and taltried figure, 

mounted sidesaddle, rode swiftly from Maeve’s door. 

White stars arrayed a fretwork of black boughs, and the 

green star of the south was a shining leaf among them.

Thin chains of mist fettered the trees. Every leaf and twig 

seemed carved from stone. The rider, awkward and 

uncertain, continually glanced from right to left. The long 

skirts kept tangling with the stirrups, but, as if in haste, 

the rider urged the pony on. Not far from the house of 

the carlin, dark figures sprang from among the trees as 

the steed cantered past. The rider cast a glance backward, 

then, with surprising alacrity, threw one leg over 

the pony’s back and, giving a shrill cry, surged forward. 

As the pony’s hooves clattered away, other figures ran 

from the trees bringing up horses with muffled hooves. 

Soon they were galloping in vigorous pursuit.


The pony, although swifter than an ordinary mount 

of its kind, could not outmatch the long strides of the 

horses. Yet for a time it seemed the pursuers did not 

want to catch up, but merely to follow from a distance 

and mark their quarry, as though biding their time. 

Suddenly they rounded a bend and were forced to rein 

in their horses so sharply the steeds reared on their hind 

legs and screamed their indignation. Right in their path, 

the pony had halted. It wheeled, then, and faced them. 

The rider flung back the hood, revealing the face of a 

dark-eyed lad. His hand dipped beneath his cloak and 

he flung out a powder that exploded in the faces of the 

pursuers with a dazzling flash, followed by billowing 

smoke. When they finally fought free of the thick fog, he 

was gone.


Back, then, they rode like a storm. When they 

returned to the house of the carlin, the windows and 

doors stood open, sightless. No smoke wisped from the 

chimney. The place was empty and all trails were cold.





*





A quarter-moon danced overhead. The Greayte Southern 

Star hung like an emerald set in onyx, and falling 

stars peppered the night sky.


Imrhien-Rohain ran along a narrow woodland path 

leading northwest, clutching her purse of coins to prevent 

them from clashing together. She had the advantage of a 

secret start, and carried a potent tilhal of Maeve’s as 

protection against things of the night that dwelt around 

White Down Rory. A Stray Sod had been let fall behind 

her at the beginning of the path to mislead any mortal 

who stepped thereon, and a sudden, temporary thicket 

of brambles camouflaged the path’s entrance. Despite 

these precautions, terror spurred her pulse as she fled 

through the black trees. The glimmering footpath seemed 

enchanted – no root reached across to trip her up, no 

wight crossed it or started up alongside. Without pause, 

she hastened on, casting many a backward glance, as if 

the mysterious riders who had watched the house might 

spring out of the darkness. At last, lacking breath, she 

slowed to a swift walk.


The money from the emerald had been well-spent. 

Rohain of the Sorrows, an elegant lady, would become 

a widow as soon as she unfolded the silk mask across 

her face to hide her grief, in the fashion of bereaved 

women. By her ornaments and garments, she would 

appear a noble widow of considerable means. The silk 

domino, blue as night, was worked with scarlet. Jet 

beads sparkled in her long dark hair. Matching needlework, 

dark red and azure on midnight blue, drenched 

the full bell-sleeves of her gown, slashed to show 

contrasting lining, and dripped down the voluminous 

skirts from below whose picoted hems several petticoats

peeped demurely. Her waist was cinched by a crimson 

leather girdle, housed within silver filigree. A long, 

fitted, fur-lined travelling cloak, frogged down the front, 

covered the yards of fancy fabric. A fur-lined velvet taltry 

topped the outfit.


She went forward. Hours passed. A soft noise like the 

wind in an Autumn wood came rustling. She thought it 

strange, for there was no wind, and all around, stark 

boughs plowed black furrows into the fitful moonlight, 

unmoving. A tall, pale figure glided past; some wight in 

almost mortal form. It groaned and soon passed out of 

sight. The susurration of falling leaves went on and on. 

Suddenly the moon shone out radiantly and the sounds 

changed to faint murmurs of laughter and ridicule that 

continued for a while, then faded.


Down among the tree roots, tiny lights were moving.


The path climbed a final slope and came out on the 

Caermelor Road as the sky began to pale. Farther down 

the Road, to the left, squatted a white milestone. It was 

there that the coach waited, its coach-lamps glowing like 

two amber flowers. The horses’ breath steamed, a silver 

mist combed to shreds by the sharp and bitter cold.


The coachman had received an enticing down 

payment on the understanding that his services were to 

be performed with confidentiality – not that the noble 

lady passenger had held a clandestine tryst in the woods 

with a bucolic lover, of course. Simply, she desired 

privacy and no questions. Given his utmost discretion, 

the pecuniary reward at the end of the journey would 

exceed even the down payment.


He saw a slender, cloaked figure materialize out of 

the darkness, silent as a moth.


Bowing, he murmured, ‘Your ladyship.’ Her name 

was unknown to him.


She nodded. He could not see her face behind the 

decorative blind. Handing her into the carriage, the coachman 

stepped up into his box-seat and shook the reins. His 

bellowed ‘Giddap!’ harshly interrupted the night.


With a sudden thrust forward, the equipage bowled 

rapidly along the Road to Caermelor.





Light wooden caskets were waiting in the coach. With a 

sense of excitement, the passenger opened them. One 

was filled with sweetmeats and refreshments for the 

journey, one contained a most risible headdress, another 

an absurd pair of shoes, and a fourth accommodated an 

ermine muff and a pair of gloves. With difficulty inside 

the cramped and jolting compartment, the ‘widow’ 

added these items to her person.


The wide headdress was fashioned from a thick roll 

of stiffened fabric trimmed with sweeping carmine 

plumes, beaded, latticed with silver. It possessed a 

crown rising to a point draped with yards of azure 

gauze. Altogether, the dainty, fragile shoes, the voluminous 

sleeves, the stiff, embroidery-crusted fabric of the 

gowns, the heavy girdle that made it difficult to bend 

forward and the wide headdress that made it impossible 

to approach any wall – seemed most onerous and 

impractical, not only for travel but for everyday living. 

These garments and accoutrements would impede the 

simplest of tasks. Could it be that such strange raiment 

was truly the fashion at Court? Had her benefactress and 

the lad been mistaken, out of touch? Quickly she

dismissed the thought. Nothing escaped the carlin’s 

notice – the costume would be correct.


Her heel kicked against a heavy object sitting on the 

floor – a foot-warmer. Tom Coppins had thought of 

everything. Housed in its elaborately carved wooden 

case, the brass container with its pierced lid gave off a 

welcome warmth from the glowing charcoal in its belly. 

The passenger propped her feet thereon and sat back 

against the padded leather upholstery.


Yet the new Rohain could not enjoy the comforts of 

this unaccustomed mode of travel. She fervently hoped 

that all she had heard about the Court had been 

exaggerated – the tales of the refined manners, the 

complicated rules of etiquette, the forms of speech. 

Between the fear that the carriage would be overtaken 

by her enemies, the dread of what was to come, and 

constant battles with the unwieldy headdress that 

threatened to slide off, she made the journey in great 

discomfort and alarm.


Throughout the Winter’s day, the carriage rolled on.





Days were short. At its zenith, the sun had risen only 

marginally above the horizon, where it glowered from 

behind a dreary blanket of cloud.


Emerging from the woods, the Road ran through 

farming lands patched with fields, hedge-bordered. 

Here and there, a house topped with smoking chimneys 

nestled among its outbuildings. After passing through a 

couple of outlying villages, the Road began to climb 

toward the city walls.


The buildings of Caermelor clustered on the slopes of

a wall-encircled hill that rose four hundred feet out of 

the sea at the end of its own peninsula. To the south, the 

sea had taken a deep bite out of the land to form a wide 

and pleasant bay fringed with white sands. The far side 

of this bay was cradled in the arm of a mountainous 

ridge reaching out into the ocean to form a second, 

more rugged peninsula, its steep sides clothed in forest.


Eastward, an expansive, flat-bottomed valley opened 

out. Through the middle of it ran the river that drained 

the encircling hills, flowing until it reached the sea to the 

north of the city-hill. There, salt tide danced to and fro 

with fresh current. In the estuary, waters ran deep 

enough for the draught of the great-keeled Seaships. 

Wharves, piers, docks, and jetties jutted from the 

northern flank of the city-hill, stalking into the water on 

thick, encrusted legs.


Atop the highest point, the palace overlooked all – 

the vast sweep of ocean to the west, the curve of the bay 

with its long lines of lace-edged waves, the blue-folded 

shoulders of the ridge dropping sharply to the water; 

north, the ocean stretching to distant mountains; northeast, 

the river-port teeming with business, forested with 

tall masts. Eastward, the city spread out over the plain, 

dwindling to scattered farms and the backdrop of 

Doundelding’s hills on the horizon.


But blind ocean was not all that could be seen to the 

west, for a tall island rose up, perhaps a quarter of a mile 

offshore, directly opposite the city-hill. At low tide, the 

waters drained from a causeway that connected it to 

the mainland. At all other times it was completely cut off 

by water. Here stood the Old Castle, much like a crag 

itself, jagged, gray, and gaunt. Of yore it had been the

fortress to which citizens had retreated in times of war. 

Now it stood, stern sentinel, silent guardian, facing the 

palace on the hill.





Late in the afternoon the coach halted at last before 

the city gates. There was a knock on the front wall of 

the compartment. Imrhien-Rohain slid back the little 

window that opened onto the coachman’s box. His eyes 

appeared, goggling like a fish’s.


‘Where to now, m’lady?’


‘To the palace.’ Her new voice had crisped to a clear, 

ringing tone.


‘Very well, m’lady.’


She slid the window shut, like a guillotine chopping 

off the outside world.


Guards lounging under the portals had a word with 

her coachman. Through the windows they eyed the 

passenger with curiosity as the vehicle went by. 

Imrhien-Rohain drew the curtains against their intrusion. 

Beyond, voices rose and fell, wheels rattled, seagulls 

mewed, children yelled. In booming tones a town crier 

shouted, ‘Hear ye! Hear ye!’


She had come at last to Caermelor.
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CAERMELOR, PART I





Vogue and Vanity
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Euphonic fountains splash, by arbor walls where climbing roses, red 

and yellow, cling.


Proud peacocks strut on sweeping, verdant lawns and nightingales in 

gilded cages sing.


Glass carriages with plumed and matching teams roll on amid this 

royal plenitude,


By ornamental lakes where sleek swans glide, reflecting on their 

mirrored pulchritude.





The silk and satin ladies with their fans incline upon the marble 

balustrade.


The night will see them dance like butterflies, when they attend the 

Royal Masquerade.


Fair jewels gleam on ev’ry courtly peer: bright rubies, sapphires, 

diamonds, and pearls.


The costliest of velvets, plumes, and furs adorn dukes, viscounts, 

marquesses, and earls.





Prosperity and luxury abound; sweet music plays as nobles feast and 

sport.


The rarest beauty and the greatest wealth are found within the 

Empire’s Royal Court.


Fashionable song at the Court of Caermelor


Caermelor Palace had been originally constructed 

as a castle stronghold and still retained its 

fortified outer structure. Machicolated watchtowers, 

siege engine towers, stair turrets, a mill tower, 

round mural towers, square mural towers, and numerous 

other outjuttings thickened the twelve-foot-deep walls at 

varying intervals.


The road into the park-like palace grounds crossed 

the moat by means of a drawbridge. Beyond the drawbridge 

bulked the garrisoned gatehouse and the barbican. 

The main outer gate was constructed of solid oak, 

studded with iron. It could be barred, if necessary, by an 

iron portcullis that remained raised in times of peace 

and was lowered only for the purpose of oiling the 

chains and maintaining the winches.


When this outer gate was shut, persons on foot might 

enter by a smaller postern set into it, whereupon they 

would find themselves in a long chamber set within 

thick walls, with a gate at either end – the gatehouse, a 

solid edifice specifically dedicated to the purpose of 

providing a space between the inner and outer portals. 

Peepholes in the walls allowed guards in side passages 

to inspect purportedly innocent visitors. Those approved 

visitors might pass through a second gate. It opened 

onto the outer bailey, which in recent years had been 

filled with walled gardens and leafy courtyards. A third 

gate led to the inner bailey with its stables, barracks, 

parade grounds, kennels, pigeon-lofts, coach-mews, 

and falconry-mews. It was bordered by the King’s 

Tower winged with fluttering standards, the arsenal 

tower, the Great Hall with its pentise, two tall Mooring 

Masts, the solar, and the keep. The windows of the

internal buildings had been enlarged from cross-slitted 

arrow-loops and narrow arches to gracious fenestrations 

of latticed glass, and greater opulence reigned within 

them than in former days. The transformation from 

fortress castle to residential palace had also involved the 

creation of ornamental gardens around the keep.


Somewhere within the vitals of that keep, Tamlain 

Conmor, the Most Noble the Duke of Roxburgh, 

Marquess of Carterhaugh, Earl of Miles Cross, Baron 

Oakington-Hawbridge, and Lord High Field-Marshal of 

the Dainnan – to name only his principal titles – strode 

into the richly furnished suite he always occupied when 

at Court, calling for his junior valet and his squire.


‘Ho, John! Where is my lady wife?’


‘The Duchess Alys-Jannetta is at her bower with her 

ladies, Your Grace,’ piped the valet.


‘So. Have you laid out some clean clouts for the 

evening?’


‘The scarlet hose or the puce, Your Grace?’


‘I care not, just as long as they are serviceable enough 

that they don’t split along the crotch seam and let my 

backside hang out. Wilfred, is Conquest well-polished?’


‘Conquest is oiled and polished, sir,’ replied that 

young man.


‘Give him here.’ The Dainnan Chieftain stroked the 

broadsword lovingly; held it up to the light.


‘Good.’ He handed the weapon back to his squire. 

‘See that the new scabbard is maintained as bravely. 

Who’s that at my door? Enter.’


A footman opened the sitting-room door. A messenger 

ran in, went down on one knee before the warrior and 

bowed, offering a silver salver on which a leaf of

parchment flapped. Roxburgh read the note, scratching 

his bluff chin.


‘Very well.’ He sighed. ‘Conduct this lady to the 

Chamber of Ancient Armour. She may await me there. My 

wife is at her bower, you say?’ Crumpling the parchment 

into a ball, he threw it at John, who ducked too late. The 

messenger bobbed his head in answer and ran out.





As the sun dipped, the clouds in the west parted, 

allowing a gleam of bronze to lance the lofty windows 

of the Chamber of Ancient Armour. The room overlooked 

a walled courtyard of fountains and statues. 

Across the tapestries on its walls, scenes from history 

and legend spread themselves, all with a bellicose 

theme. Here, two cavalry brigades charged at one 

another, pennants streaming, helmet plumes, manes, 

and tails flying, to clash in a tangled mass of armoured 

brawn and rearing, screaming war-horses. There, 

Dainnan archers in disciplined rows fired a deadly rain 

of darts, the back line standing with legs astride, braced 

to shoot, while the front, having spent its arrows, 

reloaded. On another wall, Warships locked each other 

in combat among a ferment of storm clouds above a city. 

Farther on, the infantry of the Royal Legion raged about 

a trampled field. Their enemies lay thick on the ground 

and the colours of Eldaraigne fluttered high above.


Antique armours stood against the walls. Dark wooden 

shelves housed outmoded hauberks-of-mail, habergeons, 

camails, coudieres, padded and quilted armour of fabric 

and boiled leather, mail coifs, brigandines, conical helms 

extruding long nasals, prick spurs, knee-cops and aillettes

of leather, rerebraces, vambraces, gauntlets, baldrics, 

helms winged and fanged and halberds from times long 

past, dull and sheenless, mostly dented, torn or cloven. 

The high gabled lids of arming chests hinted at more.


Afternoon light spilled like brandy across an acorn-patterned 

carpet at the daintily shod feet of the visitor 

who sat waiting in a chair heaped with brocade cushions. 

A page boy in the livery of Roxburgh, gold and gray, 

stood stiffly at her shoulder.


Filigree brass lamps hung on chains from the ceiling 

and jutted in curled brackets from the walls. A servant 

scurried about, kindling them to amber glows. Disappointed, 

the last of the sunrays withdrew. As they did so, 

a white-wigged footman entered, wearing black pumps 

and an iron-gray tail-coat with gold trimmings. He bowed.


‘Your Ladyship, His Grace will see you now.’


He held the door open. The dark-haired, masked 

widow passed through and was guided deferentially to 

a larger chamber; the Duke of Roxburgh’s audience-room. 

In a loud voice the footman announced, ‘Lady 

Rohain Tarrenys of the Sorrow Islands.’


The visitor was ushered in.


A hearthful of flames flung warmth into this room, 

cheerily bouncing their glow off polished walnut 

furniture and silver-gilt. A pair of cast bronze andirons 

with eagle motifs supported a burning giant of the 

forest. They matched the decorated fender, the pokers, 

the tongs. Crossed swords, broad-bladed hunting knives 

with deer’s foot handles and other trophies of arms 

enlivened the walls alongside a mounted boar’s head 

with formidable tusks and the masks of other game.


The fire’s light was supplemented by three hanging

lusters and, atop a table, a bronze urisk holding a massive 

bouquet of bell-flowers whose cupped petals were 

candle-sockets. Two more goat-legged wights in marble 

supported the mantelpiece, which in turn bore a set of 

equestrian statuettes in malachite and agate. On a bearskin 

rug before the hearth lay a pair of lean hounds.


Conmor, Duke of Roxburgh, stood by the window. He 

was still in the field-dress he had worn that day: loose-sleeved 

shirt, leather doublet slit to the hips, belted loosely 

at the waist, embossed baldric slung across the shoulder, 

suede leggings, and knee-boots. Firelight burnished his 

shoulder-length, unbound locks to dark mahogany.


At her first sight of the Dainnan Commander, a 

muffled gasp escaped from beneath the visitor’s veil.


Thorn!


But no. Of course not – it was just that she had not 

been expecting to see a tall figure wearing the subdued 

Dainnan uniform here in the palace suites, where 

braided liveries stalked alongside jeweled splendors. 

This man with brown hair tumbling to his shoulders was 

not Thorn, although he came close to him in height, and 

if she had not first seen Thorn, she would have thought 

the Commander exceedingly comely. He was older, 

thicker in girth, more solidly built, his arms scarred, his 

thighs knotted with sinew. At the temples his hair was 

threaded with silver. Proud of demeanor he was, and 

stern of brow, but dashing in the extreme.


The warrior leader’s hazel eyes, which had widened 

slightly at the sight of the visitor, now narrowed. 

Somewhere in remote regions of the palace, something 

loose banged peevishly in the rising wind.


‘Go and see to that shutter, will you, lad?’


The momentary distraction allowed Rohain-Imrhien 

to recover her poise. She curtsied and awaited tacit 

permission to speak.


‘Rohain of the Sorrows,’ repeated Roxburgh, ‘pray be 

seated and remove your widow’s veil. Here in the palace 

we are joyed to look upon the countenance of those 

with whom we hold converse.’


His guest inclined her head.


‘As Your Grace’s servants have many times assured 

me, sir. But I am uncomfortable without it. I have made 

a vow—’


‘I insist,’ he broke in; a man used to having his 

demands met and impatient with those who would not 

cooperate. There seemed to be no choice.


She unhooked the mask and drew it aside.


Her eyes never left his face. She read all that passed 

across it – the look of surprise, the turning away, then 

the avoidance of her eyes. What could it mean? This was 

the first test in the outside world of this new face she 

wore. Was it then so strange?


‘Wear the veil if you must,’ the Dainnan Commander 

said briskly, throwing his shoulders back as though 

regaining control of himself after a lapse. ‘Wilfred, have 

refreshments brought for Her Ladyship and myself.’


Murmuring compliance, Wilfred withdrew.


‘For you must be weary, m’lady,’ continued Roxburgh, 

‘after your journey. The message I received from the 

Doorkeeper indicated that you have travelled to 

Caermelor on an errand of importance, with news that 

you will entrust only to the King-Emperor.’


Rohain-Imrhien fastened the mask back in place.


‘That is so, Your Grace.’


She perched on the edge of a velvet-covered chair. 

Roxburgh remained standing, occasionally striding up 

and down in front of the hearth.


‘Have you any idea,’ he said, ‘how many folk come 

knocking upon the King-Emperor’s doors with the same 

message as you? Petitioners, beggars, would-be courtiers, 

social climbers – most of them do not get as far as an 

audience with me. You have been fortunate, so far, due 

to your apparent station. I have many calls upon my 

time. His Imperial Majesty the King-Emperor will not 

hold audience with you. It is a busy time for all – 

meaning no discourtesy, my lady, but His Majesty has no 

spare time these days. Our sovereign’s waking hours are 

devoted to the urgent business at hand. As one of His 

Majesty’s ministers I am empowered to speak for him 

and take messages on his behalf. Now, what are your 

tidings of import?’


A page in gray-and-gold livery came in bearing a 

laden tray. He set it down on a table with legs carved 

like sword irises and inlaid with mother-of-pearl, then 

bowed to his lord and to the lady.


‘Thank you – ’


Her host glanced at Rohain sharply. Obviously she 

had made a mistake by thanking the lad. It appeared 

that those born to be served by others did not consider 

it necessary to show gratitude to the servants here in the 

palace. She must avoid such errors. To survive here 

among the denizens of the Royal Court, one must do 

what all newcomers must do in a strange country – copy 

the behaviour of the inhabitants. If she observed them 

closely, if she followed their customs and manners, then 

she might pass undiscovered.


‘My tidings are for the ears of the King-Emperor,’ she 

repeated. The Dainnan Chieftain frowned. He seated 

himself opposite her, leaning back in his chair.


‘Well, My Lady of the Sorrows, it seems we can 

discover no common ground. Pray, partake of wine and 

cakes before you depart. I am sorry there can be no 

commerce between us.’


Ethlinn and Maeve had said that Roxburgh could be 

trusted, but it would be better to see the King-Emperor 

himself. She must try for it.


‘I must speak with the King-Emperor.’


‘And I have told you that it is impossible.’


He handed her a goblet, silver-gilt, enameled in 

mulberry.


‘To your health.’


‘And to Your Grace’s.’


She raised the vessel, lifted the veil, and drank. The 

liquor was the essence of peaches, on fire.


‘’Tis a pity to travel so far only to leave with your 

mission unrequited,’ remarked the Duke conversationally, 

lifting one mightily thewed shank akimbo and resting a 

boot on his knee.


‘Yes, a pity.’


‘How do they speak of us, in the far Isles of Sorrow?’


‘Highly, sir. But no words I have heard spoken do 

justice to the wonder and wealth of the Royal City. The 

name of Conmor, Duke of Roxburgh, is also famous in 

far-flung places, of course.’


‘And no doubt many a story is attached to it.’


‘All are gestes of valor.’


‘And honour?’


‘Most assuredly!’


‘If Conmor of Roxburgh is spoken of, perhaps you are 

aware that he has little time for secret messages, being 

more concerned with the safety of the Empire. It is no 

secret that war is gathering on the borders. Our spies 

reported large movements of armed barbarians in 

northern Namarre last month near the Nenian Landbridge. 

Yesterday the Royal Legions began deploying five 

hundred troops to the north as part of the King-Emperor’s 

moves to guard against possible military action by 

Namarre. I am needed there. I sally forth on the morrow.’


‘I know nothing of such matters, sir, but perhaps a 

show of strength may be all that is required to make 

these rebels think again.’


‘Precisely. Otherwise, they shall know the fury of the 

King-Emperor’s Legions.’


‘It is said that they are allied with immortals – unseelie 

wights of eldritch who are moving northward in answer 

to some kind of Call; formidable foes.’


‘In sooth, but so-called immortals only live forever 

unless they choose to die or are slain.’


‘I have heard that if they are wounded so sorely that 

their bodies become incapable of sustaining existence, 

they are able to transmute and thus live on in another 

shape?’


‘Some possess that power, yea, but they must take a 

weaker form, threatless.’


Conversation petered out.


The Dainnan Commander quaffed the remaining 

contents of his goblet. Rohain-Imrhien sipped her own, 

replaced it on the inlaid table, and stood up. Roxburgh 

also rose to his feet.


‘You are leaving so soon?’


‘I will not squander more of your time, sir – Your 

Grace is a busy man, I know. Thank you for sparing me 

a moment.’


‘But your tidings . . .’


‘Will Your Grace take me to the King-Emperor?’


‘Before you stands his sworn representative. Is that 

not enough?’


‘No, sir.’


She curtsied. Beyond the palace walls, out in the gulf 

of night, the wind raged, hammering at the windows.


‘Good speed,’ said Roxburgh, smiling slightly.


Rohain-Imrhien guessed he would not truly let her 

leave without divining her purpose.


She paused by the door, where two footmen of 

matching height stood poised to escort her. Then she 

turned and looked over her shoulder. The war-leader 

stood with his feet apart, arms folded. He nodded curtly. 

She walked back into the chamber.


Her bluff had not worked.


His had.


‘I will tell you, sir,’ she said, since there was no option.







The wind sucked along corridors. It sang weird harmonies, 

flinging doors open and shut with sudden 

violence and setting every hound in the Royal Kennels 

to howling.


A sleepy young footman went around the Duke of 

Roxburgh’s audience-chamber, lowering the gleaming 

lamps on their chains and trimming the wicks, lighting a 

score of candles slender and white like young damsels, 

now yellow-haired. In the tall hearth, the flames had simmered down to a wary glow, enlivened now and 

then by a sudden gust down the chimney. The hounds 

by the fire twitched, dreaming perhaps of past hunts.


Rohain fell silent, her story told. Long before this 

night, before she had become Rohain, she had held an 

inner debate on what she would say, should she ever 

reach Court. To reveal the existence and whereabouts of 

the hidden treasure was her purpose, and to uncover the 

corrupt Scalzo and his adherents so as to be avenged. 

But to disclose her own identity – insofar as she knew it 

– was not her intention. In truth, she was nothing but a 

homeless waif who had forgotten a past that possibly 

was best left forgotten. She was a foundling, an ex-floor-scrubber, 

a serf, a stowaway, a misfit, and an outcast. 

Now a chance to begin afresh had fallen like a ripe plum 

into her lap. The lowly part of her life could be swept 

away and hidden. With a new face and a new name, she 

who had first been nameless and then been Imrhien 

might indeed become Rohain of high degree.


To begin living a lie did not sit comfortably with her, 

but so many reasons made it the choicest path. A 

noblewoman could wield so much more influence than 

a servant. That power might be used to help her friends. 

With influence, she had also some chance of finding 

Thorn again, of at least seeing him, from a distance, one 

more time. Thirdly, having once tasted dignity and 

luxury, it would be hard to relinquish them.


And so she had told her story to Roxburgh not as it 

was, but as she wished it to be heard. He had listened 

closely throughout, and when she had finished had asked 

several pertinent questions. He was no fool; she guessed 

that he perceived some flaws in the web she had woven, but, perhaps out of tact, he chose to overlook them.


The story went that she had left the Sorrow Islands 

and begun a journey across Eldaraigne in a small, 

private Windship. A storm had wrecked the craft over 

the Lofty Mountains. She and a crew member had been 

the only survivors of the disaster. Wandering destitute 

and in danger through the wight-ridden forests, they had 

come accidentally upon a treasure hoard of unsurpassed 

magnificence, at a place they named Waterstair.


‘A treasure hoard? You say that it contains much 

sildron?’


‘Vast quantities, sir.’


‘Did you bring any with you?’


This might be a trick question.


‘Knowing that all newly discovered sildron is the 

property of the King-Emperor, I did not take any from this 

trove – nor did my companion. But those who discover 

such wealth are entitled to a share of it in reward, or so I 

am told. We took jewels and coin, to help us, should we 

find our way out of the wilderness and regain the lands 

of men, for we were destitute, as I have recounted.’


‘May I see these valuables?’


‘All is spent.’ She added hastily, ‘We took so very little 

– we could not carry much.’


‘Spent? Where?’


‘In Gilvaris Tarv, when we reached it. Of course, my 

first thought was to send a message by Stormriders to 

the King-Emperor, to inform him of this find. However, 

I held back at the last moment. I was reluctant to let such 

precious knowledge pass out of my hands – not that I 

do not trust our most worthy Stormriders, but accidents 

may happen. I decided, then, to journey to Caermelor, in person, with the news. As I was preparing for the 

journey, disaster struck. My unwonted spending, and 

that of the aeronaut who had helped me survive in the 

forests, had not gone unnoticed. He was abducted, with 

a number of his friends, by a gang of perfidious knaves. 

They forced him to lead them to the trove, and there he 

was betrayed, slaughtered before the very doors of the 

vault. One of his companions escaped to tell the tale, 

but later perished. I barely escaped with my own life. 

Through adventure and misadventure I made my way 

across Eldaraigne until I came here, to Court. Even as we 

speak, those black-hearted murderers, Scalzo’s men, 

may be raiding the King-Emperor’s treasure at Waterstair 

– not for the first time – while the bones of brave fellows 

lie rotting in the grass.’


‘The name of this aeronaut?’


‘Oh – the Bear, he was called,’ she stammered, 

fearing she might somehow betray Sianadh by revealing 

his true name.


‘The Bear, indeed?’


‘Yes.’


‘And the haunts of these brigands?’


‘Gilvaris Tarv, near the river. On the east side. I know 

no more.’


The Dainnan Chieftain called for more wine. He 

leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.


‘But if all is as you say, my lady, then this is a very 

serious matter. We are talking of treason.’


She made no reply.


‘Treason, perpetrated by those who have concealed 

and appropriated the property of the Crown. The 

punishment for that is severe.’


‘As I imagined.’


‘You will understand, my lady, that you must remain, 

as it were, under royal protection until your story can be 

verified. This is for your own safety as well as for 

reasons of security.’


‘Of course.’


This had been half-expected. Besides, where else 

would she go? It had been in her mind to ask her 

coachman – by now no doubt comfortably ensconced in 

some downstairs pantry with a tankard in his hand, 

waiting for her – to take her to the nearest reputable inn 

for the night. Beyond that, she had formed no plan.


‘You must bide here, at the palace, until transportation 

to the Lofties can be arranged. Since you know the way, 

you must lead us there. Your reward shall be substantial 

– more than a few jewels and coins easily spent.’


Untruthfully, she said, ‘Sir, knowing that I serve my 

sovereign is reward enough. Nevertheless I accept your 

offer with gratitude. I hope for every success in tracking 

down the treasoners.’


He laughed humorlessly. ‘So, ’tis retribution you are 

after!’


Truthfully, she said, ‘Yes, but that was not my primary 

goal. I came here to fulfil a promise to a friend, and that 

I have done.’


He shrugged. ‘I will have that wag Wilfred call your 

servants to bring your accoutrements. Your horses and 

carriage shall be accommodated in my own stables, 

your coachman in the grooms’ and equerries’ quarters 

behind the Royal Coach-Mews, and your maidservant in 

a chamber off the suite to be prepared for you.’


‘I have no handmaiden. The coachman and equipage 

are hired.’


‘What? No maid?’


The Dainnan scowled. He left his seat and again 

paced restlessly before the fireplace.


‘My lady Rohain, you are a most singular noblewoman. 

You come here, unannounced; nobody has ever heard of 

you. You come masked and maidless, bearing a most 

extraordinary tale. You speak with disarming plainness, 

unlike a courtier or any member of the peerage. Are you 

in fact a spy?’ On the last word, he spun on his heel and 

glared at her accusingly.


Outraged, Rohain jumped up. Her overblown skirts 

knocked the table. A goblet fell to the carpet, scattering 

its contents like spilled blood. Angry words sprang to 

her lips in the heat of the moment.


‘Now you accuse me of treason! Indeed, sir, it seems 

you have been in the King-Emperor’s service for too 

long – you have become suspicious of all strangers who 

set foot in the palace. I have come here in good faith, to 

carry out my duty, only to be called an infiltrator. My 

mask disturbs you? Well then!’ She tore off the domino 

and threw it on the fire. Was it a sigh of the wind she 

heard, or the sudden intake of her host’s breath? The 

hounds lifted their heads, snarling.


‘If I speak too plainly for your Court manners,’ she 

cried, ‘teach me otherwise! And as for your treasure, I will 

prove that it exists. What more would you have me do?’


Her knees trembled. Abruptly, she sat down. The 

blood drained from her face. How had she possessed 

the temerity to dare such an outburst? What would 

happen now – would she be hanged for insolence? She 

fixed her eyes on the fire. The fragile mask had already 

been consumed. She was exposed, vulnerable.


Out across the city, a bell tolled. Unquiet fingers of air 

slid under the door and plucked at the curtains.


‘Your pardon, lady,’ said Roxburgh at length. ‘I stand 

chastised.’ He bowed. His visage softened. ‘Pray do not 

think me unkind. It is my way, to test others at first 

meeting. Surely I have this night learned not to taunt the 

ladies of the Sorrows, should I ever meet another! 

Prithee, rest by the fire awhile.’ He paused for another 

moment, as though savoring some anomaly or bizarreness, 

then summoned his pages. ‘Lads! See to Her 

Ladyship’s belongings and pay off the driver. Have 

lodgings made ready. Find a lady’s maid.’


Two or three young boys hastened to do his bidding.


This Dainnan lord speaks forthrightly to say the least, 

thought Rohain-Imrhien. He is a man to place faith in.


‘You are His Majesty’s guest now,’ Roxburgh informed 

her.


And prisoner? What if my ruse were to be discovered?


‘Gramercie. I am weary.’


‘Wilfred – play.’


The multiskilled squire took up a lyre, checked the 

tuning, and began expertly to coax a melody from the 

strings.


The wine, the warmth, and the music were sweet. 

Rohain may have dozed; it seemed no time had passed 

before a knock was heard at the door. There entered a 

damsel of her own age, perhaps seventeen or eighteen 

years, her hair corn yellow, half-encased in a crespine of 

gold wire. She curtsied, peeping at Rohain out of the 

corners of her eyes, blinking.


‘Mistress Viviana Wellesley of Wytham at your service, 

Your Grace.’


‘You are to be servant to the Lady Rohain Tarrenys,’ 

said Roxburgh.


‘Even so, Your Grace.’


‘Lady Rohain,’ he said, ‘I beg you to dine in the Royal 

Dining Hall tonight.’


‘Sir, I am honoured.’


Roxburgh again addressed the lady’s maid. ‘Miss, is 

the suite of chambers ready?’


‘Yes, Your Grace.’


‘Then pray conduct Her Ladyship to them with due 

consideration!’







Accompanied by a footman four paces behind to the 

right and the new personal maid four paces behind to 

the left, Rohain-Imrhien was verbally guided through a 

gridwork of resplendent corridors to her lodgings. The 

footman waited outside the door, holding it open for 

them to enter. She caught him staring at her and he 

blushed to the roots of his powdered wig.


A small, neat woman awaited them in the rooms, a 

bunch of jangling keys attached to her belt. She curtsied. 

Her mouth hung open, until she snapped it shut like 

a frog catching flies. After an awkward pause, Rohain 

concluded that servants were not permitted to speak first.


‘Speak,’ she offered lamely.


The Chatelaine of the King’s Household introduced 

herself and indicated an anteroom where a bath 

awaited. Rohain dismissed her without thanks. The little 

woman bustled out with a rattle and a clash of stock, 

ward, and barrel. The footman closed the door and the 

sound of his steps echoed away.


Sixty candles lit the scene, rising from their brackets 

like tall yellow flag-lilies. Rohain stood staring. The 

opulence of the palace suite forced Isse Tower’s decor 

into insignificance. These rooms burgeoned with decor in 

shades of emerald and gold, from the patterned carpet 

like a soft expanse of lawn studded with buttercups, to 

the gilded walls covered with plaster frescoes and the 

velvet hangings in apple green and lemon, their lush 

tassels dangling in bunches like ripening fruits. The bed’s 

four posts were carved in the likeness of flowering wattle-trees 

whose boughs soared to a canopy of green brocade 

fringed with round gold beads above a matching coverlet 

and cushions. The windows were draped, swagged, and 

pelmeted in green and gold; daffodil tiles framed a niche 

wherein a fire blazed bravely, gleaming on a burnished 

grate and fire-irons. Rohain’s fur-lined cloak, which had 

been urbanely subtracted by a butler as soon as its wearer 

had entered the palace, had been placed on a gilt chair 

next to her few pathetic belongings – the boxes from the 

carriage and, absurdly, the foot-warmer.


A soft clearing of the throat from the new personal 

maid drew Rohain’s attention.


‘Ah – what was your name again?’


‘Viviana, m’lady. Vivianessa, in sooth, but I am called 

Viviana.’


‘Well, Viviana, would you – ah – put away my traveling 

cloak?’


This was all that came to mind, on the spur of the 

moment. What in Aia was she to do with this girl? Were 

the Court ladies expected to be incapable of dressing 

and undressing themselves? What a nuisance, to have 

someone constantly bothering and fussing around!


The young servant folded the cloak carefully into a 

camphorwood chest carved with woodland scenes. 

Rohain went into the small room indicated by the 

Chatelaine. Therein stood a copper tub on lion’s feet, 

lined with white cambric that draped over the sides like 

falls of snow. The tub was filled with steaming water 

tinct with sweet oils and strewn with unseasonable 

primrose petals like flakes of the sun.


A marble washstand held a matching toiletry set. 

There was a pair of highly decorated enameled porcelain 

globes on high foot-rims, pierced all over to allow 

moisture to drain and evaporate. One contained scented 

soaps, the other a sponge. These were accompanied by 

somewhat superfluous porcelain soap stands, soap 

dishes and soap trays, ewers, jars, pots, candle-branches, 

and a vase overflowing with hothouse-forced snowdrop 

blossoms. Incongruously, a shoehorn lay on the floor. 

Made of pewter, it was mounted in ivory with carved and 

inlaid handles in the shape of herons.


The lady’s maid spoke. ‘Wishest donna mine that sas 

pettibob shouldst lollo betrial?’


‘I beg your pardon?’


The girl repeated her strange sentence, twisting a fold 

of her skirt in her fingers, gazing hopefully at her new 

mistress.


‘I don’t know what you are talking about. Please 

speak the common tongue.’


The girl’s face fell. ‘Forgive me, m’lady. Methought 

Your Ladyship might like to practice slingua for this 

night. I asked only whether Your Ladyship would like 

me to test the bathwater.’


‘Slingua?’


‘Yes, m’lady – courtingle, some name it, or courtspeak. 

Lower ranks call it jingle-jangle. Does Your Ladyship not 

have it?’


‘No, I do not have such palaver.’


It had sounded like childish babble, yet the girl 

seemed to hold great store by it. Could that curious 

string of quasi-words be part of the social fabric of 

Court?


‘I will bathe now.’


By this phrase, Rohain had meant to indicate that this 

Viviana should leave her alone. Instead, the girl stepped 

forward.


‘Let me unfasten Your Ladyship’s girdle – ’


‘No! I can do it myself. Leave me!’


With a look of despair, the lady’s maid rushed from 

the room. Rohain’s conscience was stricken. The girl 

had only been trying to do her duty as she saw it – but 

how annoying and confusing it all was! Rohain almost 

wished herself back in the woods with Sianadh and the 

wights. Existence had seemed simpler then: it was life or 

death – none of these perplexing customs and slangish 

vernacular.


A sound of stifled sobs emanated from the outer 

room.


What a featherbrain of a girl! Fancy having nothing 

better to cry about than a sharp word from her mistress! 

To one who had faced the Direath and the Beithir, it all 

seemed so superficial.


Rohain removed her girdle of leather and filigree, and 

struggled with the gown’s difficult fastenings. Presently 

she peered around the door.


‘Viviana, will you help me unlace?’


The lady’s maid came willingly, red-eyed. Together 

they battled the endless buttons, the petticoats, the 

pinching, mincing little shoes.


Timidly: ‘Does my lady wish that I should soap her 

back!’


‘No. I bathe alone.’ Providence forbid that the girl 

should see the whiplash-scars.


Nervously: ‘Then shall I lay out Her Ladyship’s 

raiment for the evening?’


‘I have no other clothes – only what you see.’


The girl’s face crumpled as though she were about to 

cry again.


Rohain gathered her wits and said quickly, ‘Naturally, 

I shall require a more extensive wardrobe. You must 

soon expedite some purchases on my behalf.’ It is 

fortunate that so much money remains to me from the 

sale of the emerald.


The servant picked up her skirts and effected a dismal 

bob of acknowledgment.


Beyond the walls, the wind wailed.







Bathed and dressed, Rohain sat before a many-mirrored 

dressing-table in which she could scarcely recognise 

herself, while Viviana brushed out her coal-black locks. 

The courtier was subdued, doleful. Recalling only too 

well her own servitude, Rohain’s heart went out to her. 

Anthills could appear to be mountains if one were an 

ant oneself, condemned to live among them daily. 

Softly, she said, ‘I come from a faraway place where 

Court customs and ways are not known. This seems to 

trouble you. Why so?’


‘Indeed, my lady!’ Viviana blurted out. ‘It troubles me, 

more than all the wights in Aia, because it will trouble 

you, my mistress!’


‘Why should my tribulations be yours?’


‘As your servant, your standing reflects on me. I shall 

suffer for it.’


‘You speak with honesty, if not tact. How shall my 

plain manners trouble me?’


Viviana spoke earnestly. ‘My lady, there is a way of 

going on that is not commissioned by those holding 

office, yet it has grown up in our midst. Here at Court, 

there is a self-styled elite Set or Circle. The Royal Family 

and the dukes and duchesses are not part of this 

courtiers’ game, but many nobles below the degree of 

duke are counted Within the Set or Out of it, with the 

exception of the very old and the very young. If one is 

regarded as being Within the Set, one must fight to 

retain one’s hold, for if one is Cut, which means cast 

Out, there is little chance of regaining one’s place.’


‘Is it so terrible, to be Out of this Set?’


‘Indeed, I would say that life is scarcely worth living! 

Until she witnesses with her own eyes, my lady will not 

know of what I speak. But by then it may be too late. If 

my lady is not included in the Set, she will want to leave 

Court and then I shall be sent back to be maidservant to 

the unmitigable Dowager Marchioness of Netherby-on-the-Fens! I’d as lief die, in honesty. ’Tis unspeakable, the 

manner in which the Marchioness treats us. She is 

continually finding fault and slapping us with her broad 

and pitiless hand.’


Rohain assimilated this information, staring unseeing 

into the mirror.


‘Tell me more.’


‘My lady, as the daughter of an earl, you shall be 

seated amid the cream of the Set at table tonight – the 

very paragons of Court etiquette.’


‘What makes you think I am the daughter of an earl?’


‘Oh, simply that your finger displays no wedding 

band, ma’am – despite that I caught a rumour you were 

a widow – and to be called by the title of “Lady”, you 

must be the daughter of at least an earl, a marquess, or 

a duke. Yet since the name Tarrenys is not familiar at 

Court, methought it must be an earl, begging your 

pardon, Your Ladyship.’


This was encouraging. Viviana possessed a certain 

acuity of mind, then, despite her frail emotional state. It 

seemed that during her stay at Court, no matter how brief, 

Rohain would need an ally. She studied the lady’s maid 

in the mirror, seeing a rounded, dimpled face, a turned-up 

nose, a spot of colour on each cheek, hazel eyes with 

brown lashes that did not match the bleached hair. A 

pretty lass, Viviana was clad in a houppelande of sky-blue 

velvet, with a girdle of stiffened wigan. In addition 

to the girdle, her waist was encircled by one of the 

popular accoutrements known as a chatelaine, from 

which depended fine chains attached to a vast assortment 

of compact and useful articles such as scissors, needle-cases, 

and buttonhooks.


‘And I reckoned that my lady came from a faraway 

place,’ the girl chattered on, wielding the hairbrush, 

‘because of the way m’lady thanked the Duke for his 

dinner invitation.’


Rohain swiveled in alarm.


‘Said I something incorrect?’


‘Yea, verily, m’lady. A dinner invitation from a duke 

is a command. One must reply, “I thank Your Grace for 

the kind invitation and have the honour to obey Your 

Grace’s command.” I don’t know what he thought, 

forsooth, but likely the lack of form did not irk him, for 

those of the Royal Attriod are above such matters.’


‘But you say that I will be scorned and reviled by 

others if I am ignorant of these complicated forms of 

etiquette?’


‘In no small measure, m’lady! The cream of the Set 

can hang, draw, and quarter the ignorant, in a manner 

of speaking. Those they have scathed never prosper in 

Society. But ’tis not merely the forms of address and the 

slingua – ’tis the table manners and all. Entire libraries 

could be devoted to them. Coming from a high-born 

family, Your Ladyship will have all the table manners, I’ll 

warrant.’


‘Not necessarily.’


Unbidden, images formed in Rohain’s mind; the table 

at Ethlinn’s house – everyone seated around, plucking 

food from a communal dish with their hands and wiping 

their greasy fingers on the tablecloth; Sianadh clutching 

a joint of meat in his fist and tearing at it with his teeth; 

thick bread trenchers used as plates, to soak up the 

gravies and juices and to be eaten last.


Rohain chewed her lip. To be catapulted from shame 

to glory and back to shame would be more than she 

could bear. And what if Thorn should attend this dinner, 

to witness her humiliation?


‘Do the Dainnan attend the Royal Dining Hall?’


‘Sometimes, m’lady, when they do not dine in their 

own hall.’


‘Are you acquainted with any of the Dainnan?’


‘Not I, m’lady.’


‘Viviana, why do the noble courtiers insist upon this? 

These dialects, these intricate manners you hint at – why 

are they necessary?’


‘Marry, I vouch it is to show how clever they are, how 

much they deserve their station because they are privy 

to secrets of which the commoners know naught. Yet 

again, those of the highest degree do not concern 

themselves with slingua and such codes – they do not 

have to prove themselves worthy.’


‘Viviana, you are wise. I believe I have misjudged 

you. Teach me, that I may not be made an outcast this 

night.’


‘My lady, there is no time!’ From somewhere down the 

labyrinths of corridors, a hum mounted to a reverberating 

crescendo – the sounding of a gong. ‘It is the dinner gong! 

In a few moments, a footman shall come to escort Your 

Ladyship to dinner. And then we are both ruined!’


‘Calm yourself. Listen, you must help me. When I go 

to the table, stay beside me at all times. I will do as 

others do. Prompt me if I err.’


‘But my lady’s hair is not yet coiffed appropriately!’


‘Shall I wear the headdress to conceal it?’


‘No, no – that design is not suitable for evening wear.’


‘Then attend to my hair.’


‘It will take long – ’


‘Nonsense! Do the best you can. We have moments, 

do we not?’


‘Verily, m’lady.’


Determinedly, Viviana swapped the hairbrush for a 

polished jarrahwood styling-brush inlaid with coloured enamels, its porcelain handle knopped with crystals. She 

twisted the heavy tresses, looping some of them high on 

her mistress’s head. Securing them with one hand, she 

fumbled at the legion of assorted knickknack boxes, 

bottles, and jars set out on the dressing-table, fashioned 

from silver, ivory, wood, and porcelain. Rohain lifted a 

few lids, unscrewed several caps, to reveal pink and white 

powders, black paste, pastilles, gloves, buttons, buttonhooks, 

ribbons, decorative combs of bone, horn, or brass 

inlaid with tortoiseshell, silver pique barrettes, enameled 

butterfly clasps, scented essences, aromatic substances.


‘What seek you?’ Rohain winced in pain as Viviana in 

her haste tweaked a strand of hair.


‘I seek pins for the coiffure.’


A carved ivory box fell open, spewing jeweled pins. 

Viviana snatched them up and began thrusting them 

ruthlessly into Rohain’s cloud of curls.


‘Ouch!’


‘Forgive me . . .’


‘What is the purpose of these paints?’


‘They are for the beautification of the face. Kohl for 

the eyes, creams and coloured powders for the skin; 

rouge made from safflowers . . .’


Suddenly panicking, Rohain clapped her hands to her 

cheeks. In the looking-glass, her new visage had 

seemed unobjectionable to her, but how could she be 

certain that this was not merely wishful thinking? Her 

heart began hammering.


‘Should I be using them?’


‘Many courtiers do, but you need not, m’lady.’


‘Why not, if ’tis what others do? My face – is it 

acceptable? Tell me truly!’


‘My lady already has the look that others wish to 

achieve – she needs no paint.’


‘What do you mean?’


Viviana halted her furious burst of hairdressing 

activity and planted her hands on her hips.


‘Does my lady jest?’


‘No. I do not jest. I wish you to tell me if my features 

are acceptable. Tell me now, and if they are not, I will 

not venture into that Hall this night, command or no 

command.’ Butterflies roiled in Rohain’s stomach.


A loud rapping at the door startled them both. A 

voice called out imperatively.


‘Yes, m’lady, yes they are!’ Viviana squeaked hastily. 

‘Quickly – to be late for dinner is an unpardonable 

lapse. M’lady would be Out before the first forkful.’


‘Then let us go.’







The decoratively painted plaster walls of the great Royal 

Dining Hall, here and there covered with tapestries, 

soared to elaborately carved cornices and a domed, 

frescoed ceiling. Six fireplaces, three on either side, 

threw out enough warmth to fill its vaulted immensity. In 

a high gallery a trumpeter stood like a stalagmite dripped 

from the plaster ceiling plaques and chandeliers. He was 

one of the Royal Waits, wearing scarlet livery and the 

ceremonial chain of silver roses and pomegranates.


Along the walls, edifices of polished wooden shelves lit 

by mirror-backed girandoles displayed ornamental silverware, 

tempting platters heaped with fruits and cakes, 

covered cheese dishes disguised as little milk churns or 

cottages, silver chafing dishes with ivory handles, and glowing braziers of pierced brass ready to warm food. 

Liveried butlers and under-butlers stood at attention 

beside every board. Broad trestles ran down the length of 

the Hall, draped with pure white damask cloths, lozenge-patterned. 

The High Table, set up at right angles to this, 

stood upon a dais at one end. Its snowy wastes were bare 

of tableware, save for a quartet of surtouts, the seasons 

personified; grand sculptures in silver-gilt. Spring, her hair 

garlanded with blossom, caught butterflies. Summer, 

laurel-wreathed, held out her dainty hand for a perching 

lark. Autumn, twined with grapevines, dreamed by a 

corn-sheaf, and Winter, crowned with holly, danced. 

Candlelight glittered softly from their frozen glory.


The long tables, loaded with dinner service, made the 

High seem by comparison austere. A myriad white beeswax 

candles in branched candelabra reflected in fanciful 

epergnes of crystal or silvered basketwork, golden 

salvers lifted on pedestals and filled with sweetmeats or 

condiments, sets of silver spice-casters elaborately gadrooned, 

their fretted lids decorated with intricately 

pierced patterns, crystal cruets of herbal vinegars and 

oils, porcelain mustard pots with a blue underglaze 

motif of starfish, oval dish-supports with heating-lamps 

underneath, mirrored plateaux and low clusters of 

realistic flowers and leaves made from silk.


On both sides a sanap – a long strip of white cloth – 

lay along the table edges. Individual place settings had 

been laid along the sanaps at regular intervals, hedged 

in by an array of gleaming weaponry – knives, forks, 

spoons, suckett forks, soup spoons, cake forks, dessert 

spoons, cheese knives, miniature tongs, fish forks; a 

veritable arsenal, all engraved with the royal insignia, all with matching handles ending in silver scallop shells. 

Milk-white serviettes in front of each setting had been 

cleverly folded into sailing ships. Beyond these cutlery 

fences, gardens of tall crystal goblets sprang up from 

long, slim stems, like tulips. Several silver table-top 

Seaships on wheels served as salt-cellars to be rolled 

along so that diners could help themselves.
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